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  Preface


  



  This is a history of Ukraine, of the people who inhabit today’s north-central region where Ukraine was born, with its distinct language, culture, and social traditions. Here was the medieval civilization of Rus with its capital at Kyiv, which stretched from the great Pripet Marsh down along the Dnipro (Dnieper) River and its tributaries, ending at the great cataracts or “porohy,” the threshold between settled Slavic communities and those of the nomads that roamed the great east European steppe. Referred to redundantly at times as “Dnieper Ukraine,” here in the great metropolis of Kyiv was the cradle of modern east European civilization, as great princes of Kyiv built the city-states of today’s Russia, Belarus, and what now form the western provinces of Ukraine (the medieval principality of Galicia) which include the Carpathian mountains.


  These were the branch-plants of the Rurik dynasty from the mercantile republic of Novgorod, which established the great trade route from Scandinavia to Constantinople, the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire. In the wake of the devastating Mongol invasion of 1240, the “kraina”—the frontier between the Slavic Christian lands and the steppe of the Muslim Mongol Horde—emerged as the home of the Cossacks, the creators of a unique culture that became Ukraine. The Cossack movement of Ukraine was the second stage in the history of Kyiv-Rus, as following its destruction armed frontiersmen began to venture into the steppe to reap a rich harvest from hunting and gathering. The freedom of the steppe brought a democratic and individualistic lifestyle with an anti-feudal, anti-state ideology defended by the lance and sabre.


  Today Ukraine consists of disparate regions, each with its own traditional language, religion, and culture, but it is the Cossack regions that gave birth to Ukrainian culture, and language. By 1900, however, Ukrainian national identity had spread to neighboring territories, particularly to Galicia in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, where many educated Rusins (“Ruthenians”)1 tended to refer to themselves as “Ukrainian,” although there was little in common between Galicia and Ukraine. Following World War I we see in Galicia (“Western Ukraine”) the growth of a myth supported by the so-called Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN) whereby lands populated by “ethnic Ukrainians” were split between the Russian and Austro-Hungarian empires. The myth has been perpetuated by several authors of Ukrainian history who fail to explain how it was possible to split something which had never been together.2


  A myth demonstrating an even greater disregard for the historical record lies in Russian historiography, which beginning in the 19th century went hand-in-hand with Russian imperialistic ideology. Projecting 19th century circumstances onto history, Ukraine (“Little Russia”) and Belarus became simply parts of Russia. Ignoring the fact that “Russia” was born only in 1722, Russian historians have consistently referred to the medieval civilization that emerged in today’s Ukrainian lands as “Kievan Russia.”3 According to this view (which has been adopted by many Western historians) Slavic east Europe consisted of a united and common “Russian land” where the split was caused in part by the collapse of the Kiev state. Thus the first key period “was the original co-existence of the ancestors of today’s Ukrainians and Russians as the Rus.”4 Again, there could not have been a split in a common entity which never existed. In actual fact the exact opposite was the case—a continual state of warfare between the city states of Kyiv-Rus and Novgorod on the one hand, and those of the north-east on the other.


  The blatant perversion of history persisted into Soviet times and targeted other societies as well. Following Stalin’s expulsion of the entire Tatar population from the Crimean Peninsula in 1944, it was claimed in a major two-volume Moscow publication that the Crimea has been Russian land from ancient times. Therefore, there was no conquest of a sovereign land but a reunification and a reestablishment of the rights of the Russian people to their own land.5 Such untruths continue to fuel Russian nationalist propaganda to this day.


  This book begins in the distant past and ends with the enslavement of the Ukrainian people in the second half of the 18th and first half of the 19th century. As revealed by recent archaeology, the great steppe of Ukraine and southern Russia was the birthplace of the patriarchal warlike Aryan tribes, which conquered Europe and much of Asia and in the process introduced the bronze and the iron ages. These nomads have had a lasting effect on the Ukrainian people and their history. We also consider the early Slavs, their manufacturing “emporia” and the fur trade, which gave rise to the future city-states. Often ignored by historians, the Slavs were the last barbarian tribes to invade the Roman Empire following the first religious wars between the Arian Christian Goths and Vandals, and the Roman Orthodox Church.6
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  Ukraine following the declaration of independence, 1918.


  



  Next the text traces the beginning and development of the Kyiv-Rus civilization and its neighboring Greek Orthodox city-states. The period also marks the beginning of the Papal Crusades and the continuing religious warfare, which had a profound impact on European history. Destroyed by the Mongols, Rus fell to the pagan Lithuanian tribal princes while Galicia was absorbed by the Polish Roman Catholic monarchy, and by the beginning of the 15th century all vestiges of Kyiv-Rus had disappeared, left with a scattered population in the forests, wetlands, and the steppe. Following the defeat of the Germanic Crusader Knights in the great battle of Tannenberg in 1410, the Roman Catholic kingdom of Poland-Lithuania became the dominant power in eastern and central Europe.


  Now begins the second period or stage in the history of what had been Kyiv-Rus, as in the 15th century armed frontiersmen start to venture into the steppe in search of the rich harvest that could be obtained from hunting and gathering. The steppe was a dangerous place frequented by marauding Tatar-Mongols in search of booty, and soon blockhouses and forts began to spring up manned by determined armed men known as Cossacks. In Chapter 10 we perceive the early Cossack democratic individualistic lifestyle and anti-state ideology that marked a parting of the ways with traditions of princely Kyiv-Rus and its great noble families, which began to adopt Roman Catholicism to become Polish noblemen. Another characteristic feature of Cossack society was the freedom enjoyed by women and a veneration of children which can be seen in the image of “Did Moroz” or Old Man Frost, who traveled in his sled during the dark days of Christmas to deliver presents to children. Cossacks serving in the Baltic region most certainly carried on the practice incognito, giving rise to the fable of “Santa Claus.”
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  The interwar Ukrainian territory as part of the U.S.S.R. following the Polish-Soviet war of 1920–21.


  



  Chapters 11 and 12 describe the growth of the Cossack movement in north-central Ukraine and its spread across the eastern steppe to the Don River. As Ukraine fell under the rule of the Catholic nobility, with the cruel serfdom and religious persecution of Greek Orthodox and Protestant churches, Cossack and serf uprisings sprang up in Ukraine and Muscovy culminating in the great Ukrainian revolution of 1648 as described in chapters 12, 13, and 14. Led by Cossacks, the enslaved serfs rose up in a bloody revolt. The mutual massacres were accompanied and followed by years of warfare during which under the brilliant strategist Hetman (Commander) Bohdan Khmelnitsky Cossack regiments inflicted crushing defeats on invading Polish-Lithuanian armies. Entire Europe watched as a population of barely one million established an independent and free “Ukraina terra Cossacorum.” There was also no “union” with Muscovy in spite of Russian claims, but on the contrary, in 1659 an invading Muscovite army of 100,000 strong—the best the Tsar had—was annihilated in the battle of Konotop in northeastern Ukraine by an inferior Cossack army supported by a Crimean force.


  Moscow lay open but the anticipated Ukrainian-Crimean invasion never came, as Cossack unity disintegrated into disagreement and civil war. Polish, Muscovite, and Ottoman armies invaded to support a particular faction as Cossacks turned on themselves in a violent rupture of unity, which would never be restored. By the Treaty of Andrusovo, signed in 1667 by the Polish king and the Moscow tsar, it was agreed to partition Ukraine along the Dnipro River, as the Sultan of Turkey sent his Janissaries to occupy the southwestern steppe. Following much fighting, the outnumbered Cossack regiments of the western right-bank provinces were defeated by a Polish invasion and serfdom reestablished by the great magnates. On the left-bank territories by the end of the 17th century the Cossack hetman was under the authority of the Tsar, but on condition that Ukraine maintain its autonomous status under a Cossack administration, and Muscovite serfdom was not to be allowed.


  In 1700 the Great Northern War broke out as the Don Cossacks erupted in a great revolt against Muscovite oppression, supported by serfs and most of the local population. The Hetman of the left-bank, Ivan Mazepa, joined Charles XII in return for Swedish recognition of Ukrainian independence, as the young king entered Ukrainian territory in 1708 in search of supplies and a rest for his men. With Cossack regiments once again hopelessly divided, and unable to get support from the Don Cossacks, Charles XII and Mazepa were defeated in the great battle of Poltava and forced to seek refuge with the Turkish Sultan as outlined in chapter 15. More fighting with Peter I followed and with Mazepa’s death the newly elected Hetman Pilip Orlyk led Cossack regiments into Ukraine, supported by Polish forces. It was Orlyk who drafted not only the first Ukrainian constitution, but also the first document which spelled out the separation of the legislative, executive, and judicial powers of a state, decades before it was proposed in Western Europe or North America.


  The last chapter outlines the post–Peter I period up to the second half of the 18th century. Following the tsar’s death, left-bank Ukraine enjoyed a period of restored autonomy under Hetman Kirilo Rozumovsky while the right-bank provinces slipped deeper into serfdom and violent revolt. With Empress Catherine II on the Russian throne, serfdom was also introduced in left-bank Ukraine as Cossack autonomy was suppressed and Ukraine incorporated into a uniform Russian state. In 1768 the Zaporozhian Cossacks had refused the Crimean Khan’s offer of an anti–Russian alliance, a decision they would come to regret. In the same year the Turkish Sultan declared war on Russia in which Ukrainian Cossacks played a key role in the Russian victories with the capture of the entire Black Sea coast and the Crimean Peninsula. With peace the Cossacks were no longer needed, and the free Zaporozhian territory was a bad example for Russian totalitarianism. They also owned the richest agricultural land in Europe, as well as extensive mineral deposits. In a surprise move, with the powerful Zaporozhian army still dispersed the Sich stronghold was surrounded by a large force and with a garrison of only 3,000 Cossacks it had little choice but to surrender.


  In left-bank Ukraine, autonomy and Cossack status was also abolished and Russian-style serfdom imposed in the villages. The new order of despotism was accompanied by the destruction of the village educational system as printing presses were removed from monasteries, and Ukraine sank into illiteracy and oppression where it remained for the next century and a half. By the early 19th century Ukrainian writers such as M. Hohol (N. Gogol) were publishing in Russian to secure a literate audience, although Gogol’s father could still publish in Ukrainian. All things Ukrainian were destroyed or appropriated to become “Russian,” and eleven years after Gogol’s death in 1863 it was declared that a “Little Russian (Ukrainian) language has not, does not, and cannot exist.”7 The printed word in Ukrainian was outlawed and men of letters, such as the great poet Taras Shevchenko, were exiled to Sibera. Imperial universities began to rewrite history as the Ukrainian people were denied their past and Ukraine sank into obscurity.




  



  Introduction: History and Politics


  



  The largest country in Europe after Russia, with the rich natural resources and a developed economy, Ukraine continues to defy much of our understanding of its history, society and people, leading recent historians to describe Ukraine as an “edgeland,” a “border country,” and even “the unexpected nation.”1


  Yet it was a founding member of the United Nations, a recognition of the Ukrainian contribution to victory in World War II, borne at great cost in human lives and economic infrastructure. But then the history of Ukraine has always been steeped in violence and warfare, which marked its birth with the Cossack movement five centuries ago. This was the “kraina,” the frontier with its rich wildlife, rivers teeming with fish, and endless grasslands interspersed with dense forests, all beyond the reach of prince, king or tsar. Here, beginning in prehistoric times, sedentary farmers and nomadic pastoralists fought over the fertile black earth, a geographic feature which has shaped much of European and Asian history.2 In what would become the Ukraine, groups of hunters, fishers, and farmers defied feudalisms, staved off Muslim invasions, brought a powerful empire to its knees, and made possible the rise of another.


  This is their story—an account of the free Cossack movement, the foundation of Ukraine, which gave the country its distinct folk culture, and a rich romantic tradition. But above all, it was the unyielding Cossack pursuit of freedom, the refusal to accept feudalism and the oppressive state institutions of the powerful neighbors which surrounded them. The Ukrainian culture of individual freedom encouraged creativity in both the arts and sciences, such as Nikolai Gogol (Mykola Hohol), the father of the short story and modern Russian literature; P. Tchaikovsky one of the greatest composers of all time; Lobachevsky, the father of non–Euclidean geometry and modern mathematics; Tsiolkovsky, the theoretician of modern rocketry; and Sikorsky, the inventor of the helicopter and the two-engine aircraft; and not to omit the most popular Cossack of them all, the figure of Santa Claus.


  The rise and fall of the Cossack movement is one of the most dramatic yet largely unknown episodes in European history, when the Cossacks of Ukraine “were at the centre of some of the largest changes in early-modern history.”3 Apart from their frontier origins, a unique feature of Cossack society was the refusal to tolerate state institutions that could replace their democratic governance, or interfere with their liberties. All Cossacks, including the elected officers, were considered equal, and endowed with three fundamental freedoms: the right to bear arms, the right to elect officers, and the freedom of movement whether across the “wild prairie” or over land claimed by the nobility. As the Cossacks observed wryly, the three freedoms were in fact one, for the first ensured the other two. The right to personal property and ownership of land for ranching and farming was also recognized, as was the freedom to conduct trade and commerce. What is remarkable is that in the absence of a formal state structure the Cossacks produced the first written constitution that defined a system of governance based on the separation of the executive, judicial, and legislative powers.


  The absence of a home-grown state is the key to an understanding of Ukrainian history, although there are historians who pursue the claim that the history of Ukraine is a continuous process of development of statehood, beginning with Kyiv-Rus to the present day, a sort of a historical hidden hand which has guided events to this end.4 A recent historian has even claimed that Ukrainian history is as “normal” as that of any other European country. Two main tendencies are generally followed, mainly though not exclusively by émigré historians. The objective of Cossack (and the 20th century) Ukrainian revolution is narrowed to that of achieving a national state to the detriment and subordination of social questions as was observed by a recent historian, even though they have always been central to Ukrainian history.5 And secondly Ukrainian history is defined as the past record of all parts of today’s Republic since 1945, which includes new territories that have little to do with Ukrainian history, and which have traditionally been hostile to the Ukrainian Cossack movement.6


  An examination of Ukrainian history, however, points in a different direction. Not only has its history not been “normal,” but it differs radically from those of most European nation-states including all its neighbors.7 Following the Mongol invasion and the incorporation of Rus into the domains of Lithuanian and Polish rulers, the frontier region or the “kraina” around the Dnipro River experienced a striking discontinuity from its Princely past. At no stage of the Cossack movement was there an attempt to reclaim Kyiv (or any other major city) as the Ukrainian capital, or to resuscitate state institutions, which continued to thrive in Lithuania-Rus, Poland, and Muscovy. The only possible exception was the Greek Orthodox Church, which in 1596 was banned by Roman Catholic Poland and reinstated in secret by the Cossack leadership. Moreover the name “Rus” was replaced, by Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s time, by the designation “Ukraina, terra Cossacorum.” The loss of traditional feudal Rus is also indicated by the fact that the entire powerful landowning nobility—the ruling class of Rus—abandoned the common people and converted to Roman Catholicism to become a part of the Polish state. The break between Ukraine and Kyiv-Rus can also be seen from the spoken languages in Ukraine and Muscovy. While Russian is based on Bulgarian Church Slavonic, the language of the medieval city-states and the Orthodox Church, Ukrainian represents the commonly spoken tongue (the “prosta mova”) of today’s north-central Ukraine. This was the language used for Cossack battle orders and instructions, which all Cossacks were expected to know.8


  The history of Ukraine and its Cossack movement is also not well treated by the traditional historians of neighboring countries. Polish writers have described Cossacks as little better than common anti-social bandits, who although endowed with bravery and fighting skills spent most of their time looting and murdering their neighbors, and conducting pogroms against Jews. The view has been taken up by English-language historians who characterize Cossacks as “social bandits” using an inappropriate transference of Hobsbawn’s concept to describe criminal organizations such as the Sicilian Mafia, and others.9 The greatest inaccuracies occur in the popular press, such as in Time, 29 August 2011, which describes the Cossacks as right-wing Russian nationalists “from southern Russia who have been fighting since the 17th century in the name of the tsar, the motherland, or the Russian Orthodox Church.”10 This portrayal greatly diminishes the Cossack struggle against slavery and feudal oppression which was rife at the time.


  Russian imperial historians beginning in the mid–19th century take a somewhat different approach, one where Ukraine and its Cossack movement are largely ignored, or are completely misrepresented. Thus the well-known historian V. Kluchevsky incorrectly asserts that “the Cossacks … constituted a stratum of society of the Russian community, which at one time covered the entire country.” This is followed by the factual error (and a contradiction) that “when the Zaporozhsky Cossacks had just begun to organize their military republic, we find the Don Cossacks already an organized body….”11 In the same vein, the entire history of Kyiv-Rus has been appropriated as “Russian” history. Meaningless claims such as “Kiev is the mother of Russian cities” and “ancient Rus is our (Russian and Ukrainian) common source” have continued in post–Soviet Russia with the return of Russian imperialism. Clearly, Ukraine could never be seen to be ahead and different from the Russian “Big Brother.”


  In more recent times, Russian Soviet historians have also minimized Ukraine’s contribution during World War II, a practice which is followed by English language historians who confuse “Soviet” and “Russian.”12 Yet the contribution was substantial as it was crucial. In spite of Stalin’s man-made famine during 1932–33, in which some four million Soviet Ukrainians died, and the purges of the Great Terror four years later, the vast majority of Ukraine’s population rallied against the invasion.13 In fact it was in Ukraine that the Germans and their allies encountered the first serious (and unexpected) resistance from the Red Army, the partisans, and other civilians, and without Ukraine the Soviet Union would have been lost to the Nazi and Fascist invasion.


  Code-named “Barbarossa,” the sneak attack on the Soviet Union was launched in the early morning of 22 June 1941, with over five million German, Italian, Romanian, Hungarian, Slovak, Croatian, Finnish and other troops in what was the largest invasion force in the history of warfare.14 With almost all of Europe at his disposal, Hitler’s Nazi war machine had large reserves of manpower, raw materials, industrial production, and a battle-hardened German army. Stalin, on the other hand, had purged the Red Army officer corps, shooting the innovative Marshall M. Tukhachevsky and his generals. Without an experienced command structure the badly outnumbered Red Army collapsed in the first ten days of fighting.15 Resistance, however, hardened rapidly and it took the Nazi armies four months to reach Kharkiv, with the last Ukrainian territory of Luhansk occupied on 22 July 1942, more than one year after the attack. By contrast, the German Wehrmacht conquered Poland (proper) in 17 days, while the Low Countries and France fell in only 34 days. It was resistance in Ukraine that turned Hitler’s invasion plans into a fiasco, and made possible the victory at Stalingrad in January 1943.


  Some 4.5 million Ukrainian men and women served in the armed forces of the Soviet Union during the war, and 60 percent of the 250,000 Red Partisans operating in Ukraine were ethnic Ukrainians. Marshalls A. Yeremenko and S. Timoshenko were Ukrainians, as were many other senior officers such as the famous commanders A. Kravchenko, K. Moskalenko, and P. Romanenko. When still a Lieutenant-General in command of the 57th, 62nd, and 64th armies, A. Yeremenko made history with his three-month defense of Stalingrad, for which he was snubbed by Stalin and the Soviet press. With their homes and families under the German occupation, Soviet citizens of Ukraine were highly motivated and many men and women were decorated with the gold star of Hero of the Soviet Union, with hundreds of thousands receiving lesser medals.16 Some were awarded the gold star more than once, such as the pilot I. Kozhedub, who received the Hero of the Soviet Union three times for shooting down 60 enemy aircraft, without losing his own.


  A particularly human demonstration of all-out commitment and courage took place during the liberation of Kyiv, the capital of Ukraine. Overshadowed by Stalingrad and Kursk, and neglected by most historians it was perhaps the most extraordinary battle of the Eastern Front. By September 1943, the 1st Ukrainian Front under General N. Vatutin had reached the Dnipro River and was establishing beachheads on the western side, to surround Kyiv and trap the enemy forces. The rapid capture of the city was on everyone’s mind, and when pontoon bridges were not available to be put across the swampy wetlands (thought by the Germans to be impassable and left undefended), tanks effected the crossing underwater by being sealed with putty. As General Kravchenko’s tank Corps and General Moskalenko’s 38th Army were fighting their way towards the city, by early November other infantry units had reached the east bank of the Dnipro, facing the steep Kyiv heights. As the troops waited for pontoon bridges they could hear German firing squads murdering people in the city.


  Ignoring orders, men began to launch improvised boats, ripping up benches and docks to build rafts and floating field pieces on wooden gates strapped to barrels. Dried grass was stuffed into groundsheets to make floatation devices. Some 3,000 men entered the cold waters of the Dnipro River, more than half a mile wide at this point, and became sitting ducks for German artillery from the city heights. Hit by enemy shells, mortars, and machine guns, many sank to the bottom, but others reached the opposite shore and stormed German positions with light machine guns and hand grenades, fighting up the slopes to the city center.17 Kravchenko’s and Moskalenko’s tanks and infantry were also clearing the Germans from the city and by 6 November Kyiv was liberated from the brutal occupation. More than 300 men and officers received the Hero of the Soviet Union, out of a total of 11,000 awarded during the entire war.18


  The cost of resistance was high: 2.5 million Ukrainian military personnel were killed or suffered a slow death as prisoners of war, while 5.5 million civilians died as a result of Nazi policies. This included 1.5 million Jews and thousands of Roma (“Gypsies”) who were marked for extermination, together with political opponents—mainly Communists—and those considered unfit to live, such as the mentally handicapped and homosexuals. According to the Nazi grand design, the Slavic populations of Eastern Europe were to be reduced by 50 percent, mainly by starvation, with survivors to be used as slave labor by the German colonists who were to arrive following the conquest.19 In addition, Ukraine was totally devastated by the retreating Germans and their allies, who destroyed the country’s virtually entire infrastructure. No country suffered as heavily as Ukraine during World War II.


  Today the Ukrainian National Republic consists of disparate regions—post-war acquisitions and additions of other Soviet territory.20 Traditionally not Ukrainian, each region had its own religion, language, and customs, and moreover had commonly confronted Ukrainians in war, beginning with the Cossack period. The most important addition is the 144,000 sq. km Crimean Peninsula, with a population of 2.7 million, followed by what was the medieval Duchy of Galicia and the Carpathian Mountains, some 111,000 sq. km and a population of seven million. Most of Galicia had been occupied by a reborn Poland seeking to reestablish its lost empire following World War I, but when Hitler attacked in 1939 Stalin moved into the Polish occupied territories, most of which were incorporated into the Ukrainian S.S.R. To their surprise, the inhabitants of Galicia and the Carpathian highlands suddenly discovered that they were “Ukrainians.”21


  The Polish occupation of Galicia had been resisted by both left and right wing political parties as well as by the Greek Catholic Church (today the Ukrainian Catholic Church). But when Stalin shot the leadership of the Galician Communist Party in 1938 (during a conference in Kyiv) the resistance fell into the hands of extreme right-wing parties under the umbrella of the self-styled Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN). Armed operations including political (and contract) assassinations22 were followed by stepped up repression, as thousands of Galicians were jailed or thrown into the infamous concentration camp at Bereza Kartuska, opened in 1932 by the Polish dictator Marshall J. Pilsudski. The OUN had been established in 1929 by Ukrainian émigrés and Galician political refugees in Vienna and Berlin, and was financed by Canaris, the head of the German Intelligence Service known as the Abwehr. The members of the OUN quickly became influenced by Nazi ideology, as can be seen from the 17 April 1932 edition of the North America newspaper, Meta: “Ukrainian Nationalism must be prepared to employ every means in the struggle … not excluding mass physical extermination, even if millions of human beings are its victims.”23 The head of the OUN, Colonel Y. Konovalets, was a veteran of the Austrian and later Ukrainian Army, and had direct access to Göring and Hitler, while the lesser leadership dealt with the Abwehr and the Gestapo.24


  The OUN, however, was Ukrainian in name only, since its members and leadership (such as the fascists Bandera and Melnyk) came from regions which had never been a part of Ukraine, and were generally not considered to be so. The Nationalist concept of the nation-state, particularly the Fascist and Nazi view of society as a corporal entity, was of west and central European origin and completely alien to Ukrainian thought and culture. In fact, few aspects of modern Ukrainian history have been distorted by myth more than “Ukrainian Nationalism,” which had little in common with the multi-ethnic socialist humanism of the Ukrainian urban middle class, or the anarchist-communist orientation of the rural population. Most ethnic Ukrainians were peasants, whose main concern was land and local communal government. During the general election for a Russian Constituent Assembly held in November 1917, the Ukrainian Central Rada received 71 percent of the Ukrainian vote which at times is taken as support for Ukrainian Nationalism. The vote, however, was mainly due to the peasants’ demand for the traditional Ukrainian household land tenure, which differed radically from the Russian collective Mir system. The OUN was actually highly critical of the left-wing Ukrainian republican governments in Kyiv, especially since two ministers were Jewish, as was President Vynnychenko’s wife.


  Nationalist politics also have made their way into works of Ukrainian history, particularly in North America. Thus Galicia and the Carpathian region are at times referred to as “Western Ukraine,” implying that there were two Ukraines—one in the east and another in the west. The “two Ukraines” theory is in fact a myth, which arose in large part from an incorrect assertion that “East and West Ukraines” were once united in a single political entity until the 17th century.25 Although the Principality of Galicia was a member of the medieval Greek Orthodox city states (as were Muscovy and other principalities in today’s Russia), it refused to support or become a part of the “Ukraina terra Cossacorum” established by Hetman Bohdan Khmelnitsky in the mid–17th century. It is therefore to avoid confusion and for the sake of historical exactness that we refer to today’s western Ukrainian lands by their historical pre–1945 designations as Galicia, Bukovyna, and Carpathia Rus.


  What, then, is the origin of the “Ukrainian Nationalism” which caught the attention of many western authors during the Cold War?26 To answer the question we must return to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, where following the European revolutions of 1848 the Greek Catholic middle class began to entertain the new political concepts of nationalism and the nation-state, as proclaimed by the “Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen” during the French Revolution: “The principle of sovereignty resides essentially in the Nation. No body of men, no individual, can exercise authority that does not emanate expressly from it.” The main ingredients of nationhood are generally thought to be a shared history, language and/or religion, a literature, or what is agreed to be a common territory.27 Yet, what constitutes a “nation” can also be an arbitrary construct of political thought, as was pointed out by Hosbawn: “Nations do not make states and nationalisms, but the other way around”28; and by Gellner that “nationalism is not the awakening of nations to self-consciousness; it invents nations where they do not exist.”29


  And so it was in Austrian Galicia during the second half of the 19th century. Middle class Rusins began to discard their traditional Polishness in search of an alternative identity, one that could transcend the provincial designations “Galician,” “Bukovinian,” or “Rusin,” to be able to compete with the widespread Polish nationalism, and gain attention of the Austrian authorities.30 Two broad myths began to emerge; the Russophiles, who considered themselves as part of a greater Russian nation, and the Ukrainophiles who began to trace Galician history to Kyiv-Rus, and by the continuity hypothesis popularized by the historian M. Hrushevsky, to contemporary Ukraine. The adopted Ukrainian self-identity by the Galician middle class, however, was a pure formality and based on myth. Following the destruction of Kyiv-Rus by the Mongols, Galicia and Cossack Ukraine evolved into very different societies. Both had religions which were hostile to each other, customs and cultures varied widely, and by the end of the 19th century the Galician and Carpathian dialects were hardly understandable to Ukrainians.31 Galician intellectuals and political leaders had also little inclination to submit to “East Ukrainian” dominance, and conflicts soon developed at the University of Lviv and the Taras Shevchenko Scientific Society.32 When World War I broke out the self-proclaimed Ukrainian identity of the Galician middle class did not stand in the way of an enthusiastic support for the Austrian Crown. A “Supreme Ukrainian Council” and the Greek Catholic Church declared total loyalty to the war effort, and for the next three years Galician formations in the Austrian army faced Ukrainian regiments of the tsarist Russian regime in the mutual slaughter that followed.


  The war had exposed the ineffectual nature of the despotic Tsarist system, and following the February 1917 Revolution in Petrograd Nickolas II abdicated and was replaced by the liberal Kerensky Provisional Government. Two days later the Ukrainian Central Rada was formed in Kyiv, and on 23 June it issued the First Universal, a proclamation in the style of Ukrainian Cossack hetmans, announcing Ukrainian autonomy within a Russian Federation. Following Lenin’s coup against the unpopular Provisional Government in October (old style) 1917, a historic general election was held for a Constituent Assembly, the first in the history of the Russian Empire. Although the Central Rada received 71 percent of the Ukrainian vote, it soon fell out with Lenin’s Soviet Government in Petrograd. An ultimatum was issued to Kyiv and a Russian Bolshevik force under the ex-Tsarist officer M. Muraviov attacked Ukraine. On 5 January 1918 the Central Rada issued the Fourth Universal declaring Ukrainian independence and breaking all ties with St. Petersburg. The Bolshevik force was only some 12,000 strong but the Central Rada had failed to capitalize on its popularity to establish a Ukrainian regular army, although the country was awash in arms. Fighting broke out in Kyiv in which a Russian pro–Bolshevik arsenal workers’ uprising was suppressed, and on 29 January 300 Kyiv high school volunteers for the Central Rada were overwhelmed and massacred at Krytie by Muraviov’s men. Kyiv fell to the Bolsheviks but with the signing of the Brest-Litovsk Treaty the city was occupied by German and Austrian troops three weeks later, and showing his true colors Muraviov jointed the reactionary White Russian Volunteers. The Central Rada signed a treaty with Germany and was recognized as the Ukrainian government, but unable to provide the required grains and foodstuffs it was replaced by Hetman Pavlo Skoropadsky, a Cossack monarch-like ruler and a wealthy landowner from the Poltava Province.


  Now the Ukrainian Revolution began. Food expropriations and Skoropadsky’s refusal to distribute land of the large estates and the Church quickly alienated the land-hungry peasants, who under elected “otamans” began to form armed Cossack-like bands and attack German and Austrian troops. Then following the signing of the Armistice in Europe, a general uprising broke out on 14 November organized by the left-wing political parties, and the German-Austrian troops quickly withdrew taking Skoropadsky with them. A second Ukrainian People’s Republic was formed in Kyiv, with a 5-man executive committee named the Directory. Headed by the playwright V. Vynnychenko as President, and the Minister of War S. Petliura the Directory found itself at the head of an imposing 300,000 man armed force, mainly peasants expecting land and democratic local self-government in the Ukrainian tradition.


  In the meantime, in what had been the Austrian Empire the Galicians proclaimed a “West Ukrainian National Republic,” headed by the dictator E. Petrushewich and supported by the influential Greek Catholic Metropolitan Andriy A.R. Sheptytsky. A Polish count with large estates, he had been a high-ranking officer in the Austrian army before 1914 and during the war worked with Austrian intelligence.33 The newly formed “Ukrainian Galician Army” was doing badly against the better-led and armed Polish forces equipped by France and the U.S.A., and on 17 July 1919 the defeated Galicians crossed the Zbruch River into Ukrainian territory. Petrushewich had gone to Kyiv, where on 22 January 1919 he signed the short-lived “Act of Unification” which theoretically made his government a part of the Ukrainian People’s Republic. The Act prevented Petrushewich and his associates from becoming a government-in-exile, and gained them support from the still popular Ukrainian Republic.


  The Directory of the Ukrainian People’s Republic, however, was not implementing the promised land reforms, and by the beginning of 1919 its support had evaporated as most peasant-Cossack armed bands switched their support to the Borotbist, Social Revolutionary, Bolshevik, and Anarchist communist parties, leaving the Directory with an army of only 20,000 men. Encouraged by the lack of support for the Republic, the Russian Bolsheviks launched their second invasion of Ukraine in January, and Kyiv fell a month later. Led once more by a Russian chauvinist called Piatakov who refused to recognize Ukrainian authority and culture it was carried out on Stalin’s authorization but without Lenin’s knowledge or approval.34 The outcome was the Red Terror and what became known as War Communism. Hundreds of Ukrainians were arrested or executed as trainloads of confiscated goods were sent to Moscow, food requisitioning imposed on the peasants, land nationalized, and peasant markets abolished. The invasion united Ukrainians of all political stripes, as all three Ukrainian Communist parties, the Anarchists, and the Republican forces turned against the Russians.35 By August 1919 all Russian Bolshevik divisions were expelled from southern Ukraine by Otaman Hryhoriev, Makhno’s Anarchists, and others. At the same time the joint Ukrainian Republican and Galician armies were attacking Piatakov’s troops from the west, while Denikin’s White Russian army was advancing from the east.


  The January 1919 Act of Unification in the meantime remained a formality, which was becoming less expedient as time went on. The Greek Catholic Galicians had little inclination to place themselves under the authority of the Ukrainian People’s Republic and be absorbed by a socialist-communist (and Greek Orthodox) society which was very different from their own. Petrushewich remained the dictator of a separate government, with its own military force and independent policies. As part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Galicia had become Central European both culturally and politically, where state institutions and state controlled law and order were taken for granted. Moreover, during the rule of Polish kings Galicia had not experienced an anti-feudal revolution as had Ukraine, with its free Cossack peasantry. Following Cossack traditions the state represented a foreign and oppressive form of government, based as it was on a wealthy land-owning class. As expressed by the Ukrainian Borotbist communist Ivan Maistrenko in his memoirs of the Ukrainian Revolution of 1918–20:


  
    The state was and is the instrument of exploitation, the means of subjugation of the majority by the minority, and the centralized national (Ukrainian) state even more so than the federative. Therefore socialist policy must strive to win back step by step the recognition of the rights of national collectives, and to endow them with an important share of the functions of a modern state….36

  


  This was a non state-nationalist model for an independent Ukraine, one based on Cossack traditions and ideals which had been preserved by the rural population and founded on the idea of social liberty, rather than ethnicity, religion, or language.37


  Almost every able-bodied Ukrainian male was a veteran of the Great War, and Cossack-style peasant bands—some the size of small armies—were well-armed and effective fighting forces as the 60,000 man French and Greek expeditionary force discovered when it was attacked and driven into the sea by Otaman Hryhoriev’s cavalry. The renowned Anarchist Nestor Makhno controlled much of southeastern Ukraine with headquarters at his native village, bearing the colorful name “Huliay Pole” or “The Prairie that Parties.” Women took part in the general uprising as well, and at least three “otamans” are known to have been women, all named “Marusia” after a 17th century Cossack heroine. Lawlessness was also common as marauding bands of armed men robbed and murdered those viewed to be well-off often Jews and German-speaking colonists, acts for which the Directory’s military commander Petliura and the Anarchist Makhno often received the blame. It was actually the self-administered anarchist region which was the most orderly and protective of the Jewish and Mennonite populations, although all had to pay a tax in kind to support Makhno’s military force.


  The Petrushewich Galician government, in the meantime, was finding itself alienated from the left-wing Ukrainian People’s Republic. Furthermore, the Galician army was losing its stomach for the fighting in defense of a Ukrainian Republic and a society with which it did not identify.38 Then, in a remarkable demonstration of the proverbial tail wagging the dog, Petrushewich announced that his “Western Ukrainian Government” should assume the leadership of the struggle for an independent Ukrainian state. It was the Galicians who were the “nationally conscious” Ukrainians, with a true understanding of what Ukrainian statehood was all about, something that was lacking in “Eastern Ukraine” (also referred to by the equally meaningless term “Dnieper Ukraine”).39 The Directory was to join the Galician army, help drive the Polish forces out of Galicia, and there establish a true Ukrainian state under Galician leadership. Needless to say the Galician proposal was met with some astonishment by the Ukrainian leadership which quickly turned into derision.


  The joint Ukrainian-Galician armies were still approaching Kyiv as the White Russian Volunteer Army under General A. Denikin was moving towards the city from the east. On 30 August the Bolsheviks abandoned Kyiv and the Ukrainian Directorate and Galician units entered the city. Then the unexpected happened, as against orders from the Ukrainian Directory the Galician units allowed Denikin’s men to enter and occupy the Ukrainian capital. Several companies of the renowned Zaporozhian cavalry division charged Denikin’s troops, but heavily outnumbered the Ukrainian forces abandoned Kyiv.40 On the next day secret negotiations took place between the Galician commander General Tarnavsky and the Russian General Bredov, following which Tarnavsky placed his troops under Denikin’s command. Petrushewich was recognized as head of a sovereign state, neither Ukrainian nor Russian, and a month later the Galician dictator severed all relations with the Ukrainian Republic. When in spite of British aid Denikin was defeated in November 1919 by the Bolshevik Red Army, Makhno’s Anarchists, the Directory and other Ukrainian “otamans,” what was left of the Galician army joined the Bolsheviks in January 1920. It was already a spent force, and during the Polish-Soviet war of 1920–21 the Galicians refused to fight, not only against the Ukrainian Republican army but also against their Polish foes. Part of the Galician Army surrendered to the Poles, and the rest were either shot or disbanded by the Bolsheviks.


  The second Russian Bolshevik invasion of Ukraine had turned into a bad failure, and V. Lenin moved quickly to rectify the situation. During the Eighth Party Congress held in Moscow the “primitive Russian chauvinism” which had penetrated the Social Democratic Party (Bolshevik) was denounced, as the policy towards Ukraine changed radically with the end of the Red Terror and War Communism abolished. Grain expropriation and the looting was halted as was Russian-style land collectivization with a commitment to land redistribution for family farms. Following demands of the Borotbists and other Ukrainian Communists and socialists, Ukraine was to become a sovereign state with powers to manage its own internal affairs, and to have distinct Ukrainian Divisions within a Soviet Red Army. The new Bolshevik policies gained widespread support in Ukraine with the exception of the self-governed Anarchists, and supporters of Petliura’s Directory, which had lost all popular support. The Directory itself had contributed to the loss of peasant backing when it adopted conservative land policies to obtain the Western Allies’ recognition and military support.


  In a final attempt to gain power, Petliura signed a treaty with Poland on 21 April 1920, which gained the Allies’ support. Poland recognized the Directory as the government of Ukraine, but with Galicia to remain as part of Poland. On 6 May 1920, a 65,000 man Polish army supported by 15,000 of Petliura’s troops attacked the Red Army in Ukraine. Following mixed successes and a stalemate which followed a peace treaty was signed in Riga on 18 March 1921, which recognized Soviet Russia and Ukraine but allowed Poland to keep the occupied western regions, up to and including Ukrainian Volynia and Polissia. The remnants of Petliura’s forces were interned in Polish-held Volynia while the Ukrainian Anarchist villages were attacked and occupied by the Red Army, with both Petliura and Makhno finding refuge in Paris. With unresolved borders and ethno-religious hostilities, Eastern Europe sank into an uneasy peace.


  There the situation stood until the outbreak of World War II, and the fighting began all over again, signaling the beginning of unprecedented mass slaughter and genocide.41 In occupied Galicia, “Ukrainian Nationalism” under Polish oppression had become a fascist and a pro–Nazi movement, supported by the Greek Catholic Church. The first atrocities began when German special forces supported by the OUN “Nachtingal” and “Roland” battalions entered the Galician capital Lviv. On 2 July 1941, by orders issued by the Gestapo Chief Heydrich a mass murder began of “dangerous elements” such as Communists, people in government and university positions, Polish Catholics, and particularly Polish Jews, resulting, by some estimates in the massacre of 7,000 to 10,000 individuals. Following the killings Metropolitan A. Sheptytsky addressed worshippers in St. George’s Cathedral with the words, “We are overjoyed with the liberation of our land from ungodly Bolshevism” and thanked the “invincible German Army” and its “glorious leader Adolf Hitler,” to whom he sent greetings on behalf of the Greek Catholic Church.42


  The mainly Galician OUN had accepted German-Austrian tutelage with the expectation of leading a pro–Nazi Ukrainian regime once the Soviet Union was toppled and the country subjugated. The Austrian Nazis possessed a good understanding of the ethno-religious politics of the region, but very little could be achieved without the cooperation of the Greek Catholic Church, which had a presence in every Galician town and village.43 The “Prince of the Church,” Metropolitan A. Sheptytsky was seen on occasion to wear the Swastika Cross, and many OUN leaders such as S. Bandera and S. Stetsko were sons of Greek Catholic priests, while A. Melnyk was a supervisor of Sheptytsky’s vast estates. Much has been made of Sheptytsky’s “interventions” which had supposedly saved Jewish lives, such as the 150 Jews who were hidden in Greek Catholic monasteries by the monks. The metropolitan is credited with speaking out in a pastoral letter of 21 November 1942, with the title “Thou Shalt not Kill.” It was read in all Greek Catholic churches, and reprinted in the publication of the Lviv Archeparchia, in which Sheptytsky supposedly condemned all kinds of murder including Jews.44 The claim, however, is false as was pointed out by J.P. Himka, who observed that the letter never specified the killing of non–Greek Catholics, but singled out the violent strife between the Bandera and Melnyk fascist factions of the OUN, and had a long statement against abortion!45


  A deadly ethnic cleansing was also going on of the Polish Roman Catholic population, as well as murder of Ukrainian Orthodox clergy in Volynia. The latter had been invited to form a “union” with the Greek Catholic Church, which in effect meant the adoption of Catholicism and the recognition of the Pope. But when the proposal was rejected in May 1943, Metropolitan Alexiy of the autonomous Ukrainian Orthodox Church was gunned down by Bandera’s men. When his successor Bishop Damaskyn publicly called for a halt to the murder of Poles, the Banderists responded by burning down Orthodox churches and murdering the priests. Then in September the Ukrainian Orthodox Bishop Manuil was murdered in Volodymyr-Volinsky, as missionary work began among the Orthodox population.46 It is only recently that the leader of the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church, Archbishop S. Shevchuk has openly admitted to “the evil” that was done during the massacres of the Polish population in Nazi-occupied Volhynia.47


  The Germans had no intentions of putting the OUN in charge of an independent Ukraine, and those who were vociferous about the notion were arrested, including some prominent fascist leaders, such as Bandera who was arrested briefly when his men opened a murderous campaign against his rival A. Melnyk. This led to a temporary split between his followers and the Germans, who in order to gain support had placed Galicia under the jurisdiction known as the General Government. This was a very different regime than the one reserved for Soviet Ukraine, Greek Orthodox western Volynia, and Polissia, which became the so-called Reichskommissariat and were subjected to a policy of oppression and extermination. The OUN was permitted to form the so-called Ukrainian National Council and the Ukrainian Central Committee, the latter to serve as a welfare agency with hundreds of thousands of Galicians employed by the General Government and students pursued their normal studies.48 As recorded by V. Kubiyowich, head of the Cracow-based Central Committee (and a prominent member of the OUN) in his Ukraine: A Concise Encyclopedia published in Germany after the war: “In the middle of 1943, Galicia was the only relatively peaceful island in the great expanse of Eastern Europe conquered by the Germans, and the only place where conditions were normal.” In fact, Greek Catholic Galicia had become the most cooperative of Germany’s subjugated territories.


  Part of the “normal conditions” in the General Government was the armed support which the Germans received from their OUN allies in the form of the Schutzmannschaft (“Schuma”) police, the partisan units of the so-called Ukrainian Insurgent Army (U.P.A.), and two divisions of the Waffen SS all under the jurisdiction of the Gestapo.49 The activities of the “Schuma” police and the U.P.A. have been described elsewhere, but perhaps less known of the Nazi collaboration are the SS divisions raised to fight the Red Army and the Red Partisans.50 Following the Soviet victory at Stalingrad, a German decree of April 1943 issued by Himmler authorized the formation of the 14th Grenadier Waffen SS Division Galicien, and on 4 May V. Kubiyowich issued a proclamation urging support. The division also received the enthusiastic backing of the Greek Catholic Church and to ensure loyalty only Greek Catholics were permitted to join. Many sons of priests entered its ranks, and Metropolitan Sheptytsky appointed Archbishop Slipy as the divisional chaplain after he himself had blessed the military formation.51 The “Division Galicien” was commanded by the Nazi General Freitag and staffed by Gestapo officers; as an SS division, each volunteer had to swear personal loyalty to Adolf Hitler.


  The Galician SS Division was trained in France where it was used against partisans. Nazi SS files also indicate a unit, the Self Defense Legion of the Galician SS, which took part in the suppression of the Polish Home Army uprising in Warsaw in August 1944, and was responsible for the “liquidation” of all residents of the Polish village of Chlaniow.52 In the summer of 1944 it was transferred against the 1st Ukrainian Front of the Red Army which had entered the territory of the General Government. Following bitter fighting ten German divisions were surrounded in the Brody pocket and the Galician Waffen SS Division was thrown in together with the 1st and 8th armored divisions to halt Moskalenko’s 38th Red Army.53 The Galician Division was virtually annihilated; of 11,000 men, only 3,000 made their way back to the German lines. A second division, the 30th Waffen SS, was formed from the survivors and new volunteers, but was sent to Slovakia and Yugoslavia to fight the Red Partisans. The summer of 1945 and the end of the war found the Galician SS in northern Italy, where renamed as the 1st Ukrainian Division in order to conceal its true identity it surrendered to the British forces.54 Since none were Soviet citizens and many had retained Polish papers, the Division was not handed over to Soviet authorities and most were allowed to emigrate illegally to the U.K., Canada and the United States. Today Galicia and the Carpathian highlands are an integral part of Ukraine although religious, cultural, and political differences persist giving the region its own local color. Unfortunately calls are still made for a rehabilitation of the U.P.A. as a legitimate Ukrainian armed force which was supposedly fighting for Ukrainian independence, and the extreme right wing is hailing Bandera as a hero. Pro-Russian views are not common in the west, although in other parts of Ukraine pro–Russian sentiment and language have persisted, particularly in the Crimean Peninsula with its post-war Russian population.


  Pro-Russian sentiments vanished in most of Ukraine when, in a resurgence of Russian imperialism (and blatant violation of international law), disguised Russian troops quickly overran the Crimean Peninsula and other parts of Ukraine in the east in 2014. The unexpected invasion was well timed by the Russian dictator V. Putin and his generals, as the world’s attention was focused on the 2014 Winter Olympic Games in Sochi, and the Ukrainian government plunged in a state of disorganization following the ouster of its pro–Russian President. The most important factor, however, was Europe’s unwillingness to act, in the greatest betrayal since Czechoslavakia was handed over to Hitler. Twenty years before, the Ukrainian government had made the security of its borders a precondition for the handing over to Russia of its entire nuclear arsenal, then the third largest in the world. This was the first time a nuclear power had surrendered its atomic weapons, which included the long-range Inter-Continental Ballistic Missiles and was carried out under an agreement signed by America, Britain, and Russia that guaranteed the integrity of democratic Ukraine. Although not a full-fledged member of NATO, Ukraine had become a partner and sent troops into Afghanistan. Deprived of weapons by treason and betrayal, Ukraine is once again facing imperialism and repression from its large neighbor.
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    No one is fool enough to choose war instead of peace—in peace sons bury fathers, but in war fathers bury sons.—King Croesus of Lydia (Herodotus I: 87)

  


  



  The First Hunter-Gatherers


  We are all, directly or indirectly, a product of our geography and environment, interacting with and dependent on the natural world for our survival and well-being. Thus it always was, with human existence revolving around the ability to adapt to the physical world. Two remarkable geological features that gave birth to and shaped much of the prehistory of modern Europeans is the immense steppe of the Eurasian landmass and the great wetlands of Eastern Europe. From the eastern slopes of the Carpathian Mountains, to the Far East, lies the most extensive flatland prairie on the planet, the 7,000 kilometer long and 1,000 kilometer wide Eurasian steppe. Referred to as the Great Plain, it extends through Ukraine, into southern Russia between the towering Caucasus Mountains and the forested Ural highlands, continues east through Kazakhstan and Central Asia, ending only at the edge of Outer Mongolia, interrupted by the Altai Mountains.


  To the north of the European part of the Great Plain lies a different landscape, what was an immense forest and marsh rich in fish and game such as bison, moose, deer, and wild boar, with fur-bearing species including beaver, ermine, and marten. Wild fowl nested in pools, lakes and thickets; nuts, honey and berries were common, as well as a wide variety of mushrooms. Formed by the waters of the melting Baltic ice sheet, the marshy terrain of what is today eastern Poland, the Baltic countries, northern Ukraine, Belarus, and part of western Russia is the largest system of wetlands in Europe. Large trees grew on the higher rises of ground with the low-lying terrain consisting of marshy weeds, forest swamps, and moor. Much of the area would be flooded in the springtime, to be drained by rivers carrying the water to the Black and Caspian seas and into the large inland lake formed by the melting ice which would become the Baltic Sea. The rich flora and fauna attracted hunters and gatherers, the ancestors of most of today’s Europeans.


  The first Cro-Magnon humans arrived in Europe about 50,000 years ago, by two main routes which led into the continent from the stretch of land that joined Europe and Asia Minor at that time. A route led the newcomers across Greece and along the shore of the Mediterranean Sea into western Europe while the second took them to the valley of the Danube River and into the ice-free plain of Eastern Europe. This was the Upper Paleolithic Age which is marked by more sophisticated stone implements attached to wooden shafts and handles. Two early cultures can be discerned, the so-called Aurignacian from 43,000 to 33,000 BC, and the later Gravettian dated 28,000 to 20,000 BC.


  These cultures survived the coldest period of the ice age, between 21,000 BC and 16,000 BC, in sheltered regions—the Aurignacian in the western Pyrenee Mountains and in Ukraine, and the Gravettian in the Balkan Peninsula, and some of the earliest evidence of modern man is found in Eastern Europe.1 While Europe to the north of the Alps and the Pyrenee Mountains was covered in ice the east European plain remained ice-free. Here, woodlands survived along river valleys, with pollen analysis indicating birch forests growing in the higher ranges of the Caucasus Mountains. The first signs of modern man in Eastern Europe come from the Kostenki site on the Don River in Russia, 400 miles to the southeast of Moscow. Here in 20 sites stone, ivory, bone, and shell artifacts confirm the presence of a fully developed Upper Paleolithic industry dating to about 43,000–40,000 BC.2 Animal bones indicate the hunting of horses, mammoth, bison, moose, and reindeer. By 23,000 BC we begin to find Gravettian burials, such as a grave with two children 9–13 years of age lying head to head and a man perhaps 60 years old, which were uncovered at Sunghir, about 150 km northeast of Moscow. Great care had been taken in the burial, with all three bodies decorated with hundreds of mammoth ivory beads, fox teeth pendants and other ivory ornaments. The manufacture of beads required some leisure time and perhaps they were used as currency in trade. A bison carved from ivory was also found in the grave, smeared with red ochre powder, perhaps symbolizing a successful hunt.


  A big part of the hunt was for the wooly mammoth, no part of which was wasted, such as the massive bones, which were used for building. The southern steppe was then treeless and the Paleolithic hunters developed ingenious methods for constructing shelters. In a settlement discovered in 1966 at Mezhirich in Ukraine on the banks of the Dnipro River were found virtually complete remains of four round huts built entirely of mammoth bones and skulls, dating to about 12,000 BC. Each hut was 4–5 meters across, was most certainly covered with thick mammoth hides, and it took 95 mammoths to build the huts. The work was labor intensive since a mammoth skull itself weighs some 100 kg, but these were probably the first architecturally designed dwellings in Europe.3 Gravettian Upper Paleolithic artifacts were also found, such as bone awls, needles, amber ornaments, as well as evidence for a flint industry.4 One such dwelling excavated at Mezyn, near Chernyhiv in Ukraine dating to about 18,000–15,000 BC revealed the first set of an “orchestra” of musical instruments made from mammoth bone and ivory; a rattler, a castanet-like bracelet, and a percussion instrument.5 With the extinction of the woolly mammoth (and a warming period) man began to rely on the auroch cattle, reindeer, and horses. From about 8,000 BC, bison and moose also began to appear in the expanding forests.


  As the ice continued to melt, geological changes began to appear. One in particular which must have had a great effect on early inhabitants of north-Eastern Europe was the massive flooding which we know to have occurred of a body of fresh water known as Lake Anculus, today known as the Baltic Sea. Recent geological evidence obtained at the Rhine-Meuse delta and Canada indicates two huge discharges of fresh water into the North Atlantic occurred about 6500–6400 BC.6 A large body of water from the melting glaciers had been trapped in an ice dam in Canada forming a 1.5 million square mile freshwater basic, covering eastern Manitoba, northwestern Ontario, and parts of North Dakota known as Lake Agassiz. As the ice melted the southeastern part of the dam gave way, sending cataclysmic surges of water into what today are the Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence River. The outcome was what is known as the Younger Dryas, a cooling of the northern hemisphere, a rise in the level of the Atlantic Ocean and the North Sea, and the flooding of Lake Ancylus to produce the Baltic Sea.


  Many wetlands around the newly formed sea remained and peat bogs which were forming at the time reveal exceptionally well-preserved wooden artifacts found in Latvia and Lithuania, such as fishing tools, oars, ladles, fishing nets and fabrics of linden bark, as well as a carved owl and an elk goddess. All Neolithic forest sites are near lakes, bogs, or rivers, and are often built on wooden piles sunk into the water to safeguard against the spring floods. Northeastern Europe was a productive region, with Lake Ancylus, rivers, and vast marshes teeming with life. Rivers were especially rich in fish, some of which grew to great size, such as catfish and sturgeon, and early man learned to take advantage of the migrating fish coming up with the spring floods. The Dnipro River which drains the great marsh was particularly productive and settlements began to be established on the high grounds of its shores.


  Drawn by the rich fish stocks of the Dnipro River and the game of the more southern forest-steppe region by 8000 BC hunter-gatherers were moving south along the river, perhaps on floating devices such as dugout canoes used for fishing and movement during the spring floods. The Dnipro River was a natural extension of the great northern marsh and served as the most direct route south into the Pontic steppe. Here the newcomers discovered large herds of wild cattle, bison, deer, and horses which roamed freely on the vast expanses. During the spring thaw the Dnipro River would flood its banks for many miles and when the water subsided a lush growth would carpet the steppe. Extensive grazing was possible even after snowfall, attracting great herds and the fur-bearing predators such as wildcat, lynx, wolves, foxes, martens, polecats, and badgers. Once into the steppe the Dnipro River turns to the south as it encounters granite bedrock and begins to break up into a series of 10 cataracts, the Dnipro Rapids, which fall 50 meters in elevation over 66 kilometers.7 The oxygen-rich waters supported large populations of fish such as the 16-foot catfish, and it is here that we find the first migrants into the Pontic Steppe who began to establish permanent campsites at about 8000 BC.


  The original home of ancestral Indo-Europeans is therefore the northern European forest and most evidence points in this direction, particularly the lack of natural body pigmentation which favors the development of vitamin D when solar radiation is limited. The trait of lightness of skin and a high frequency of blondness could have been encouraged further by human selection, bright yellow hair being symbolic and desirable to sun worshippers. The unusual lack of natural pigmentation was noticed by other people, such as the Chinese, whose Chronicles describe fair-haired, blue-eyed people in Central Asia (who had arrived by about 2000 BC) as well as redheads, referred to as “red hairy apes.” The recessive trait of blondness occurs even today in western Asia. The most severe lack of skin, hair or eye pigmentation is known as albinism, the highest frequency occurring in the Pripet marsh of Eastern Europe.8


  Linguistics also provide evidence for the common origin of the Indo-Europeans whose “calendar” had only three seasons: winter (cold period), summer (hot period), and spring when prairie vegetation came to life. There was no word for “autumn,” typically a farming season for harvesting crops. All had a forested wetland origin indicated by common Indo-European words for “tortoise,” “eel,” and “salmon,” none of which live in rivers that empty into the Black Sea, but are common in the northerly Baltic region. The word for “boat” is somewhat common although there was no word for “sea,” the Indo-European “mare”—“more” denoting a marsh or a lake. The word for “salmon” is similar in the Germanic and the Balto-Slavic languages (“laks, lakso”) as well as in some Iranian languages (in Ossetian, “lasag”). In Tokarian (east Turkeston) “laksi” means “fish” while in Sanscrit (India) “laksa” means “a very large number,” such as 10,000.9 Many other words are similar to two or more language groups. Also, the Finno-Ugric languages contain some Indo-European loan words and since we can place the Finno-Ugric people between the middle Volga and the Ob rivers in northeastern Russia it would situate the Indo-Europeans to their south and west, in the Pripet Marsh.10


  A distinctive feature of the Dnipro Rapids settlements is that for the first time we find cemeteries, eight in all, with 15 to 45 graves each. Several populations inhabited the sites, as three distinct body types have been identified from the skeletal remains; narrow-faced people with gracile bodies at a site in Voloske, a broad-faced type of medium build at Vasylivka I, and broad-faced robust types at Vasylivka III.11 Two of the 19 males at Voloske and 2–3 of the 45 at Vasylivka III were wounded by flint blades, and by 7000–6200 BC we only find the Vasylivka III robust body types remaining, and their particular body burial posture. By 5700–5300 BC we find the first signs of later Indo-European burial practices at the Vasylivka V cemetery such as red ochre and superimposed bodies, a precursor of later collective burials. There are also the usual grave deposits, such as flint blades and scrapers.12


  With increasing populations, the Dnipro Rapids settlements began to expand into the steppe, aided by the shallow ford at the southern end of the cataracts, which could be crossed in both directions. By 6500–6000 BC there are two groups of settlements on the Ukrainian steppe, one on each side of the Dnipro River; the Buh-Dnister culture to the west and the Dnipro–Donets culture to the east of the rapids. The Buh-Dnister people were one of the first to establish themselves on the steppe, then a zone of mixed open grassland and forest. The culture developed between the Buh and Dnister rivers, and to date 75 dwelling sites have been excavated, ten on the west bank of the Buh. They built bark-covered huts with sunken floors, depended mainly on fish (pike, eel, and roach from the carp family) and hunted antelope, red and roe deer, wild pig, and the two types of horse: “Equus hydrantius,” which was hunted to extinction, and “Equus caballus” before the species was domesticated. Fur-bearing animals were also hunted such as beaver, muskrat, bear, and others. It seems that wild wheat was also gathered, some 500 years before the arrival of the Crish agriculturalists.13 Knives, spear points, and arrowheads were fashioned out of flint and at times from obsidian while tools were made from antlers.


  As the Buh-Dnister expanded to the west of the Dnipro River they encountered an entirely different people arriving from the Crish River area in Romania. These were the descendents of the first farmers from the Middle East, who had migrated to Asia Minor and from there to Greece, Bulgaria, the Danube Valley and into Moldavia and Ukraine. They brought with them domesticated goats, sheep, pigs, their own cattle, and crops such as peas, millet, barley, and the four varieties of wheat; einkorn, emmer, spelt, and the baking wheat “triticum aestivum.” They also introduced plums, apricots, and grapes, and most likely knew how to ferment beer and wine. The agriculturalists probably also brought with them domesticated cats who earned their keep by controlling mice populations and other small rodents, and help preserve stored cereals. All that is known of the early farmers is from their settlements as they left no cemeteries and it is still a mystery what they did with their dead. From the preponderance of artifacts with female attributes and symbolism which have been uncovered it is clear that they were a matriarchal culture.14 The Crish people continued to expand eastwards towards Moldavia and the Dnipro River in Ukraine where they are known to archaeology as the Cucuteni and the Trypillia people, respectively.


  



  Farmers and Pastoralists


  The division of labor in a family clan system was based on age and gender, with hunting generally reserved for males who were taught to make and use hunting-fishing implements at an early age, while gathering plant-based foodstuffs such as fruit, berries, roots, and herbs was reserved for females. As planting and farming began to replace gathering, we see the beginnings of matriarchal agricultural settlements in southeastern Europe, which gradually spread to the fertile soil of the east European prairie. However, the tall grasses and abundant wild herds of horses of the steppe favored an alternative development from hunting and gathering—the herding and domestication of wild horses and cattle which roamed the vast expanse of the European plain following the Ice Age. The sedentary life of an agricultural community produced food surpluses, which could not only tide the farmers over poor harvests but also provide feed for livestock which was not native to the cold winters of the east European steppe. Over time the mainly peaceful and matrilinear farming societies could support skilled artisans, builders, and miners who learned how to smelt gold and copper, and produce the first monetary-type wealth and copper tools.15,16


  Although more limited in their food production nomadic pastoralism had its own advantages, which led to a radically different lifestyle and culture. Supplemented by hunting and gathering, pastoralists enjoyed a healthy diet, and in terms of time spent on the production of food and other necessities pastoral herding was more efficient than farming; it did not require a lengthy preparation and maintenance of the soil, and the time-consuming planting and harvesting for both man and beast, since the imported sheep and cattle did not graze in the wintertime. This allowed herders to spend more time, at an early age, in war-like activities such as practicing the maneuvering of chariots at high speeds. All herds needed protection from rival neighboring tribes, and every able-bodied male was both a skilled herder and a warrior able to cover great distances.
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  The distribution of early pastoral and farming cultures of eastern Europe, 4,000 BC–2,000 BC.


  



  The agricultural settlements were first discovered in Ukraine at Trypillia (Tripolye in Russian) in 1899 just to the west of the Dnipro River and ten years later at Cucuteni in Moldavia, so to date some 2,700 sites of the Cucuteni-Trypillia culture are known. The Trypillia settlements were the most easterly of the matriarchal societies of Old Europe as referred to by M. Gimbutas.17 Beginning with 12-house hamlets which occupied about one hectare of land, during 4200–4000 BC we have 100–200 house villages, and by 3800–3300 BC we see veritable cities emerge such as at Tallyansky to the west of the Dnipro in Ukraine with some 2,000 houses which occupy an area of 3.5 × 1.5 km. The settlements are situated near rivers and enclosed by two concentric earthen mounds, with an open gap in the outer wall perhaps for herding sheep and cattle. The reconstructed houses appear surprisingly modern with sloping roofs to withstand heavy snowfalls and contained ovens, clay tables, and sacrificial altars.18 The Cucuteni-Trypillia farmers were also highly skilled in the manufacturing of flint knives, polished stone implements, and ceramic pottery but it was the involved process of smelting copper and pouring moulds to cast tools and make ornaments that made them the bearers of the copper age. Several hoards have been found in Moldavia and Ukraine consisting of some 500 copper hammers, axes, chisels, awls, and fishing hooks but very few weapons. On the other hand there is a marked preponderance of ornaments, and hundreds of copper beads which could have served as currency in trade with the neighboring Buh-Dnister people.19 Kiln-fired, elaborate multicolored ceramic pottery also indicates specialized artisan manufacturing.20


  The rich soil of the Ukrainian steppe was highly conducive to agriculture and as the Cucuteni-Trypillia culture expanded it began to have an influence on the local hunter-gatherers. By 4900–4800 BC most of the traditional Buh-Dnister activities disappear and are replaced by farming and herding, although hunting and fishing still provided a part of the diets of both the Buh-Dnister and Cucuteni-Trypillia settlements. There is no evidence for a conquest and the Buh-Dnister people were not replaced but simply assimilated into an agrarian way of life. Recent genetic analysis of the male Y chromosome indicates that about 80 percent of European men have inherited the chromosome from Paleolithic ancestors that lived in Europe 40,000–25,000 years ago, and only 20 percent from Middle East migrants.21 Given population movements during the Roman Empire, the proportion of early aboriginal descendents was probably higher.


  Another major culture of the Pontic-Caspian steppe was the Dnipro–Donets culture, which arose about 6500 BC at the same time as the related Buh-Dnister settlements, and spread throughout eastern Ukraine. Its main settlement was at Seredny Stih I (Sredny Stog I) on the Dnipro River, and the culture is known from 200 excavations of permanent settlements and 30 cemeteries with a total of 800 burials, mainly males. Bodies were buried in communal trenches, a distinctive practice, and sites were strewn with red ochre. Their physical type was late Cro-Magnon, with more massive and robust bodies than the Cucuteni-Trypillia, the Balkan, or Mediterranean people. They were a tall people with average male height of 172 cm (5'10"). The male dead were buried with shell ornaments, flint tools, and some copper ornaments such as beads, rings (including one of gold), and a copper pot indicating trade with the Buh-Donets people. A mace carved from porphyry found at Mariupol in southern Ukraine also implied contact with the Caucasian region. The distinctive features of the Dnipro–Donets culture are the plaques which were cut from boars’ tusks, polished, and sown onto clothing. At Mariupol 429 plaques were found, with 310 for ten of the 124 bodies (11 children) in the cemetery. The “richest” individual had 40 plaques sewn to his clothing that covered his thighs, and the porphyry mace indicated a chieftain. Perhaps the boar tusk plaques were means of exchange and a sign of personal wealth since an immature child’s skeleton at Nykolsk was covered with 41 plaques, with 11 whole boars’ tusks sewn on the cap.22 Cutting and polishing the tusks was a labor-intensive task and they may have had a social significance and served as currency in trade.


  A great disaster such as a major flood could also have forced the southern migration along the Dnipro River, for about the same time inhabitants of the more easterly wooded region began to move out into the south-eastern Russian steppe, towards the middle Volga River. Once on the open plain they would have encountered rich game such as wild cattle, deer, and above all herds of wild horses. Traces of early Stone Age man dating to 8290–7960 BC have been found in the middle Volga region and later at Elshanka, Seroglazovo, and elsewhere between the southern Volga and Ural rivers dating from about the middle of the 7th millennium.


  Of particular interest is the Samara culture which was discovered on the tributary of the Volga by the same name. They practiced internment of the dead, sprinkled red ochre, wore boar tusk plaques, and were probably related to the Dnipro–Donets people from whom they acquired domesticated goats and sheep. Much of the Samara culture was different in some important respects. Excavations reveal the importance which the horse had assumed, where it was probably first domesticated in the 7th millennium BC to be used for both food and to pull the early chariots used to hunt the wild stock and to manage domesticated herds. We observe the first horse cult, remains of sacrificed horses and horse figures carved from bone, and particularly weapons which are not known further to the west; flint and bone daggers, some with flint blades inserted in both sides measuring 56 cm. A child’s grave in a deep pit also contained a long adult’s flint dagger and it is here that we find the beginnings of the first warlike society in Europe. Interestingly, the Samara culture is also where we first find fired clay pottery, tempered with shells and dating to the mid–7th millennium BC.23


  



  The Chariots Are Coming: The Bronze Age


  Related cultures continued to develop in the Volga-lower Ural River and by the mid–5th millennium BC we see the rise of the prominent Khvalynsk culture, discovered only in 1977 with the excavation of 158 graves which dated to 4700–4600 BC. The sites reveal major horse herding with some stock-raising of sheep and cattle, but some 70 percent of meat consumption still appears to have been fish. Animal sacrifices, probably at funeral feasts are common with horses playing a symbolic role in a widespread horse cult, as witnessed by horse carvings from bone and the polished perforated maces in the shape of horse heads. Dogs were also domesticated by this time and after death were buried under thresholds of dwellings, indicating their purpose was to guard settlements. Graves are colored with red ochre, and we find a large number of copper objects with 286 beads, rings and other “jewelry” found in 43 graves. These are later-day graves, and analysis indicates direct trade contacts with their western neighbors, as the copper was mined in the Balkan Peninsula. Tools and weapons are still made from stone and flint, but now we find long daggers which could be wielded from a chariot. Pottery is also typical with cord-impressed decorations showing a solar motif. It is the people from the northern and eastern regions of the Caspian Sea that would begin to transform the Pontic-Caspian steppe. Warfare and pastoralism would become a way of life, lead to the bronze and iron ages with a large-scale manufacture of metal weapons, and with the revolutionary horse-drawn war chariot the Aryan Indo-Europeans would become virtually unbeatable in war. Mobility and the speed of travel increased greatly and communications became more extensive. As pointed out by E.N. Chernykh: “The steppe tribes of horse breeders and mobile pastoralists had already begun in the copper age, to play the role which they were to continue for the next 5,000–5,500 years of human history.”24
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  An early chariot made by Bronze Age mechanics of eastern Europe, late 3rd millennium BC, as preserved in a dry Egyptian cliff-tomb. Made of elm and ash with bindings of birch fiber. Birch does not grow south of the Mediterranean, and the chariot was imported.


  



  What led to the birth of a technologically adept and war-like pastoral society on the Pontic-Caspian plain, far removed from the civilizations that were being born in the Middle East and Egypt? As the Buh-Dnister and Dnipro–Donets steppe dwellers were coming under the influence of the Trypillia agriculturalists, their east Samara-Khvalynsk relatives were adapting to the more arid conditions of the south Russian steppe surrounding the northern shores of the Caspian Sea. They depended on fishing and hunting, raising horses that roamed the open steppe and domesticated by about 4800 BC.25 While other domesticated herds of cattle and sheep could be fed by grown produce and fodder, they were not well suited to the weather conditions of the steppe. By early winter, the dry prairie vegetation would be covered by snow and ice, making it inaccessible to the southern species. Unlike native horses and cattle which could paw the snow and ice to expose dried forage, the introduced species relied on their muzzles to clear snow and ice, resulting in injury. Even when vegetation was covered by light snow, most cattle would not attempt to uncover the forage. The indigenous species, on the other hand, were not only a reliable source of food—such as reindeer in the north and horses on the southern steppe—but could also provide swift transportation and increase the effective hunting range of the wild stocks. Some authors have placed the domestication of the horse in Central Asia at a later date, but this is incorrect and is not supported by archaeological evidence.26


  Mistaken claims are also made for the origin of the war chariot to be in the Near East, about 1900–1800 BC. As with other implements of war, the origin of the light two-wheeled chariot lay in hunting, particularly for species which had to be pursued at some speed, such as the horse. The range of the bow was still limited and the most effective method would have been to drive a stallion and his mares, with their young colts, into a fenced gulch or gully, both common in the steppe. Once corralled, the animals could be kept for some time, with colts born in captivity. To match the speed of the wild horse a rudimentary but light vehicle would prove to be essential even when rounding up the domesticated herds. A two-wheeled chariot is known to have existed by 3000 BC and probably earlier since traces of spoked wheels were found in graves at the recently excavated sites of Abashevo and Sintashta to the east of the Caspian Sea.27 Given the complexity of the chariot it was in the process of development for some time, and was probably preceded by four-wheeled wagons and carts such as those found in a wagon grave at Balka Mohyla (Balka Kurgan) in southern Ukraine. An intact four-spoked wheel made of solid bronze and dating to about 3100 BC has also been found at Klady Kurgan in southern Russia. No chariot has survived intact on the Pontic-Caspian steppe, but a bronze-age war chariot was discovered in near perfect condition in a cave in the Middle East, made from north European wood which does not grow in the Mediterranean climate. Made by skilled craftsmen the entire construction was of elm and ash with bindings of birch fiber, light yet strong enough to support a grown man.


  Two lifestyles had emerged and become dominant on the expanses of the east European prairies; settled agriculture and nomadic pastoralism, with mutually exclusive land-use and a contrastive divide. By about 4200 BC we see the emergence of warlike male dominated pastoralist societies, as populations increased and clans began to merge into tribal units. Hunting implements developed initially to hunt and kill game were now turned against other humans as conflict developed over territory and land use. With the mobility of ox-drawn wagons and the swift striking power of the chariot the pastoralists were becoming dominant in warfare as the Khvalynsk clans expanded to the Dnipro River, southern Ukraine, and the northern foothills of the Caucasus Mountains.


  The first major conflict came about 4200–4000 BC and was marked by the disappearance of the Dnipro–Donets culture, overcome by Khvalynsk invaders from the Volga region. The attack was probably set off by the cooling period of the so-called Piora Oscillation, which we know began during 4200–4100 BC and caused a bitterly cold period for 140 years. It was the coldest period until then, and is known from tree-ring data of oaks found in German bogs as well as ice-core drillings of Greenland glaciers.28 Unlike the semi-agricultural Dnipro–Donets society the Khvalynsk people depended on herding and hunting-gathering and were more at the mercy of the climate. We now see the rise of a new Seredny Stih (Sredny Stog) culture along the Dnipro River with 200 sites excavated at two main settlements, Dereivka and “Strilcha Skela” (“Shooter’s Cliff”). The collective burials of the Dnipro–Donets culture are replaced by individual graves topped with earthen mounds, and in place of the thick-boned broad facial body types of the Dnipro–Donets people we find a more gracile bone structure, with medium-width skulls statistically similar to the Khvalynsk population. The mound burials contain spear points, arrowheads, and long flint daggers which could be used from a war chariot, and point to a more war-like population.


  The best known Seredny Stih type settlement which was established by the invaders is at Dereivka on the Dnipro River, by the now submerged great cataracts and surrounded by a palisade enclosing an area over 2,000 square meters. The rectangular houses seem to have served as workshops for making tools, weapons, pottery, and to repair fishing gear. Domesticated horses begin to play a major role as indicated by the unearthed horse bones, 63 percent at Dereivka and 80 percent at Khutir Repin on the Don River.29 At this stage the horse was probably semi-domesticated and not yet subject to selective breeding. Given the small size of the animals with an average estimated withers height of 136 cm (4'5") it is unlikely they were ridden by adult males in battle or for herding since chariots could be used for both activities.30 There is in fact little evidence for wide-spread horseback riding before the first millennium BC and it is now known that the antler cheek piece found at Dereivka, thought to date to 4200–3700 BC, was from a much later Scythian period.31 Dogs were also domesticated early on, such as the sleek “khort” wolfhound used for hunting and guard duty.


  To the west, by the 5th millennium BC much of Europe had evolved a developed system of agriculture and in some regions—particularly the Agean coastline and today’s Bulgaria—were beginning to reach a sophisticated level of craftsmanship in ceramics, metallurgy, and architecture. They had introduced the copper age, and by 4500 BC Old Europe had spread from Greece and the Balkan Peninsula with thousands of settlements springing up in central and western Europe.32 Hundreds of settlements were also established in Eastern Europe between the Danube delta, the Carpathian mountains, and the Dnipro River which formed the boundary with the Khvalynsk pastoralists. By the middle of the 4th millennium BC some of the Trypillia settlements would attain the size of small cities such as at Maidanetske with 1,575 unearthed structures built on some 250 hectares of land.


  The appearance of the Khvalynsk wagons/chariots on the banks of the Dnipro River by 4200 BC was the beginning of major conflicts and warfare in Europe, the first westward invasion of the (Proto) Indo European people who would establish what M. Gimbutas has called the “Kurgan tradition”:


  
    The “Kurgan tradition” is characterized by an economy, essentially pastoral with subsidiary agriculture; by a patriarchal and hierarchal society with prominent hill-semi-subterranean houses; by horsemanship; by distinctive burial rites including hutlike structures built of stone or wood, covered either by a cairn or an earthen mound; and by horse and weapon cults and sun-oriented symbolism.33

  


  And, of course, the revolutionary two-wheeled war chariot. Family traditions were often polygamous and personal hereditary rights did not prevail. There was also no obvious caste or social class stratification associated with religious practice, and temples of worship were unknown. Privileges of military chiefs, who were chosen by common consent, was limited and the practice of burying personal valuables such as weapons worked against the accumulation of personal wealth. Thus a sarcophagus was discovered in 1969 in southern Kazakhstan constructed from fir logs, which contained a skeleton of a male (or female) chieftain covered with 4,000 pieces of gold. To the pastoral nomads the most valuable property lay in their herds of horses, cattle, and sheep which were owned by the entire clan, and the usually-elected chiefs had neither the personal interest nor the power to deprive tribe members of their herds without cause. Nomadic pastoralism embodied a military-warrior society and what prevailed was a high degree of individual meritocracy as can be seen from the practice of choosing judges and chiefs from the bravest, and the acceptance of women as warriors. There was also no state or a formal government and inequality was never very great, at least not approaching the extent described by Adam Smith in his Wealth of Nations: “Til there be property there can be no government, the very end of which is to secure wealth, and to defend the rich from the poor.”34


  In fact a nomadic society led a dual life—herding cattle, sheep, and horses, and maintaining a military unit, so that every steppe herder was also a warrior. Nomads refused to take up farming since it was too labor intensive and provided little time for warrior training such as the difficult task of being able to maneuver a war chariot at full gallop. Settled city life also led to social inequality which led to low fighting morale.


  Following the penetration and conquest of the Dnipro–Donets region by the Volga-Ural pastoralists, the newly established Seredny Stih II inhabitants headed west towards the Danube delta which was rich in vegetation and could feed the herds of horses and cattle on which their survival depended. The pastoralists seem to have been on good terms with the Trypillia inhabitants or perhaps the worsening climate was forcing them to head south towards the Balkan Peninsula, which by 4300–4200 BC had reached a level of wealth and development that even surpassed that of the Middle East, including Egypt. Part of the wealth of the agricultural society lay in mining, and the cemetery at Varna in today’s Bulgaria still has the richest burials (at the time) in the whole world. To date 281 graves have been found, of which 61 contain more than a total of 3,000 gold objects weighing 6.0 kilograms, 2,000 of which were in just four graves.35 Copper was also a valuable commodity which has been mined in the Balkan Mountains for centuries, and at the north end of the Isker gorge at Eliseina where copper occurs not only as an ore but can still be found in metallic form.36


  By about 4100 BC the chariots had reached the northern edge of the Danube delta and now launched an attack on the farming matriarchal communities of Old Europe, leaving behind destruction and burned out settlements. Continuing south and west the steppe pastoralists destroyed all in their path, and those who could not get away were killed, as witnessed by the human bones in excavated, burned out houses. Between the estimated dates 4100 and 3900 BC more than 600 settlements were destroyed and not resettled in eastern Bulgaria, Romania and eastern Hungary. Virtually all of the Balkan copper mines ceased production and quality pottery was no longer made and in its place we see the emergence of typical east European prairie ware. The excavated “kurgan” burial mounds reveal stone maces shaped like horse heads dating to 4300–4100 BC, stone axes, flint or obsidian spear points and daggers, similar to those found in Khvalynsk and Seredny Stih II. A few copper artifacts were found such as axes, rings and bracelets and a burial revealed a horse sacrifice. The economy also begins to rely heavily on stockbreeding as sections of forest disappeared, with pollen samples indicating they did not regenerate. Horses made their first appearance in the Balkans, together with the burial mounds. The sudden destruction of the Balkan-Carpathian agrarian culture could not have been due to an internal conflict since it was replaced by a completely different society—nomadic, pastoral, and warlike.


  Most of the Indo-European tribes dispersed on the Pontic-Caspian steppe practiced their own customs but by 4000–3700 BC they appear to become more similar as is indicated by common burial practices which appear at this time. By 3300 BC we have the emergence of the Pit Grave or “Yamnaya” cultural and political system, extending over a vast territory and with the appearance of a unified entity.37 The mostly male bodies were placed in deep pits or “yammas” with pottery impressions resembling solar motifs, polished perforated stone axes, maces, flint or obsidian knives and spear points, with red ochre powder sprinkled on the floor or on the bodies. The walls were lined with timber and the bodies placed on wooden planks or rushes, giving the appearance of a log cabin. The most striking feature of the burials are the mounds or “kurgans” which were erected to cover the graves, some of which reached the height of a 3-story building. In Ukraine they are known as “mohylas”—literally “graves”—which indicates their purpose was preserved by the steppe inhabitants for thousands of years. The territory of the Yamnaya cultural system covered some 3,000 kilometers, indicating rapid mobility and communication. To date many Yamnaya kurgan burials have been excavated in Ukraine and southern Russia, which portray an unambiguous profile of their society: war-like, male dominated, and an economy based on nomadic pastoralism.


  The most spectacular site to be uncovered was also the first burial mound to be excavated in 1897 at Maikop, in the northwestern foothills of the Caucasus Mountains by the Kuban River, dated to 3700–3400 BC. The burial of a renowned chieftain, the Maikop mound was almost 11 meters high, 100 meters in diameter, and revealed a chamber 4 meters wide and 1.5 meters deep, divided into three “rooms” lined with larger timbers.38 Two southern “rooms” each contained an adult female skeleton, while the northern partition revealed a male skeleton, with 68 miniature statues of lions, 19 of bulls, and a large number of rings and beads—some of gold. Next to the skeleton lay six decorated silver rods 103 cm in length which probably supported a tent-like canopy. Of particular interest are two small gold and fourteen silver cups, two of which were engraved with realistic likenesses of a Caucasian spotted panther, a lion, a bull, and the earliest known image of a steppe horse. The most interesting find, however, were two cauldrons, buckets, tools, and remarkable weapons such as axes and daggers, all made from a new revolutionary new metal—bronze. The Bronze Age had begun, and more bronze weapons would be found in the Maikop culture, such as the “Klady” (“Hoard”) kurgan cemetery at Novosvodna excavated during 1979–80 and dating to about 3100 BC. Just a single grave contained 15 heavy bronze daggers, 5 bronze axes, and a remarkable 61 cm bronze double-edged straight sword suitable to be wielded from a chariot. All the bronze was of high quality and consisted of between 1 percent and 5 percent arsenic.39 Although bronze was beginning to be known, most weapons such as spearheads and swords were still being made of copper, and were mainly used for thrusting.40 Bronze weapons, when they appeared, must certainly have been highly prized, and a question remains as to why they were placed in the burial mounds to be lost to the living members of the clan. Since a religious practice is not evident there could have been two reasons for the burials: a warrior was expected to earn his own weapons or, perhaps more likely, it was believed passing on of weapons of warriors killed in battle would bring misfortune.


  The first bronze tools and weapons were found in a prairie region deep within the Caucasus Mountains, dated to the early 4th millennium, more than 1500 years before their appearance in the Aegean eastern Mediterranean region or in central Europe.41 The Caucasian steppe had been inhabited by early agricultural settlers beginning at about 5000 BC, who a millennium later were overcome by new arrivals practicing pastoral stock rearing and grazing. It is in the kurgan burials of the Indo-European Yamna type, in the flat steppe surrounded mainly by mountains in what is today Georgia and Azerbaijan that we find the early bronze tools and weapons. The most impressive kurgan is from Uch-Tepe in the Milska steppe, measuring 17 meters high and 25 meters in diameter. The tomb had been looted and was empty, but charcoal remains give the kurgan a C14 calibrated date of 3700–3400 BC. Other burial mounds are even older and contain rich funeral assemblages of gold and silver objects, pottery, and bronze tools and weapons.42 The bronze alloys found in the Caucasus region usually contain up to 6 percent arsenic, but 1 percent–2.5 percent zinc and 1 percent nickel bronzes are also found. Later period bronzes contain 8 percent-14 percent tin and 1 percent–15 percent arsenic, with the higher percentages found in ornaments such as beads, perhaps to improve the flow of the molten alloy.43


  By the middle of the 4th millennium the Yamna Kurgan cultural system had spread throughout the Pontic-Caspian steppe and undoubtedly was experiencing population increases in both human and the grazing stock populations. Then during 3500–3100 BC the climate of the northern hemisphere entered a significantly cooler, drier period for reason still unknown.44 The change had an irreversible effect in some parts of the planet, such as North Africa, where the Sahara desert formed during this time. The Indo-European pastoral tribes were particularly hard hit, since unlike the Cucuteni-Trypillia agriculturalists they could not store sufficient fodder for their herds, nor could they irrigate the great expanse of the steppe. Nomad herding was a family (or clan) affair and did not depend on hired labor, which would have been necessary to store a sufficient amount of hay for the winter.45 Even if help was available the nomads did not possess sufficient storage facilities such as barns or stables. Their only control over their wealth and food supply lay in mobility which enabled the pastoral warriors to find or conquer new pastures. The dried grasses could provide forage only for so long before fighting broke out for possession of grazing territory, with weaker tribes facing annihilation or being expelled from their traditional lands. There is no direct archaeological record of the steppe warfare that undoubtedly broke out amongst the pastoralists, but societies do not generally embark on major migrations unless compelled to do so.


  Some pastoralists headed east towards the Altai Mountains to establish the so-called Afanasievo Culture during 3300–3000 BC but the main thrust was to the west where the war chariots first struck the Cucuteni-Trypillia towns and villages, leaving behind charred remains as hundreds of Cucuteni settlements were abandoned in Moldavia, with only pockets of small Trypillia settlements surviving in the more forested regions in the upper reaches of the Buh and Dnister river valleys. The matriarchal and relatively peaceful agriculturalists stood little chance against the Aryan warriors armed with bronze weapons and fighting from swift chariots. The invaders continued west and south into the Danube valley and regions of the Balkan Peninsula with the beginnings of the Usatovo culture by the Black Sea delta of the Dnister River. The penetration of the pastoral nomads into what were mainly agricultural lands continued as tribes emerged from the Pontic-Caspian steppe in search of pastures which were clearly not compatible with sown fields and gardens.


  A third invasion of Old Europe took place during 3100–2900 BC, with major incursions into the Balkans and central Europe. All traces of the last Trypillia settlements vanished and kurgan burial mounds begin to appear on the Danubian plain at Vucedol and Ezero in Bulgaria, the Globular Amphorae and Corded Ware cultures in western Ukraine, eastern Poland, and the Late Baden culture in Hungary.46 We can trace the path of the third Yamna invasion from the artifacts they left as they advanced into Europe and Asia Minor. Besides the unique kurgan mounds erected over burial pits of their chiefs or heroes, another characteristic marker of the Yamna cultural system were the forts or strongholds erected on high ground or other locations protected by rivers or marshland. The hill forts served as tribal centers where pottery and bronze tools and weapons were manufactured and stored, together with the tribal gold, silver, and precious stones. A chain of hill forts appeared in central Europe, the Balkan Peninsula, Greece, and Asia Minor which are related to the Yamna forts excavated in the lower Dnipro region in Ukraine.47 With time the wooden forts would grow into walled cities such as the Acropolises in Greece.


  The progress of the war chariots was blocked by the Carpathian Mountains, with only two passes for wagons and chariots to get through. The mountains could be bypassed along the Danube Valley through the so-called Iron Gates which lead to the Balkan Peninsula and the Hungarian plan; or they could proceed along the northeastern foothills into Poland and central Europe. The progress of the pastoralists and the herds would also be blocked by the vast forests which covered much of central and western Europe. Gradually, by 2700 BC all Copper Age cultures disappeared from a large area of Europe, to be replaced by a totally different culture and people, the Aryan ancestors of most of today’s Europeans. The conquest took place over a period of time and represented what is the first known large-scale genocide in Europe.


  Other Indo-European tribes headed south and east. First the copper-age cultures of Asia Minor were annihilated or pushed to the southern regions with the first known destruction of Troy about 2800–2600 BC, by a people wielding typical Aryan weapons such as battle axes and maces uncovered at the site. By 2300 BC the Aegean Sea region was invaded, Troy destroyed for a second time, war chariots attacked in what is today Iran, and the Acadian culture in Syria went into demise at about 2200 BC. Actually, excavations by Claude Schaeffer in the 1940s reveal as many as four layers of burnt ruins on the southern Turkish coast and northern Syria, indicating a sustained struggle which lasted for some time. In all it is estimated that a territory of about 5,000 kilometers in diameter was destroyed in eastern and southern Europe, Asia Minor, and the Middle East, by invaders evidently enjoying great mobility. The invasions are correlated with unusual weather conditions as the Eurasian steppes became cooler and more arid after about 2500 BC, reaching peak aridity around 2000 BC.48 Troy was destroyed for the first time during the 1500-year North Atlantic Cycle, while the invasion of Syria occurred at the beginning of a very dry period. Iceland’s Hecla volcano is also a likely suspect, and excavated acidic tephra layers reveal a major explosion at about 2354 BC. The identity of the invaders is witnessed by the appearance of domesticated horses, kurgan burial mounds, perforated stone battle maces, and above all the first appearance of bronze weapons. The burial mounds also increased in size over time, a later-day “mohyla” mound at Chortomlyk in southern Ukraine rising 60 feet in the air, and 1,100 feet in circumference with five separate chambers in the pit. Also, pottery is decorated with the usual cord impressions and sun oriented symbolism such as the swastika. The skeletal measurements also differ from those of the previous inhabitants, and represent a taller more robust body type with skull shapes originating from the populations of the Pontic-Caspian steppe.49


  What were the personal and cultural values of the pastoral herders, who had become the most feared warriors of the known world? The earliest Indo-European written records go back to no later than 2000–1500 BC to ancient Greece and the Punjab Valley of northern India. It is the literature of the Indian Aryans, the Rig Veda (“Chieftain’s Knowledge”) that clearly reflects the traditions and values of the pastoral warriors before the beginning of agriculture and a settled lifestyle. The 1,028 hymns were written by about 1500–1000 BC from earlier oral memory and indicate an Indo-European society that was male dominated, with animal herds passed on from father to son. Bravery in battle earned personal glory and fame, and great chiefs were buried under enormous mounds, paradoxically to deny death. As recorded in the Rig Veda: “…let them … bury death on this hill … the fathers hold up this pillar for you,” such that “I shore up the earth all around you. Let me not injure you as I lay down this clod of earth,”50 a clear reference to the body being laid in a chamber. The burial was accompanied by a ritual sacrifice of a horse and a feast accompanied by poetic recitations honoring great deeds.


  
    Keep the limbs (of the horse) undamaged and place them in the proper pattern. Cut them apart, calling out piece by piece…. Those who see that the race horse is cooked … and who wait for the doling out of the flesh of the charger—let their approval encourage us…. Let this racehorse (sacrifice) bring us good cattle and good horses, male children and all-nourishing wealth.51

  


  Individual relations amongst warriors, such as close comradeship so important in battle, played a predominant role:


  
    That man is no friend who does not give of his own nourishment to his friend (comrade) the companion at his side. Let the friend turn away from him—this is not his dwelling place. Let him find another man who gives freely even if he be a stranger.

  


  
    Let the stronger man give to the man whose need is greater—let him gaze upon the lengthening path. For riches roll like the wheels of a chariot, turning from one to another.52

  


  Pastoral herding also gave the nomads free time to observe and wonder at the mysteries of life and the universe. In an early hymn of the Rig Veda, the “Nasadiya” or the Creation Hymn, the author(s) raise deep metaphysical questions, realizing there is no simple answer, and perhaps no answer at all:


  
    There was neither non-existence nor existence then; there was neither the realm of space nor the sky which is beyond. What stirred? Where? … There was neither death nor immortality then. There was no distinguishing sign of night nor of day…. Darkness was hidden by darkness in the beginning with no distinguishing sign, all this was water. The life force that was covered with emptiness, that one arose through the power of heat. Desire came upon that one in the beginning; that was the first seed of mind. Poets seeking in their heart with wisdom found the bond of existence in non-existence.

  


  
    Who really knows? Who will here proclaim it? Whence was it (the bond) produced? Whence is this creation? The gods came afterwards, with the creation of this universe. Who then knows whence it has arisen?53

  


  By the time the Rig Veda was written the Aryans (at least in India) were monotheistic. Since it is not “the gods” who created the universe there must have been a “god” of creation who also created “the gods.”


  “Once he was born, he was the one lord of creation. He held in place the earth and the sky…. He who gives life, who gives strength, whose command all the gods, his own, obey.”54


  A number of views have been proposed in the past which deny that east Europe was the original home of the Indo-European people. The discovery of weapons and other artifacts has led some historians to place Indo-European origins somewhere to the east of the Caspian Sea but the evidence does not support the hypothesis. The dating of the finds indicates that Indo-European artifacts found in central Asia are later than those unearthed in Eastern Europe. The horse is not native to central Asia nor is Indo-European speech. There is also no evidence of Aryan migrations from Asia into Europe, although the reverse is known. Most telling is the absence of two animal species, one in Asia and the other in Europe. The camel which was domesticated at an early time would have been known to Indo Europeans if they had migrated from Asia, while the honeybee which was common in Eastern Europe was unknown in Asia. There is also no Indo-European word for “lion” which was common in many parts of Asia.


  A central European origin for the Indo-European speaking people, in the area bounded by the Carpathian, Balkan, and the Alp mountains has also been suggested, the so-called Danubian culture. The excavated settlements, however, lack the usual Aryan weapons, and there is no trace of corded ware pottery or of horses. On the contrary, there is a widespread cult of the Mother Goddess, a totally alien deity to the Indo-Europeans but was common to the early agricultural communities.


  Another contender for Indo-European origins is the Nordic Theory put forward in the second half of the 19th century by German, Austrian, and Scandinavian authors, which equates “Aryan” with “Germanic,” and places Indo-European origins somewhere in northern Europe.55 The Aryanization of the Danube Valley, the argument goes, came from northern conquerors and not from Eastern Europe. Imprecise dating techniques kept the argument alive for several decades preceding World War II but today it is accepted by few archaeologists. While there were Aryan invasions of central and northern Europe, the latest archaeological evidence indicates unambiguously that the invading chariots originated on the east European steppe and not in the dense forests of northern Europe. Also, analysis of pollen trapped in north European bogs shows that the earliest clearing of land was for pastures and not for sowing crops. The Nordic Theory lay at the heart of the “master race” mythology of Hitler’s Nazi movement leading up to World War II, and even to this day the term “Aryan” and the Indo-European pagan swastika sun symbol suffer from negative associations.


  By no later than 2900 BC all northern settlements of Old Europe came to an end, to be replaced by sparse dwellings of flimsy and non-permanent construction. The invaders were kurgan-building pastoralists whose eastern steppe origins are unmistakable. The single grave burials contain trademark corded ware pottery, stone maces, and bronze weapons. The burial mounds cover territory extending to Jutland and the Netherlands and by 2200 BC the Corded Ware people are dominant in Scandinavia. With the newcomers we have the introduction of the horse and battle axes found in Swedish tombs which have been traced to the Pontic-Caspian steppe.56 The east European origin of the northern Aryans is still denied by some members of the German School who argue that the Funnel Beaker people were a local development and it is they who are at the origins of the Indo-Europeans.


  Immaterial of the origin of the Funnel Beaker culture, it was replaced by the Corded Ware cultural system which was virtually identical to the older Yamna culture of Eastern Europe. Both were engaged in cattle and horse breeding, and both erected the typical kurgan burial mounds with pits powdered with red ochre. The Corded Ware people were also warlike, with burials exhibiting typical steppe polished and perforated stone battle axes, maces, bronze weapons, and arrowheads.57 By 2200 BC their system stretched from Belgium and the Netherlands to the Dnipro River in Ukraine, which was the contact zone between the Corded Ware and the Yamna cultural systems, with the latter continuing east and past the southern foothills of the Ural Mountains. It is on the territory of the Corded Ware system that we find the early beginnings of the Germanic, Baltic, and Slavic languages of northern Europe.58


  The Yamna and Corded Ware expansions required a sustained military effort with a steady supply of equipment such as wagons, war chariots, and bronze weapons. Chariots could be built almost anywhere but the making of bronze required a particular location, one with access not only to copper, and (mainly) arsenic ore but charcoal required a steady supply of hardwood, and the pastoralists’ animal herds needed a steppe-marsh environment. One such location to the south of the Ural Mountains soon outstripped the Caucasus region for mining where two to three percent quartzite copper and arsenic ores of the Ural-Tobolsk region had been worked for some time but beginning about 2100 BC we have more than 20 heavily fortified settlements being built on the Ural-Tobol steppe. The main town was on the Sintashta River, with about 50–60 structures spread over an area of 140 meters in diameter. Each building showed evidence of ore smelting, and by 1992 following two decades of excavations, it became clear that the Sintashta-type fortified settlements were a center for metallurgical manufacturing, the first known to archaeology. As interesting was the fact that bronze weapons were being exported to the west, and much of the smelted copper was shipped to the southern cities of Mesopotamia.59


  



  The Last Aryan Invasions and the Iron Age


  Beginning from about 2200 BC there is a veritable outburst of warlike pastoralist tribes moving to the warmer lands of Asia and Europe. They had developed the most advanced military technology known at the time, such as brass weapons and the light war chariot drawn by swift domesticated horses, and no foe could put a halt to their advance. Some of the Ural tribes were supplementing herding with large scale metallurgy and began to occupy large areas of metal-bearing ore found to the south of the Irtysh River at Sintashta and Petrovka. Large copper and tin mines were also worked on the Zeravshan River, a major tributary of the Amu Darya which begins in the Hindu-Kush mountains and flows through the great Kara-Kum desert to empty into the inland Aral Sea. The desert sands, however, did not pose a barrier to the Sintashta and Petrovka chariots, which following the course of the river by 1800 BC had occupied the mines on the Zeravshan River. The event was marked by the replacement of arsenic in the manufacture of bronze by tin, a practice that would spread to the eastern Mediterranean.


  Other tribes continued south into Afghanistan and the Punjab valley with its extensive and fertile grazing territory. The Punjab plain was the home of a thriving agricultural civilization, with great brick cities at Harappa and Mohenjo which were attacked and razed to the ground, until their discovery in the early 20th century. The southward Aryan advance was only halted by the Vindha Mountains and the impenetrable jungle. Interestingly, the invasion of the Harappa civilization marked the beginning of chess as a war game to help Aryan chiefs plan their strategies.60 By 1000 BC the Aryans had settled in northern India, Pakistan and Afghanistan in warring city states, carrying on the tradition of warfare which had become a part of the Indo-European culture and defined much of what was considered manly behavior such as courage, bravery, and generosity to one’s comrades. The Aryans of northern India were the first Indo-European pastoralists to produce a written literature, the vast “Mahabharata” and the “Ramayana,” and their language known as Sanscrit still bears a close resemblance to European tongues. Thus Armenian, Lithuanian, and Slavic offer the closest approximation to the Sanscrit grammatical cases, while Sanscrit and the Slavic languages are most similar in the intricate Indo-European verb system.61


  Warfare was also common between Indo-European tribes themselves, and migrations often began with tribes being forced out of their grazing grounds by neighbors seeking forage for their herds. One such example was probably the remarkable journey of the so-called Afanasievo pastoralist some time during 3700–3400 BC when their chariots and wheeled vehicles took them 2,000 km eastwards to the foothills of the Altai Mountains on the Chinese border.62 Other members of the culture, the Tokars moved south to the Tarian Basin to the north of Tibet, today in the Xinjiang Province of Western China. Burial pits uncovered in the 400–500 mile basin are of particularly great interest since they contain mummies which had been preserved by the dry conditions of the Toklamakan desert. More than 100 mummies and thousands of skeletons have been uncovered and old Chinese texts describe humans of great height, deep-set blue or green eyes, blonde or red hair and beards, and long noses.63 It is these people who introduced the war-chariot to the Chinese which by 1200 BC begin to appear in the armies of the Shang Dynasty and in Shang tombs.


  The greatest Indo-European invasions occurred closer to home in the agricultural civilizations of the Balkan Peninsula, the Aegean, the Middle East and Iran. Powerful states such as Babylon and Egypt were unable to halt the advance of the war chariots, which began to dominate the eastern Mediterranean. In the middle of the 4th millennium BC, Indo-European tribes had been penetrating into the Caucasus Mountain range in search of increasingly scarce grazing land, expelling the local agriculturalists. Here mining for copper led to the discovery of bronze and the casting of the first bronze tools and weapons. By 2200 BC the Indo-Europeans were descending further south into central Turkey (Anatolia) along the eastern shores of the Black Sea. These were the Hittites, the Lewian and Poleic tribes, who were the first to produce writing in an Indo-European language and are better known to historians with more than 25,000 tablets uncovered dating to 1600–1200 BC. The Hittites in particular had become powerful by establishing dominance over the neighboring tribes and at about 1600 BC they captured and looted the great city of Babylon. The Hittites withdrew to their homeland in Turkey but the Babylon Empire was invaded again by another Indo-European people the Kassites, who descended from the Zagros Mountains in Iran and were to rule Babylon for the next 425 years.


  Next Egypt was attacked by the Aryan Hyksos in the middle of the 17th century BC who destroyed the Middle Kingdom and ruled most of Egypt for the next 100 years. They were the first to develop elements of bronze armor and a rudimentary short bow, probably reinforced by laminated horn which was drawn to the ear for greater accuracy rather than to the chest as was common practice. Reduced in size, the bow could be used from a fast war chariot drawn by three horses as stated in the Rig Veda, which describes Hyksos-type battle equipment as uttered by a Brahmin priest’s benediction:


  
    His face is like a thunder cloud when the armored warrior goes into the lap of battle. Conquer with an unwounded body; let the power of armor keep you safe. With the bow let us win cows, with the bow let us win the contest and violent battles with the bow. The bow ruins the enemy’s pleasure; with the bow let us conquer all the corners of the world. She comes all the way up to your ear like a woman … embracing her clear friend; humming like a woman, the bowstring stretches tight on the bow carries you (the arrow) safely across in the battle.64

  


  The Rig Veda incantation further states that before a battle all weapons, armor, and the chariots were transported on regular wagons, no doubt to keep the horses fresh for charging the enemy. The bow seems to have been an important weapon, and arrows were smeared with poison. Armor was worn into battle, and prayer was the “inner armor.”


  The war chariot and mercenary charioteers became a regular part of the Egyptian armies, and the greatest chariot battle took place in 1286 BC between Pharaoh Ramses II and the Hittites. The battle was fought to a draw and the war ended with a written treaty between the Egyptians and the Hittites, who soon after disappeared without a trace, presumably conquered by another people. Several centuries later the Indo-European Assyrians would defeat the Egyptians, subjugate Babylon, and establish a powerful empire in what is today Syria, Iraq, Turkey and the whole of the eastern Mediterranean. Following the previous introduction of the horse into the Middle East by the Aryan tribes it is thought that the Assyrians brought the first camels to the Middle East.


  The swift war chariot was not the only advantage which the fierce Hittite warriors possessed over the Babylonians and Egyptians, as they were the first to introduce iron weapons in the Middle East. A limited use of iron was known in the Pontic-Caspian steppe by about 2500 BC, but by 1600 BC the Hittite warriors were equipped with iron weapons manufactured in industrial smelting centers. The advantage of iron lay not only in the hardness of the metal since a wide steel sword could be given a sharp cutting edge, unlike the softer bronze swords which were used mainly for thrusting. The discovery of metallurgy was an involved process surrounded by secrecy and mystery. For the first time people were able to transform matter such as copper by heating certain rocks to obtain a reddish liquid which, when mixed with additives, would cool into a substance harder than either of the original ingredients.65 The smelting of iron to produce steel was even more involved, and the skilled metallurgist came to occupy a conflicting position—sometimes held in high esteem and at other times thought to possess supernatural or evil powers and shunned by the rest of society. Bronze was probably always in short supply but iron was more plentiful, particular in today’s southeastern Ukraine where ore could reach a purity of 60–70 percent and could be worked directly by stone hammers with very little modification.66 Long before the Hittites and the beginning of the Iron Age, a Catacomb-period grave at Herasimovka in the Donets Valley was found to contain a knife with a bronze handle and an iron blade which was not made from a meteorite.67


  A more precise term for the new period is the Steel Age, since iron itself is too brittle for the making of tools or weapons and must first be tempered. The production of steel was a skillful and involved process. Iron could be obtained from minerals such as hematite (iron oxide), iron pyrites (iron sulphide), or siderite (iron carbonate), which is often found on the edges of bogs, and could have been the first source of iron for marsh dwellers. To obtain the metal two problems had to be solved. First, the iron must be extracted in the form of iron oxide by a process known as “roasting,” by which the ore is heated in air and the iron (if it is not already present as an oxide) combines with oxygen to produce “rust.” In the second step the iron oxide is mixed with charcoal and heated to 1530°C., the melting point of iron. Oxygen of the “rust” combines with the carbon, liberating the metal in a process referred to as reduction, leaving behind the slag. Limestone is also mixed with the charcoal to help remove other impurities. The iron can still contain as much as 5 percent carbon which leaves it brittle (“pig iron”) and steel is only obtained when 1–2 percent carbon is left behind. This is done by repeated heating to 750°C (or higher) and immersing in cold water, known as “annealing.” The most rapid cooling produces the greatest hardness due to the contraction of the metal, which crystallizes the carbon but the final product or the “steel” cannot contain less than .20 percent. Smelting was an art as much as a science, and today we know that without the presence of certain trace elements steel cannot be hardened by annealing, and becomes malleable rather than rigid. Thus to this day some of the finest Damascus steel made in Syria during the Middle Ages has not been duplicated. The process was developed over time by trial and error and could have been used first with sulphide copper ore, which also requires the intervening process of roasting before smelting can begin.


  With the lack of written records our knowledge about the Indo-European invasions is scant, and is mostly based on archaeological evidence. More is known about the last wave of invasions when beginning about 1500 BC, we see a veritable outburst of migrating Aryan tribes heading towards warmer climes. Some time before the disappearance of the Trypillia culture we become aware of the nomadic Thracians north of the Black Sea. By 1500 BC they are defeated by the Cimmerians and pushed to the eastern Balkans where we know from Homer’s Iliad that they sided with the Trojans in about 1200 BC in the war against the Achaean Greeks arriving in powerful ships. Just before the 14th century BC the Achaeans had swept down into the southern Balkans and Greece, and by 1325 BC Hittite tablets from Bogaz Keui in Turkey mention the “Ahhijava,” an equally powerful people making their appearance. As was first pointed out by W. Ridgeway in 1901 the Achaeans were different from the people of the local Minoan civilizations which they had overrun in that they were familiar with iron, wielded long swords, round shields, and drove war chariots—all hallmarks of Indo-European herder-pastoralists. Following the siege of Troy they were attacked by the Dorian Greeks in about 1100 BC a tall round-headed people even more warlike than the Achaeans. Their war chariots swept into Greece conquering the shores of Asia Minor and many Aegean islands including Crete, ending whatever vestiges of Minoan civilization had survived the Achaeans.


  Excavations on Crete reveal a completely different culture from that of the fierce Indo-Europeans—a lively and pleasure-loving matriarchal society, made wealthy by extensive trade. Fond of bright colors and elegant clothes, the men practiced ceremonies involving confrontations with bulls and the women went bare-breasted in public, as revealed by the painted wall frescoes. Houses were up to 5 stories high, palaces had plumbing with flush toilets and there was little indication of warfare or social strife on the island and in their colonies. Only Athens succeeded to repel the invaders protected by its fortified acropolis. Other tribes such as the Latini, Veneti, and Umbrians continued west along the northern shore of the Aegean Sea and through the passes of the Alps into Italy where they encountered Old European communities such as the Etruscans.


  What was the cause for the pastoralist invasion of Old Europe? Neither farming communities nor great civilizations could resist the fierce warriors and their military technology (except China), with great cities reduced to rubble only to be discovered in the 19th and 20th centuries. Rising populations are always an underlying cause for migrations, but could climate change have been the immediate culprit with the radical shortage of grazing land which it brought about? Perhaps, since there is a correlation between weather and the nomads’ push to southern climates. We know that the period between 1650–1200 BC was one of rapid change with climatic upheavals occurring in Europe and the Near East, especially beginning about 1500 BC.68 During 1500–1470 BC a violent volcanic explosion took place in the eastern Mediterranean Sea which destroyed the ten-mile diameter island of Thera (Santorini), the probable site of Plato’s fabled civilization of Atlantis. Geological evidence indicates an enormous amount of ash and other debris were ejected into the atmosphere causing diluvial rains and reduced sunlight. Such weather would cause not only crop failure but would also drastically reduce prairie vegetation. A more gradual cooling period could also have occurred, such as the Little Ice Age in Europe and Asia during AD 1300–1850.69 Interestingly, ancient Greek legends state that (about 1500 BC) due to the wrong-doings of humans, the supreme god Zeus caused a flood, from which only Deucalion and his wife Pyrha were saved in a vessel which came to rest on Mount Parnassus. The couple had a son named Helen from who all Greeks became known as Hellenes.


  The common linguistic affiliation of the steppe pastoralists is now generally accepted although some authors dispute the fact. It is claimed that there is no direct identification of the mound-building pastoralist invaders with any particular linguistic or ethnic group(s). The development of nomadic chiefdoms, it is argued, went hand-in-hand with influences between different social groups, originally lacking a common language or ethnicity.70 Archaeological evidence, however, points to a different interpretation, to a common heritage of the Indo-European invaders. Linguistic similarities also point to an ancestral Proto-Indo-European language, from which all others developed.71


  



  The Scythians


  Not all pastoral herders left the Pontic-Caspian steppes to attack the western lands and the great civilizations of the south. Others as recent excavations have shown headed east to the Caspian-Aral steppes of eastern Kazakhstan and southern Russia, to the foothills of the Urals to pursue herding and metallurgy. By mid–3rd millennium BC the entire region to the east of the Caspian and surrounding the Aral Sea was home to the Aryan pastoralists, who continued to conquer the southern valleys of the great mountain ranges of Afghanistan, Pakistan, and northern India. Judging from Greek writers, by about 1000 BC (and probably earlier) the Tauran lowlands of western Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan were home to three related pastoral “nations,” speaking an Iranian language; the Sauromatae, Scythians, and the powerful Massagetae who Herodatus states were like the Scythians. By this time, however, many Indo-European languages had diverged as was reported by Herodotus: “The Budini, a numerous and powerful nation, all have markedly blue-grey eyes and red hair, a pastoral people with their own language.”72


  No doubt responding to population pressure and a shortage of grazing land, the Massagetae turned on the Scythian tribes about 1000 BC and drove them west to the pastoral origins of the Aryans on the Pontic-Caspian steppes. The Massagetae occupied the entire plain between the Oxus (Amu Darya) and Jaxartes (Syr Darya) rivers and were the first to demonstrate that pastoral herders could defeat large “civilized” imperial armies. In the first half of the 6th century BC the Persian King Cyrus Hystaspes defeated the Medes, the Assyrians, and subdued the Greek Ionian city states of Asia Minor. This created the largest empire seen to date, stretching from Egypt to India. Following the conquest of Assyria, Cyrus turned his attention to the east towards the “numerous and warlike people” of the nomadic Massagetae, where he would meet his death. Their king had died and the nomads were ruled by the widowed Queen Tamyris, and perceiving an opportunity to increase his kingdom Cyrus proposed marriage to the Queen. The proposal was rejected (“the queen was well aware that he was wooing not herself but her dominions”) and, gathering a large force, the Persian Emperor advanced towards the Jaxartes (Herodotus refers to it as the Araxes) River.


  A pontoon bridge was quickly put up, but the advance Persian detachment that crossed into Massagetae territory was attacked and destroyed by Queen Tamyris’ son, Spargapises. Discovering the great stores of food and wine which the Persians had brought with them the Massagetae warriors settled down to a feast but during the night when all were asleep, the main Persian force crossed the river and massacred them. Spargapises was captured alive, but to redeem his honor he killed himself when his hands were untied. Now Queen Tamyris advanced with all her cavalry and infantry, and attacked the Persians. Herodotus provides a description of the battle, which took place around 530 BC:


  
    The battle which followed I judge to have been more violent than any other fought between foreign nations. According to the information I have, the engagement began by the two armies coming to a halt within range of each other and exchanging shots with bows and arrows until their arrows were used up; after which there was a long period of close fighting with spears and daggers (swords?) neither side being willing to retreat. Finally, however, the Massagetae got the upper hand, the greater part of the Persian army was destroyed where it stood and Cyrus himself was killed. He had been on the throne for twenty-nine years.73

  


  We don’t know whether the Persians had cavalry by this time, but undoubtedly the pastoralists’ victory was due in large part to theirs. It is the eastern tribes that introduced the next revolution in warfare—men mounted on horseback and fighting with lance, sword, and battle axe in tight formations, or alternatively from a distance with an improved version of the Hyksos invention; the short composite bow shooting arrows armed with three-sided heads. It is not known precisely when mounted cavalry replaced the war chariot, but it must have taken place over a period of time to allow for the spread of larger horses which could support man and weapons. Mounted cavalry had an advantage over war chariots. It was more maneuverable, faster, and could concentrate a larger striking force within a given area, since a mounted archer or lancer did not require a driver which would have been the case if he were fighting from a chariot.


  We are told by Herodotus that after being expelled from Central Asia by the Massagetae the Scythians attacked the Cimmerian nomad herders and drove them from the Pontic-Caspian steppes. This was a time, as Herodotus explains, that “All these (steppe tribes) … were continually encroaching upon one another’s territory.”74 The mobility of the nomad horsemen also took them to the Far East where many of their tombs have been discovered, such as at Pazyryk in the Altai Mountains dating to the 2nd century BC. An earlier tomb at Arzhan dating from the 8th century BC in Tuva measured 120 meters in diameter and probably represented a Scythian burial, with 70 chambers arranged as the spokes of a wheel, from the center outwards. At the Center were a male and female of well-preserved European appearance, dressed in furs and bearing elaborate decorations, with notable individuals lying to the south, west, and north of the royal couple. With them were buried 160 horses of rideable size with their harnesses, common Scythian weapons, and ornaments bearing the typical Scythian animal-style imagery.


  The Scythians made a dramatic appearance in the Near East in the 7th century BC as they pursued the retreating Cimmerian tribes. Bypassing the Caucasus Mountains along the western shores of the Caspian Sea they attacked and defeated the powerful Medes and began to press the Assyrian Empire. The Medes were an Indo-European people who had conquered western Iran and as recorded by Herodotus: “The Medes were once universally known as Aryans, but they too changed their name…”75 following a series of battles the Assyrian ruler Esarhaddon reached an agreement with the Scythians, by which he was forced to marry his daughter to the Scythian King Portatua. In spite of the marriage after marching on Egypt and receiving a heavy tribute from Pharaoh Psammetichus the Scythians continued to maintain their pastoral lifestyle and had no need of civilization, except for loot and booty and they were eventually expelled by a Mede betrayal.


  
    During the twenty-eight years of Scythian supremacy in Asia (Middle East), violence and neglect of law led to absolute chaos. Apart from tribute arbitrarily imposed and forcibly exacted, they behave like mere robbers, riding up and down the country and seizing people’s property. At last Cyaxares (ruler of the Median Empire) and the Medes invited the greater number of them (Scythian chiefs?) to a banquet, at which they made them drunk and murdered them, and in this way recovered their former power and dominion.76

  


  Following the expulsion of the Scythians, in 612 BC Cyaxares turned against the Assyrians, captured their capitol at Nineveh and destroyed the Assyrian Empire.


  The defeated Scythians returned to their steppe homeland in Ukraine where under Greek influence some Scythian tribes and those who were subject to them began to lead an agricultural life, growing grain, onions, leeks, lentils, and millet.77


  
    The lighter wagons have four wheels but some have six, and they are fenced about with felt. They are built like houses, some with two divisions and some with three, and they are proof against rain, snow and wind. The wagons are drawn by two or three yokes of hornless oxen; hornless because of the cold. The women and children live in these wagons while the men ride on horseback, and they are followed by what herds they have, oxen and horses.78

  


  This mobility gave the Scythians ready access to most neighboring lands, and deprived of Asia Minor and the Near East they turned their attention westwards to central Europe. A mysterious culture of unknown origin had developed between the Elbe and Vistula rivers in Poland, the so-called Lusitanians, who lived in agricultural settlements from about 1200 BC. Perhaps these were remnants of Old Europe which had survived the earlier Aryan onslaughts. At about 500 BC the Lusitanians fell victim to a Scythian force, never to reappear again. We can trace the invasion route by the destroyed Lusitanian strongholds and tall Scythian burial mounds. The attack may have triggered the series of migrations of Gaelic (Celtic) tribes from central Europe to the west and into Asia Minor, in the process to be the first to sack Rome in 390 BC.


  The strength of the Scythians lay in both light and heavy cavalry, the latter equipped with spears, javelins, axes, and short straight swords. Above all they introduced an innovation which would dominate much of warfare for the next millennia, the light mounted archer equipped with a short but powerful composite bow made of wood and reinforced with animal sinew and horn plates. Only about 80 centimeters in length, it received additional power from its re-curved shape and looped bone nock-ends, with the bowstring sitting in a groove notched in the bone. The arrow also stays on the string for a shorter period of time than with a long bow, which results in greater accuracy. Such bows are depicted on elaborate Scythian gold bowls found in graves in southern Ukraine but only the grips and nock-ends have survived decomposition. Basing himself on a later version (which could not have been very different from its predecessors), Ammianus Marcellinus wrote that “While the bows of all people are made of flexible branches, Scythian bows … resemble the crescent of the moon, with both ends inwards.”79


  Such a bow was capable of accuracy at a considerable distance. An old Greek grave found at Olbia, a trading port on the Dnipro–Buh estuary of the Black Sea, bears an inscription to the effect that Anaxagoras, son of Dimagoras, shot an arrow 282 “orgyiai” or 521.6 meters.80 Although Anaxagoras was a Greek, he most certainly used a Scythian composite bow which was common in the region. Perhaps Anaxagoras had the benefit of a favorable wind, but even the rate of fire of a Scythian mounted archer was impressive—about 10–12 arrows per minute. With bronze or the three-sided iron arrowheads the penetrating power of the short composite bow was probably greater than that of a traditional version with the speed of the horse contributing to the arrow’s velocity. A few hundred Scythian mounted archers could unleash a deadly hail of arrows while remaining at a relatively safe distance. How a bow was used also made a difference. The short bow was drawn to the shoulder in the Hyksos manner which resulted in greater accuracy than the usual practice of drawing to the chest.


  The disruptive motion of the horse made shooting from horseback much more difficult. The skill and ability was instinctive, obtained by constant practice beginning at an early age when a Scythian boy (or girl) began to ride a horse. The trick was to release an arrow when the horse’s four feet were in the air at full gallop. The penetrating power of a recursive bow can be judged by a much older, traditional version, the case of Otzi the Ice Man, who was found in 1991 still well preserved after spending more than 5,000 years buried in ice in the Italian Alps. A computed tomography (C.T.) scan revealed that Otzi was killed by an arrow with a small flinthead which had pierced his skin clothing, penetrated his shoulder blade and severed an artery, which was the immediate cause of death.


  Scythian horsemen carried ox-hide lassoes to catch horses but which could also be used to snare an enemy in battle to be dispatched with a dagger or taken prisoner. The apparent unity of man and beast must have made a deep impression on those who had never witnessed a mounted rider, and no doubt the Greek legend of the mythical centaur—half man and half horse—originated with their first sightings of a mounted warrior. Although bred for size, Scythian horses retained many characteristics of their wild ancestors such as speed, strength, and endurance, being able to thrive in the hard winter conditions of the Eurasian plan. Well-muscled, they had little fat for insulation and instead grew shaggy coats for protection against the cold and the elements. Other types of horses were also bred. A genetic mutation, which was particularly encouraged for mounted archery was a horse whose gait resembled that of a dog, which resulted in a smooth ride. Frozen remains of large horses were found in the Altai Mountains dating to about 300 BC, with remains of grain seed still in their stomachs. Evidently even nomads depended on agricultural produce, if not for themselves then at least for their prized steeds.


  The mounted Scythian army would change over time, as it came in contact with their southern neighbors. The Greek historian Herodotus had recorded that every Scythian warrior was a mounted archer, but by 310 BC Diodorus Siculus writes that in a battle they fielded twice as many infantry formations as cavalry, which was fighting in disciplined ranks. By this time some Scythian tribes had settled to farm and begun to adopt Greek infantry methods, or the foot soldiers could have been Scythian allies. The core of the Scythian army continued to be its heavy cavalry, the Royal Scythians who fought in disciplined formations and able to maneuver rapidly by commands given by signal. Their remarkable horsemanship was greatly aided by appropriate clothing, such as trousers and boots. This gave each Scythian horseman an advantage when facing cavalry of the Greek, Persian and Roman civilizations who usually wore kilt-like tunics. Thus a bronze statue of the Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius, for example, shows him as late as AD 165 mounted on horseback wearing a toga and sandals. It is not clear, however, whether the Scythians used rudimentary saddles or stirrups.
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  A Scythian nobleman on a hunt. From a gold plaque found in the Kul-Oba burial mound of southern Russia, 4th century BC.


  



  What were Scythian tactics and strategies like when confronting an opponent? A typical Scythian method of engagement would begin with small cavalry detachments to harass the enemy at chosen locations and to probe for a weak spot which could be exploited as the situation demanded. Releasing a continuous hail of arrows, a Scythian horseman himself was a moving target and difficult to hit by infantry archers. Should the enemy ranks break, the Scythian heavy cavalry would charge the disoriented enemy with swords, javelins, and spears. Battle axes and maces could also be used depending on the opponent’s armament, and whether infantry or cavalry was being engaged. The entire strategy was based on mobility and improvisation, the basic objective being to disorient the enemy and upset his battle formations. Should his lines hold, the Scythian harassing units would pretend to take flight to lure the enemy cavalry into giving chase. The pursuing enemy would then be ambushed by hidden forces, surrounded, and cut to pieces.


  The Scythians were also the first people to come to the attention of the Greeks and Persians with another innovation—women warriors. Early writings by Ctesias, the physician to the Persian court of the Achaemenid dynasty, mentions when describing the “Saka” or the Scythians, that “in general (Saka) women are courageous and help the men in the dangers of war.”81 Greek sources on the other hand, describe the women warriors as hostile to men. Hellanicus wrote in the 5th century BC that the women carried golden shields, silver axes, loved men but killed male infants. Evidence supports the presence of women warriors since many burial mounds excavated in southern Ukraine and southern Russia contained female skeletons with swords, spears, daggers, arrowheads and armor.82


  A demonstration of the effectiveness of the Scythian host took place during a Bosphoran campaign. By about 500 BC the northeastern area of the Black Sea, from the eastern coast of the Crimean Peninsula to the north slopes of the Caucasus Mountains was under the control of a Greek-Scythian state, the so-called Bosphoran Kingdom. According to Diodorus Siculus who described the events which took place on Scythia’s eastern borders in the late 4th century BC, the Scythian Bosphoran King Paerisades’ two heirs, Satyrus and Eumeles became locked in a conflict over the throne. The two armies, one led by Eumeles with 22,000 horse and 20,000 foot, and Satyrus’ force consisting of Greek and Thracian mercenaries, 10,000 Scythian horse and 20,000 infantry, a total of 34,000 men, met on the Thatis (Kuban) River north of the Caucasus Mountains. At first the outnumbered Greeks and Thracians were pushed back with some losses. Then Satyrus led his Scythian heavy cavalry in a charge against the enemy’s center, smashed their cavalry and penetrating the second line of battle forced the enemy to disperse in flight. Wheeling his men around Satyrus then led a second charge into Eumeles’ rear, again completely routing the enemy forces. In yet another conflict, when in 348 BC Alexander the Great’s General Zapyrian invaded Scythia with an army of 30,000 men with the intention of taking the Greek city of Olbia (then allied with the Scythians), he was met by a Scythian force and defeated, not a common event for Alexander’s generals. The details of the battle, however, are not known.


  Another major campaign which earned the Scythians a reputation for invincibility was fought on the east European plains of which a full account is given by Herodotus. A century after their return to the Pontic steppes from the Middle East, the Scythians faced an invasion of their own lands. The enemy was the Great King of Persia, Darius I Hystaspes of the Achaemenid dynasty and son of the slain Emperor Cyrus, who ruled the largest empire known at the time. He now turned his attention to the Greek city states. With probably the largest army ever assembled in antiquity, Darius I crossed the Hellespont which divides Europe and Asia in 600 ships, and by the summer of 512 BC had reached the Danube. In order to secure his rear he decided to conquer Scythia, and crossing the Danube began to advance into their territory, with the announcement that he was retaliating for their invasion of a century earlier. Abandoned by most of their neighbors and realizing the overwhelming strength of the enemy, the Scythians began to retreat into the Pontic steppes of southern Ukraine, destroying wells and springs and burning off the prairie grass in a scorched earth policy. Families and old people were sent north with the herds, leaving the young warriors to face the foe.



  Led by three kings Idanthyrsus, Scopasis and Taxacis they lured Darius I and his men into an exhausting pursuit, harassing them all the while with mounted archers. The pursuit went on for some 5,000 kilometers, from the Danube River to the steppes north of the Caucasus Mountains. Frustrated by the lack of a decisive battle and finding himself in unusual circumstances Darius sent a messenger to Idanthyrsus;


  
    Why on earth, my good sir, do you keep on running away? You have, surely, a choice of two alternatives: if you think yourself strong enough to oppose me, stand up and fight, instead of wandering all over the world in your efforts to escape me; or, if you admit that you are too weak, what is the good, even so, of running away? You should rather send earth and water to your master, as a sign of your submission, and come to a conference.

  


  Idanthyrsus replied in these words:


  
    Persian, I have never yet run from any man in fear; and I am not doing so now from you. There is, for me, nothing unusual in what I have been doing: it is precisely the sort of life I always lead, even in times of peace. If you want to know why I will not fight, I will tell you: in our country there are no towns and no cultivated land; fear of losing which, or seeing it ravaged, might indeed provoke us to hasty battle. If, however, you are determined upon bloodshed with the least possible delay, one thing there is for which we will fight—the tombs of our forefathers. Find those tombs, and try to wreck them, and you will soon know whether or not we are willing to stand up to you. Til then—unless for good reason—we shall continue to avoid a battle. This is my reply to your challenge; and as for you being my master, I acknowledge no master but Zeus from which I sprang, and Hestia the Scythian Queen. I will send you no gifts of earth and water, but others more suitable; and your claim to be my master is easily answered—be damned to you!83

  


  Herodus uses the Greek names “Zeus” and “Hestia” in place of the Scythian “Papaeus” and “Tabiti,” the mythical founders of the Scythian nation.


  We are told that Darius I received the strange gifts of a mouse, a frog, a bird and five arrows, interpreting this as an unconditional surrender. They were offering their land (where a mouse lives), their water (where a frog lives), their horses (represented by the free bird) and were laying down their arms (the arrows) before him. Soon, however, he was told the true interpretation. “Unless you Persians turn into birds and fly up in the air, or into mice and burrow under ground, or into frogs and jump into the lakes, you will never get home again, but stay here in this country only to be shot by Scythian arrows.” Reinforced by some neighbors, the Scythians now stepped up their tactics of harassing and ambushing Persian isolated units and foraging parties. Their cavalry began to dominate the field, and seeing that he could not win Darius deserted his camp in the middle of the night, leaving the weak and wounded behind. By forced marches he reached the pontoon bridge over the Danube and crossed with his remaining forces to the south bank of the river, leaving a large number of dead on the steppe. Once again a Persian Emperor was defeated by nomad herders, and the Persians would never attempt another invasion.


  A Scythian army could put into the field a fairly large proportion of its population, since all able-bodied adult males, including some single women, fought during a campaign.84 Scythian society and its entire social structure and value system was militaristic and geared for war, there being no distinction between warrior and civilian. Their skilled craftsmen, however, occupied a lower social standing than the warriors. Thucydides informs us, in the 4th century BC with what is probably an overestimate, that the Scythian army was larger than a 150,000 Thracian host (during an occasion), and that not a single people could resist the Scythians by themselves if the Scythians were “all of one will.” The entire Scythian nation consisted of several tribes, each operating independently unless ordered into a common campaign by a stronger dominant tribe, or by a pressing necessity. The total devotion of a Scythian warrior was towards warfare, where personal bravery was held in high esteem. An old biblical source (2 Maccabees 4:47) describes the Scythians with due apprehension:


  
    Behold! A people comes from the north. They carry bows and short spears. They are most cruel and merciless. Their voices roar like the sea, they prance about on their horses, moving in unison like one man. They are an ancient people, coming from afar and no one knows their language…. They are always courageous and their quivers are like an open grave. Their people devour your crops and bread; they destroy your sons and daughters; and they consume your sheep and cows, your grapes and vineyards. And the cities on which you base your hopes, they destroy with the sword.85

  


  The harshness of the Scythians is also revealed in the personal behavior and outlook of the warriors. Killing an enemy in battle was a great honor, followed by a beheading or a scalping of the dead foe. A warrior, we are told, drank the blood of the first enemy he killed, and brought all the heads to the king. Failing to do so would deprive him/her of the proportional share of the booty, and would earn disgrace amongst his/her peers. Skulls of the most renowned enemies were made into drinking cups, sometimes coated in gold on the inside, and scalps were used as decorations on horse harnesses. If many scalps were available, the hair would be sown into a cloak. A contemporary Ossetian legend from the Caucasus region of the Russian Federation recounts how the hero Sozryko killed the warrior Yeltagan and scalped him. Returning to his “aul” (village), he summoned all the women and told them to sew him a coat from the scalps and moustaches of his enemies.86 Although the hero is a Sarmatian, their customs and language were similar to their Scythian relatives. Also, according to the Roman writer Lucian, the Scythian warriors had a tradition of forming lifelong blood brotherhoods. Their religion consisted of various deities, the most important being the protectors of hearth, fire, and the herds. Of great importance was the God of War, who brought good fortune in battle and who, according to Herodotus (Book 4), was worshipped by embedding a straight double-edged sword into a mound of brushwood or sand. Human or animal blood was then poured over the sword as a sacrifice, with the body being cut up and scattered on the ground around the sword.87 No shrine or temples were used in the ceremony, which could be performed by anyone under the open sky.



  The reverence for the sword became common among other people in later periods, even reaching far-off Japan amongst the Samurai. The harsh treatment by the Scythians of their opponents was probably not too much out of line with the prevailing practices of the day but their social and personal relations were of a more positive nature. Once again, Herodotus who knew the Scythians well from his travels, describes them as being the most just of all people he had encountered. Outstanding in the art of war, they were also noble, brave and skilled in managing their economic affairs. He was particularly impressed by their devotion to those who were close to them such as relatives, (elected) chiefs, and above all blood brothers. He recounts a Scythian tale which probably served as a moral example and could very well have had a basis in fact. Two Scythian warriors, Dandamid and Amizok had become blood brothers, when several days after the ceremony the tribe was attacked by Sarmatians. Many Scythians were killed or taken prisoner, amongst them Amizok. When Dandamid heard of his blood brother’s fate, he galloped in pursuit of the Sarmatians. He soon caught up with them shouting “Sirin,” meaning he was there to ransom prisoners and not to challenge a Sarmatian to battle. Led before their chief, he asked for Amizok’s price. “What do you have to offer?” asked the Sarmatian, whereupon Dandamid answered: “all that I had you have already plundered, and all that I now have is upon me.” The Sarmatian chief then demanded Dandamid’s eyes, who willingly let them be cut out of his head for his blood brother’s freedom. Impressed by this, the Sarmatians departed from the area, out of respect for the warriors that they were up against. Needless to say the blind Dandamid was not abandoned to his fate by his blood brother.


  Herodotus gives a detailed account of the funerary customs and burial practices of the Scythians, and the erection of the burial mounds: “This (burial) ceremony over, everyone with great enthusiasm sets about raising a mound of earth, each competing with his neighbor to make it as big as possible.” Once the task is accomplished they go through a process of cleansing. First they wash their heads with soap, and then a “vapor bath” as follows:
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  Scythian blood-brothers sharing a shirt-tunic. From a gold pectoral found in the Tovsta Mohyla burial mound of southern Ukraine, 4th century BC. The large mound covered elaborate chambers with a volume of a half million cubic feet, and contained the skeleton of a prince with remains of sacrificial victims.


  



  
    On a framework of three sticks, meeting at the top, they stretch pieces of woolen cloth, taking care to get the joins as perfect as they can, and inside this little tent they put a dish with red-hot stones in it. Now hemp grows (wild) in Scythia … as well as under cultivation…. They take some hemp seed, creep into the tent, and throw the seed onto the hot stones. At once it begins to smoke, giving off a vapor unsurpassed by any vapor bath one could find in Greece. The Scythians enjoy it so much that they howl with pleasure.

  


  Although they possess soap, Herodotus claims paradoxically that the Scythians never bathe in water. The women


  
    grind up cypress, cedar, and frankincense on a rough stone, mix the powder into a thick paste with a little water, and plaster it all over their bodies and faces. They leave it on for a day, and then, when they remove it, their skin is clean, glossy, and fragrant.

  


  Many Scythians had settled just north of the Black Sea where they encountered Greek Ports engaged in commerce. It would not be long before the Scythians themselves realized the advantages of trade and by the 6th century BC Scythia was becoming one of the main suppliers of wheat to the Greek city-states. The Black Sea coast of today’s Ukraine harbored Greek ports such as Tyras, Olbia, Chersonnesus, and Theodosia which acted as trade outlets. Athens was an especially important trade partner, and also hired Scythian archers for its defense. With a well-armed and disciplined host the Scythians provided security and peace to the whole Pontic prairie region which began to flourish economically. The Scythian tribes in turn depended on Greek goods which as herders they did not produce or grow themselves, such as olive oil and wine, in return exporting furs, timber, gold, and slaves. Although they quickly acquired a taste for Greek wine, the traditional alcoholic drink of the pastoralists was fermented mare’s milk. The Greeks also imported good steel which was produced by Scythian smiths in large supply, and as other pastoral people in the past, the Scythians had built towns in the steppe along rivers where skilled craftsmen produced equipment and weapons, such as the recursive composite bow. The largest excavated town is at Kaminsk on the Dnipro River, dating to the 4th century, BC. The urban settlement occupied some twelve square kilometers and was defended by extensive walls and fortifications, which included a citadel on the southwestern corner.88 Here iron ore was plentiful, was close to the surface, and easy to mine.


  The Scythians were sun worshippers and gold was particularly important to them. Their highly original and artistic gold artifacts such as goblets, bracelets, combs, and other decorations show highly detailed reliefs of animal life and the warriors’ daily activities—hobbling horses, stringing bows, and engaged in combat. The gold was at times obtained in ingenious ways. Some Caucasus mountain streams carried invisible gold particles suspended in the moving water and sheepskins would be secured to the bottom of the stream with the wool side facing the surface. With the dense wool acting as a filter the tiny gold particles would be deposited on the fleet filament over a period of several weeks. The method is reportedly still in use today and no doubt was the origin of the Greek legend of “The Golden Fleece.”


  



  The Sarmatians


  Scythian dominance of the Pontic steppe to the north of the Black Sea was not to last forever. By the beginning of the second half of the 5th century BC they began to be pressed by the warlike Sarmatian tribes a related Iranian-speaking nomad people from the eastern Caspian-Aral steppes. Scythian dominance of the Ukrainian steppes was dealt a major blow when they were invaded and defeated by Phillip II of Macedon in 399 BC. Greek sources inform us that by the 2nd century BC all Scythian territory to the north of the Black Sea was under Sarmatian control with the main Scythian tribes incorporated into their ranks. A major tomb of a Scythian chieftain from about the middle of the 3rd century BC which was excavated recently in Ukraine, 75 miles south of Kyiv near Ryzhanovka indicates a Scythian presence well after their defeat by Phillip II of Macedon and the Sarmatian invasion.89


  A unique feature of the Sarmatians, even to a greater extent than with the Scythians, was the practice of using women warriors in their armies, known to Herodotus as the “Amazons” a name probably derived from the “Am-Azi,” a Sarmatian tribe. Herodotus describes the Amazon women warriors at some length, most of it probably from legend and hearsay but nevertheless based on reality. The origin of the female tribe is unknown, but the Amazons seem to have been hostile to men and the traditional gender-based division of labor. After being defeated by the Greeks in the battle at the river Thermodon (north of the Caucasus Mountains?) the women warriors escaped captivity and united with the Scythian herders, somewhere in Ukraine on the Pontic steppe. No doubt impressed by the women’s martial qualities the Scythian warriors “desire(d) to get children by the Amazons” but were presented with conditions:


  
    We and the women of your (Scythian) nation could never live together; our ways are too much at variance. We are riders; our business is with the bow and the spear, and we know nothing of women’s work; but in your country … your women stay at home in their wagons occupied with feminine tasks, and never go out to hunt or for any other purpose. We could not possibly agree…. Ever since then the women of the Sauromatae (Sarmatians) have kept to their old ways, riding to the hunt on horseback sometimes with, sometimes without their men, taking part in war and wearing the same clothes as men…. They have a marriage law which forbids a girl to marry until she has killed an enemy in battle.90

  


  Greek writings have been confirmed by archaeological excavations where Sarmatian female burial mounds are found to contain arrowheads, swords, daggers, and spearheads. Skeletons of 13–14 -year-old girls buried with weapons also show bowed legs indicating horsemanship at an early age. An Etrusco-Campanian bronze bowl from Italy used for mixing wine and water and dating to about 480 BC has four miniature statues of mounted female Sarmatian/Scythian archers.91 Another depiction is a Greek sarcophagus from Thessaloniki which shows Greek foot soldiers fighting mounted female warriors, perhaps the battle of Thermodon.92


  A unique Sarmatian practice was the deformation of boys’ skulls, perhaps practiced amongst families of chieftains for easy recognition. They possessed marks or emblems known as “tamgas” used from the beginning of the 1st century AD as horse brands or ownership of weapons, or perhaps indicating membership of a military unit.93 The tamgas were probably at the origin of heraldic insignias in western Europe derived from Sarmatian settlements in Britain and particularly in France in the Loire Valley. Sarmatian warriors had a highly developed sense of personal honor and practiced a code of chivalry towards respected opponents and women, the term derived from the French “chevalerie,” or cavalry. The men were polygamous and entertained romantic love which was a part of the tradition of chivalry. In the 5th century AD Sarmatian Alans were allowed to settle in Roman Gaul in the Loire Valley with Orleans as their capital and were granted the right to levy taxes. With the coming of the feudal system many Alans became members of the French aristocracy, giving rise to the medieval knightly traditions in France and elsewhere.


  Sarmatians also left a mark in Britain. They often served as mercenary cavalry troops and in AD 175 we know that the Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius hired 5,500 members of the Iazyges tribe, who were sent to northern Britain to maintain Roman rule of the conquered Gauls. Having served their term, some Sarmatian cavalrymen settled on the Ribble River in Lancashire where we find a grave stella in Chester depicting a Sarmatian warrior. Their first Roman commander was Lucius Artorius Castrus, whose name was adopted by subsequent Sarmatian leaders in Ribchester, according to legend King Arthur and his court at Camelot.94


  The Sarmatians had an ancient belief that only death in battle was honorable and old men were held in scorn and at his request a father would be killed by his son in a ritual execution. Once Christianity took hold the older men began to enter monasteries. While still in their prime, Sarmatian warriors adopted an original form of decorative art such as bracelets and other jewelry studded with precious or semi-precious stones, in western Europe referred to as Celtic jewelry. Their long double-edged swords in particular were set with large red garnets and gold in the pommel and elsewhere. The style later spread to the Germanic tribes particularly the Merovingian Franks.


  The Sarmatian nation consisted of several tribal unions; the Aorsi, Am-Azi, Alani, Iazyges, Saii, and Rox-Alani. Moving west from the Volga and Don rivers they defeated the Scythians on the Black Sea steppes and according to Roman sources they turned the greater part of the country into a desert. Most of the Scythians were incorporated into the Sarmatian host, and the rest retreated to the Crimean Peninsula and west to the Danube River lowlands, such as the Basileans or Royal Scythians who were the tribe of the king. By the 2nd century ad, however, Sarmatian power stretched from the Ural River in southern Russia to Ukraine and the Hungarian plain, and even more so than the Scythians their strength lay in the heavy cavalry equipped with broadswords and long lances wielded by heavily armored riders. Once Sarmatian lancers were in full gallop they were virtually impossible to stop or counter. The cavalry units communicated with trumpets and also flew dragon standards, which served a dual purpose; they identified a particular unit, and indicated wind direction for the mounted archers. Roman sources state that the standards were in the shape of a long sleeve and had a head resembling a dragon that would whistle when the rider was in full gallop, probably intended to panic the enemy’s horses. Sarmatians introduced the saddle with a high wooden frame, as well as the stirrup, both of which provided support to a lancer engaging an enemy. Sarmatian horses were already fairly tall and a stirrup was indispensable for an armored rider to mount his steed.


  The Sarmatians used a particularly effective style of cavalry warfare, similar to that of the Scythians. An account of the “Scythian” method of fighting was left by an eyewitness, the Eastern Roman Emperor Maurice, who ruled during AD 582–607. Although specifically referring to the Avars and other Turkic tribes, the tactics and strategies which he describes go back to the days of Sarmatian dominance, and perhaps even earlier.95


  
    They are armed with mail, swords, bows, and lances. In combat most of them attack doubly armed: lances slung over their shoulders and holding bows in their hands, they make use of both as required…. They give special attention to training in archery on horseback.96

  


  The Sarmatians became masters of feints and ambushes, which could be used against a stronger enemy. When attacked, they would flee until the enemy had pursued them for some distance, then unexpectedly turn on their pursuers, who by this time had been weakened by a stream of arrows fired backwards, and destroy him with lance and sword. When the enemy had a particularly large cavalry force the fleeing Sarmatians would retreat to where another force lay in wait, surround the pursuer and annihilate him. The tactics, along with the heavy armor and long lances, were adopted by the East Roman emperors and used to great effect.


  When facing infantry, with a sufficient numerical strength, the Sarmatian cavalry would meet the enemy head on. All units would form a single rank which would begin to advance on the enemy positions with both flanks bending in a quarter-moon formation to encircle the enemy infantry. Before launching the final charge with long lances, the enemy would be “softened up” by a continuous hail of arrows. In a variation described by Maurice as “the Alan system,” the horsemen would be divided into an assault and a defense group, all drawn up in a single battle-line, at some distance and unobserved by the enemy, with horsemen of the two groups alternating with each other. The assault troops would advance towards the enemy at a gallop, and halfway turn back and pass through the gaps in their own rank which they had just created. The hope was that the enemy cavalry would follow in pursuit, in which case the entire reconstituted line would charge and surprise the enemy with their increased numbers. Once the enemy cavalry was destroyed the infantry would fall easy prey to the Sarmatian horsemen. Should the enemy not pursue the feint, the Sarmatian assault group would return, split into two, and attack the enemy’s flanks, with the “defensive” portion of the line following behind to charge the enemy’s center. With constant practice the Sarmatians were masters at wheeling in formation and falling on their attackers, often snatching the proverbial victory from the jaws of defeat. As Maurice wrote: “nobody makes a habit of immediately retrieving a defeat except the Scythians (sic) and it is particularly foreign to the Romans.”


  By Maurice’s time the Romans had developed an apparently effective defense against enemy cavalry similar to the hollow square practiced much later in western Europe: “except for a small force all should take their stand on foot … in one four-sided rectangular formation with horses and baggage in the middle, with the soldiers on the outside and the archers on foot in front of them.”97


  A particularly well-known Sarmatian tribe in western Europe were the Alans, who after raiding Asia Minor and Persia had become established in today’s southern Russia, while further to the west the present Ukrainian steppes were occupied by the Rox-Alani, the West Alans.98 Lucian, writing in the 2nd century AD informs us that they spoke the same language as the Scythians and dressed alike, but apparently wore their hair short. Also according to Ammianus Marcellinus: “On the other side (of the Don River) the Alani … inhabit the measureless wastes of Scythia: and by repeated victories they gradually wore down the peoples whom they met and like the Persians incorporated them under their own national name.”99


  They are described as a handsome people with hair tending to be blonde. Warlike and freedom-loving, “the ferocity of their glance inspires dread, subdued though it is.” Their dress consisted of long, billowy trousers called “sharvars,” leather jerkins or “kurtas,” and leather boots and caps. All were considered equally noble, but judges (when the need arose) were chosen from those who had gained the greatest renown in battle. Like the Scythians, they had a sword-worshipping cult, the sword being stuck in the ground and worshipped as a symbol of the God of War, the protector of the land.



  



  The Legacy of the Aryan Pastoralists


  What was the contribution, if any, to human history of the Aryan pastoral herders and warriors of the Eurasian plain? We know of the great civilizations of the distance past such as Greece, Rome, Persia, and India which have made our own possible and which are a part of our own heritage. We marvel at the great cities and the intellectual legacy that still remains with us, as a part of the Eurasian tradition and indeed of all mankind. The first and earlier civilizations that had developed in the Middle East, however, and the agricultural communities that spread to much of the Aegean region, the Balkan Peninsula and Eastern Europe were not to be. Except for the Egyptian civilization, virtually all cities of the Middle East and the agricultural towns and settlements of Old Europe were destroyed by waves of Aryan warrior herders, who descended from the north in light chariots drawn by strange animals resembling mules, and wielding strong bronze weapons. Yet it is only in recent times that we have become aware of the great upheaval that occurred in prehistoric Europe and Asia, which put to an end civilizations and a way of life which had developed over more than three millennia. Much of the destruction of the agricultural communities—their villages, towns, and great cities—is still shrouded in much mystery, and is only gradually being revealed through the ruins they have left behind scattered on two continents.


  Without a written language and refusing to live in cities, the east European pastoralists were not a civilized people; and moving freely with their herds they had no need for permanent dwellings to store agricultural produce or to claim personal ownership of land. Most of our knowledge of them is obtained from archaeological excavations of the wooden hill forts built as tribal centers and for the smelting of metals for the wide range of weapons they produced, and particularly from the spectacular burial mounds which they left in their wake. Yet the pastoral herders were a remarkable and an innovative people, who surpassed all others in one activity—warfare. In their quest for more and better weapons the nomad herders discovered how to harden copper into bronze, followed by the involved process of making steel, and were responsible for the introduction of the two crucial stages in human development; the Bronze Age, and centuries later the Iron Age. With an early domestication of the horse and the invention of the sophisticated war chariot which used the first true wheel with four spokes, the pastoral herders had revolutionized warfare.


  A huge area had been occupied by the extraordinary Aryan conquests, consisting of today’s Central Europe, the Balkan Peninsula, Greece, Asia Minor, Italy, Iran, Central Asia and the southern lands of Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the Indus Valley of India. Only the great civilization of China escaped destruction by the Indo-European nomads but it, too, would fall to the later pastoral nomads of Mongolia and Central Asia. Pastoralist tribes began to settle down to depend on agricultural produce and other knowledge which had been preserved from the earlier civilizations, such as the cuneiform script adopted by the Hittites. We have a surviving Hittite manual on exercising horses:


  
    Thus (speaks) Kikkuli the assussani (horse trainer) from the land of the Mitanni. When he lets the horses onto the meadow in the autumn, he harnesses them. He lets them trot three miles, but he lets them gallop over seven fields. But on the way back he has them gallop over ten fields. Then he unharnesses them, provides for them, and they are watered. He brings them into the stable. Then he gives them mixed together one handful of wheat, two handfuls of barley and one handful of hay. They eat this up. As soon as they have finished their fodder he binds them close to a post.100

  


  The particularly simple alphabet of the Phoenicians which was adopted in the Middle East and by the Greeks, together with archaeological excavations show that the pastoral nomads as they settled down in the warm climates which they sought, proceeded to build the great civilizations of Greece, Persia, Rome, and India, to which we owe much of our own development and culture—including the traditions of patriarchal warfare which continued to rule so much of European and Asian history.


  Not all Aryan tribes took part in the nomad invasions, and many Gaelic (Celtic) and Iranian-speaking tribes remained in central and Eastern Europe, while others headed east towards Siberia and the Chinese border. The Sarmatian dominance of the east European steppes was ended by other nomads, Turkic tribes from Asia which following the retreating Sarmatians began to attack the Roman Empire. With the collapse of Roman civilization in western Europe many Sarmatians who had been in the service of Rome played an important part in the formation of feudalism and its military ruling class. Sarmatian customs and the practices of their heavy cavalry provided not only the model for western European medieval cavalry, together with the long lance and broadsword, but also the knightly traditions of chivalry. The steppe practice of hunting with domesticated eagles and falcons became common amongst the feudal nobility, and the legends surrounding King Arthur have been traced to the Sarmatian presence in Roman Britain. Is the medieval French troubadour tradition also due to the Sarmatian settlements in France? Ballads were often accompanied by a plucked string instrument which would have been a simple extension of the bow. Such an instrument was found in a 2700-year-old in northwest China near Turpans belonging to the Gushi people. Buried with the skeleton of a 45-year male was a pouch containing some 800 grams of cannabis, horse bridles, archery equipment, and a harp.101


  The war-like legacy of the Indo-European speaking nomad pastoralists would continue for centuries to come, as they were replaced by Turkic and Mongol nomads of central Asia. With similar lifestyles and armed with the Scythian composite bow the new invaders would wreak havoc in Asia and Europe well into the Middle Ages. The Chinese, Indian and Eastern Roman empires would be conquered, much of Eastern Europe destroyed, and from the ashes of Kyiv-Rus would emerge the Cossack movement of the Ukrainian frontier, which owed so much to the nomad horsemen of the steppe.




  Two



  



  The Roman Empire


  



  The Beginnings


  Three major invasion waves had taken Indo-European war chariots far from the Eurasian plain and by 2500 BC all of central and Eastern Europe, including the Balkans and parts of Asia Minor, were occupied. The last great migrations of the Indo-Europeans began about 1600 BC, and by then additional iron deposits had been found besides those of Eastern Europe, in central Europe and Asia Minor to allow the equipment of larger forces with iron weapons. The southern drive of the war-like barbarians, which lasted for a few centuries, took them in two distinct directions: into Asia-Minor, the Middle East, Iran, Afghanistan and India-Pakistan, while another advanced towards the Mediterranean and into Greece and Italy. Both encountered advanced civilizations in their paths, which they attacked and destroyed. Thus Babylon fell under the iron swords of the Hittites, Assyrians and others, the cities at Mohenjo-Daro and Harrapa in northern India were annihilated by the Aryans while most of the Minoan civilization was destroyed by the Greek Achaeans. Only Egypt survived to a later age. Building on the achievements of conquered civilizations which they had occupied, and contributing much of their own, the Aryan invaders would create great civilizations, two of them in southern Europe. The unprecedented achievements in mathematics, logic, natural and moral philosophy, legal and political systems including democracy, drama and theater, as well as technological developments which occurred in the Greek city states, have become the legacy of all mankind.1


  Another and somewhat different civilization sprang up in Italy, the Roman state which would become a vast system occupying much of today’s Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East. It became the longest lasting empire in history, providing the spring-board for most of European countries today.2 Of all the Indo-European tribes which invaded Italy about 1500 BC one would stand out in subsequent history, the Latini people from a settlement called Rome, founded by the legendary Romulus and his brother Remus.3 They came from central Europe, probably through the low-lying passage between the Alps and the Adriatic Sea, which leads past what is today Trieste and Venice in north-eastern Italy. The origin of the Latini and related Indo-European tribes seems to be around the Baltic Sea in northeastern Europe, judging from the similarity of (old) Latin to the Slavic and the Baltic languages such as Lithuanian and Latvian. By about 500 BC Rome would overthrow Etruscan rule and at the head of the other subjugated Latini tribes would become master of the whole Italian peninsula, eventually becoming a city of one million inhabitants.4


  The Roman conquests grew out of a military-based society rather than from innovative engineering or intellectual achievement, for which they depended mainly on other Mediterranean civilizations such as the Greeks and to a lesser extent the Carthaginians. No doubt they owed their agricultural beginnings to the Etruscans, who by this time were accomplished farmers and were coming under the influence of the Greek colonies in Italy. Roman society, above all, was geared for warfare and one cannot readily understand Roman history (and the history of Europe which followed) without taking this crucial fact into account. Warfare dominated its development as well as the personal value system, which consisted of endurance, courage, self-sacrifice and a bloodthirsty cruelty.


  To be sure, warfare was common at the time amongst all Indo-European cultures—witness Alexander the Great’s spectacular conquest of the Persian Empire, and beyond. With the Romans, however, the role of the military would become a leading and a constant characteristic. Roman society and the nature of its state would evolve, as new territory and different people were incorporated into it, but the dominant role of the military would persist until the end of its might. Political careers came to depend on prestige won through successful wars, which brought great wealth to all victorious participants, especially the magistrates and other Senate members who were in charge of the battles, and thus in control of the trophies of war.5 Although at times defeated in battle, Roman leaders were quick to learn new strategies and tactics. By extending partial citizenship to some conquered peoples of the peninsula, and through alliances, they created a virtually invincible military organization composted of citizen-soldiers which provided the Roman Republic with a constant supply of reliable manpower. Conquered towns and other communities were left with a degree of self-government to encourage loyalty. Full citizenship, however, was not available until virtually the whole of Italy rose in revolt demanding the same rights as citizens. This was granted after a bloody three-year civil war which lasted from 91 BC to 88 BC and doubled the citizen male population from about 463,000 in 86 BC to 910,000 by 70 BC.6


  By 148 BC Rome had embarked on a policy of imperial expansion based on conquest, in a single century bringing Gaul, eastern North Africa, Spain, Greece and large parts of today’s Turkey under its rule. This had a tremendous influence on the evolution of the Roman state and society as a whole. A great amount of wealth from war booty, tribute, levies, and taxation had been injected into the economy, increasing social and regional inequalities and creating social tensions. An accompanying feature was the development of a trade economy, with grain grown in the newly acquired territories beginning to out-compete local cereals. Paradoxically, the conquests would begin a process which would eventually destroy the very class which had supplied the victorious legions with manpower—the citizen farmer. The poorest amongst them were unable to compete with the new trade, and were forced to sell their land. Large estates began to be formed, which further increased the pressure on the remaining small holders. Society at the time was largely agricultural, and land ownership provided the only reliable long-term investment opportunity. Much of the wealth acquired during the wars therefore went to buying land, which was now worked by a plentiful supply of enslaved war captives. A wealthy class composed of a select group of families/clans began to form an oligarchic ruling class, with most of the remaining population being driven into poverty.7 Large commercial activities also became common, and to prevent conflicts of interest a law was passed in 218 BC prohibiting Senators from engaging in trade. It was easily circumvented, however, by Senators hiring agents to conduct business. The wealthy became involved in financial loans and capital investments, forming joint stock companies, which were officially in the hands of tax collectors. The increase in disparity continued, with landless farmers being joined by unemployed rural tradesmen, swelling the ranks of the Roman urban proletariat or the “Plebs.” Most of the far-flung subjugated populations were no longer Italian, but represented diverse societies which had to be accommodated one way or another.


  The gaping economic and social disparities began to intensify class tensions and conflict between the wealthy oligarchs and the have-nots—the impoverished plebs and slaves working the mines, the construction of roads and buildings, and the plantations of the “latifundia,” the great land owners. The rapid elimination of the farmer-citizen was also beginning to undercut the number of recruits available for the army, and one Tiberius Gracchus decided to do something about the plight of the landless. The grandson of the famous victor over Hannibal, Scipio Africanus, Tiberius was elected as tribune of the people for the year 133 BC, and proposed to redistribute public land.8 A law was passed that no individual could own more than 500 “jugeras” (just over 300 acres) of land, and no household over 1000. A commission of three men was to be set up to begin expropriating the excess land, but when Tiberius sought re-election he was attacked by a mob of senators and other wealthy members of the oligarchy and killed, together with hundreds of his followers. When his brother Gaius was elected tribune and attempted to carry out Tiberius’ policies he was also killed, and some 3,000 of his followers were executed without trial. Tiberius’ murder introduced violence and bloodshed into public life, something that was new to Roman politics. Henceforth the Roman Republic became divided into two political orientations; the “populares” who represented the people, and the “optimates” who consisted of the wealthy and their followers.9 The failed land reforms would have an effect on Italy and other parts of the future empire for centuries to come.


  A great number of slaves, initially acquired as prisoners during the wars began to form a third to a half of the entire population, with as much as 70 percent in some regions. Generally speaking there were two different types—household slaves, and those employed in mining, industrial activities and agriculture. Household slaves, many of whom were Greek teachers of the young, scribes, medical healers, culinary chefs, architects and skilled craftsmen were usually well treated, but others employed in manual work suffered a worse fate. Those working in construction were especially exploited in a cruel manner. Often living on a bare subsistence diet, they were worked until too weak or too old, and then abandoned to their own fate. All were mere possessions of their owners, and could be bought or sold at any time. Slave gladiators, of course, rarely survived to a ripe old age. The harsh exploitation of slave labor gave rise to another form of social warfare—slave revolts. The situation became so extreme that beginning in 143 BC slave uprisings began to break out on a regular basis, with impoverished landless free men joining. The most serious revolts broke out in Sicily during 135 BC and lasted for three years, with armed slaves occupying and looting whole towns and wealthy estates. The most well known slave revolt was led by a Thracian gladiator known as Spartacus. Commanding an army which at its peak grew to some 70,000 slaves and free men, he defeated entire Roman legions which were sent against him, terrifying the wealthy classes of Italy for about three years.10 Apparently his force broke up due to individual internal conflicts and was defeated in 71 BC Some 6,000 captured slaves were crucified along the 130-mile road from Rome to Capua as a warning against future uprisings. A law was also passed allowing the collective execution of all the slaves—no matter how many—if even one of them killed the owner.


  Much of Roman expansion, and their ability to maintain the imperial system was greatly aided by Greek technology, mathematics, philosophy/science and the general artistic culture.


  The Greek cultural conquest of Rome was, however, superficial at best. Greek pursuits of knowledge and speculative intellectual thought had little influence on the psyche of a well-born Roman, who retained most of the conservatism and traditions of the past. Although theoretically all citizens were equal before the law, Roman society was sharply stratified into social classes. On top was an Oligarchy, consisting of the Patricians and other hereditary aristocrats (the “nobiles”) who tended to occupy most government posts, followed by the Equestrians who specialized in trade and commerce. Both classes provided men for the officer corps and thus controlled the army. Noble Roman gentlemen actually had few choices of professions, those being restricted to politics, law, army, or farming which were the “honorable” professions. The pursuit of learning and knowledge was left to the Greeks, who continued to provide the empire with educated men. The wealthy and powerful Romans who ruled the empire looked down on them who in their eyes lacked the proper manly virtues. Not for them Greek learning, medicine, architecture or music—activities which were largely carried out by slaves.


  At the bottom of the social order were the tradesmen and shopkeepers, followed by the numerous plebs, especially in Rome itself. As Cicero wrote:


  
    Public opinion divides the trades and professions into the liberal and the vulgar (the common). We condemn the odious occupation of the collector of customs and the usurer, and the base and menial work of unskilled laborers; for the very wages the laborer receives are a badge of slavery. Equally contemptible is the business of the retail dealer, for he cannot succeed unless he is dishonest…. The work of the mechanic is also degrading…. The least respectable of all trades are those which minister to pleasure, as Terence tells us, “fishmongers, butchers, cooks, sausage-makers.” Add to these if you like, perfumers, dancers, and the actors of the gaming-house. But the learned professions, such as medicine, architecture and the higher education, from which society derives the greatest benefit, are considered honorable occupations for those to whose social position they are appropriate (emphasis mine). Business on a small scale is despicable, but if it is extensive and imports commodities in large quantities from all over the world and distributes them honestly, it is not so very discreditable…. But of all the sources of wealth farming is the best, the most able, the most profitable, the most noble.11

  


  Roman power did not depend only on its military might but also lay in the legitimacy bestowed by the judicial system. As in many Greek city-states, the Roman “constitution” consisted of written laws to which everyone was subject, with the possible exception of an emperor. If a situation was not covered by a written statute it would be governed by past practice. By 462 BC a tribune by the name of Terentilius Harsa had forced a limitation of consular power held by the patricians.12 Following a reactionary clampdown by the patricians and the further social conflict which followed, by the middle of the 5th century bc the plebs had gained the upper hand. Ten extraordinary magistrates (known as Decemvirs) were appointed in order to draw up a written legal code, to be applicable to all citizens. Twelve bronze tablets of private and public laws were drawn up, which remained the legal code of Rome for centuries to come. Here we see the Greek influence on Roman society, since by the 5th century bc many Greek city-states had developed what they called “democratia,” or “power of the people,” with written laws and a humanist outlook on life. The playwright Sophocles expressed the sentiment in the 5th century bc: “The world is full of wonders, but nothing is more wonderful than man.”


  Women played a subordinate role in Greek society, and slaves were excluded from the law altogether. Nevertheless, we have Pericles’ remarkable oration in the winter of 431–430 bc during the Peloponnesian War with the Persian Empire, when he reminded the citizens of Athens that


  
    Our constitution is called a democracy because power is in the hands not of a minority but of the whole people. When it is a question of settling private disputes everyone is equal before the law. When it is a question of putting one person before another in position of public responsibility what counts is not membership of a particular class but the actual ability which the man possesses…. We are free and tolerant in our private lives but in public affairs we keep to the law…. We give our obedience to those whom we put in positions of authority.

  


  Although Rome taxed the conquered territories their inhabitants drew benefit from the peace enforced by the Roman legions, the “Pax Romana.” The entire empire became a single trading block, with goods flowing along the shipping lanes of the Mediterranean and the extensive road systems which followed the conquering legions. This was particularly true of the western part where many paved roads had not existed before. Following the assassination of Julius Caesar by the Senate, the Roman world was plunged into civil war, with Caesar’s great-nephew and adopted son, Caius Octavius, emerging as victor. He is better known as Augustus or the Majestic, a name-title he received after 17 years in power. One of his grandfathers had come from the commercial class and of plebian stock with his father becoming the governor of Macedonia after the Roman conquest. Under Caesar’s supervision, however, he was educated in Greek and Roman philosophy and literature and raised in Spartan simplicity, as befitted an aristocrat destined for military service.


  Augustus instituted a new order in Rome, ending the Republic and giving birth to what became known as the Roman Empire. The form of government he chose relied not only on the army and the hereditary aristocracy but also on the commercial business class, and their wealth. It became known as the Principate lasting from 30 BC to 192 ad, since Augustus flatly refused to officially become a monarch but had proclaimed himself as “principe” or “first citizen” and thus preserving some semblance of a republican order. With his long rule (27 BC–14 AD) came a period of peace, prosperity and the rule of law, no doubt helped by the large Egyptian treasury which he brought to Rome following Cleopatra’s death. Italy, with Rome at its center was also maintained in a position of privilege which guaranteed loyal recruits for the legions; the land tax for example, did not have to be paid, unlike in the rest of the empire.


  During the next two centuries the Roman world solidified as an imperial system, providing a common political basis and continuing to develop and evolve, always responding to foreign wars and domestic conflict. The central role of the army as the guarantor of Roman civilization was now paramount, especially in the face of barbarian attacks and incursions which were becoming more common. For what was acquired by the sword could only be maintained by the sword. The concentration of both military and civilian power in the hands of a single person introduced instability into the system, which would prosper under able leadership such as Augustus but could slip into crisis under irresponsible and self-indulgent emperors. A Roman of ordinary birth could become the commander-in-chief of the army and hence the Emperor, since heredity was never acknowledged as a source of imperial power. Emperors could emerge with a strong sense of service who would defeat major invasions and introduce reforms needed to stabilize the system but the competence of emperors such as Trajan (98–117), Hadrianus “The Builder” (117–138) or Marcus Aurelius “The Philosopher” (160–180), however, would be undone in large part by a Commodus (180–192) or Aurelius Antoninus “Caracalla” (211–217).


  During the reign of Marcus Aurelius a major crisis struck the Roman territories, one which threatened to destroy the Empire. The Philosopher Emperor, as he was known, had no military training when with his adoptive brother, Lucius Verus, he was sworn in by the Senate in 161. Although lacking in military experience, he would prove to be one of the ablest and effective military commanders and rulers of the Empire. On Octavius Augustus’ death the Empire had grown to an immense size of some 34 million square miles, stretching from the Atlantic to the Middle East.13 Marcus Aurelius’ predecessor and adoptive father, Antonius “The Pious,” had enjoyed a reign of almost unbroken peace and stability but the tranquility would soon come to an end. Shortly after Aurelius’ inauguration the Empire was struck by the bubonic plague in 166–167 and famine followed, resulting in a depleted population and few hands to work the land. Seeing their opportunity the Persians struck in the east, followed by barbarian Germanic and Sarmatian attacks along the Danube in the north-east. In 167 the Germanic Chatti, Quadi and Marcomanni tribes, together with the Sarmatian Iazyges cavalry, crossed the Danube and overwhelmed a 20,000 man Roman garrison. They proceeded to Pannonia and Dacia (today’s Hungary and the Balkans), passed through the Alps, defeated the Roman forces sent against them and besieged the town of Aquileia in northern Italy. Others headed south into Greece and attacked the outskirts of Athens.


  Unable to increase taxes due to the plague and the famine, Marcus Aurelius began to raise funds by auctioning off wealth of the imperial palaces. Faced with a severe shortage of manpower he began to build up the legions by recruiting town garrisons, gladiators, brigands, foreign mercenaries and even slaves, paying off other barbarian tribes to attack and harass the enemy. After six years of warfare the invasions were beaten back but fighting continued on the Danube until with Marcus Aurelius’ death in 180, in a camp at Vindobona, today’s Vienna. The Germanic wars, however, would continue. This was not the first time that Roman legions faced Germanic tribesmen. The first known contact of the Romans with Germanic tribes occurred some two centuries before, when the Cimbri and Teutones began to migrate south from the shores of the North Sea. The reason for the move is again not known, but probably a colder climate and population increases made life in north-western Europe difficult. They soon came to the attention of the Romans, and in 113 BC Consul Gnaeus Carba moved out from Macedonia and launched an apparently unprovoked attack on them. The two forces met at Noreia (today’s Slovenia) with the Romans suffering a major defeat. Instead of invading Italy, however, the Cimbri and Teutones moved west into Gaul where they were joined by Celtic tribes. Their request to settle along the border in Gaul was rejected by the Roman Senate, which sent another army against them led by consul Silanus. The ensuing battle in the Rhone Valley again witnessed a catastrophic defeat of the Roman legions. Still another force was raised under consul Longinus which won some minor victories, but in 107 BC the Romans were ambushed in the Garonne valley and annihilated, with Longinus killed in battle. The ineptitude of the Roman Oligarchic leadership would continue with the final disaster at the battle of Arausio (Orange, France) along the Rhone River, where a divided Roman army was crushed with a loss of some 80,000 men. Following changes in organization and tactics instituted by an able officer by the name of Gaius Marius, the Germanic tribes were finally defeated in Aix-en-Provence in 102 BC, and again at Vercellae in the following year.


  The second major encounter of the Romans and the Germanic barbarians occurred during Augustus’ reign. Led by his stepson Drusus in 12 BC the Romans had crossed the Rhine and attacked the Germanic tribes, conquering all territories in northern Germany up to the river Elbe. The Roman success did not last long. The governor Quinctilius Varus soon provoked a revolt, and led by one Arminius the Germanic tribesmen ambushed the exposed Roman legions as they were proceeding in a strung-out line to their winter quarters. The result was another catastrophe for the Romans. Three legions, together with 9 auxiliary corps were massacred—about 10 percent of the entire Imperial Roman forces.


  This was the background which Marcus Aurelius was facing when confronting the Marcomanni and their allies, and following his death the fortunes of the Empire began to worsen. He was succeeded by his son Commodus in 180, who proved to be very different from his father.14 Given to debauchery he became “a greater curse to the Romans than any pestilence or crime,” according to the historian and Senator Cassius Dio. Commodus had developed a liking for fighting gladiators and wild animals in the area and having survived the combats he began to imagine himself as the god Hercules. But he was only degrading himself in the eyes of the Romans since only slaves and criminals fought in the arena. In a conspiracy involving his favorite concubine he was given poison in 192 and then strangled by a champion athlete. After some turmoil and conflict one Severus became Emperor, appointing his two sons Antoninus Aurelius and Geta to succeed him. On Severus’ death Antoninus had his younger brother murdered, becoming the sole emperor in 211 known as Caracalla. He too turned out to be unbalanced, killing wild animals in the arena and imagining himself to be Alexander the Great. He was assassinated in 217 by a disgruntled soldier, no doubt hired for the purpose. In 212, however, he had passed an edict, which would put the Roman Empire on a different course and change its very nature. The edict, known as the Antonine Constitution, stated simply that “I give all foreigners on earth [i.e., the Empire] the right of Roman citizenship at the same time safeguarding that of their own cities, except for the dediticii.”


  It is not clear who the “dediticii” were, but the edict seemed to have made all free men Roman citizens with the right to be called “Romans.” It introduced a double and parallel sense of identity—a local one as well as the universal sense of being Roman. No longer did one have to be Italian and the term “Roman” should now be replaced by “Romanian” when describing inhabitants of the Empire.


  During the next century the destabilizing rule of Commodus was followed by a military crisis. Augustus’ defensive military strategy had consisted of stationing all the legions on the frontiers, in sufficient strength to block any invasion. Without a reserve of manpower in the interior the Romans were gambling on a complete victory in order to stop an invader. For once an enemy had broken through he could advance very rapidly along the excellent Roman road system which connected all major towns and cities. By the beginning of the 3rd century this is exactly what began to happen, introducing a long-lasting crisis from which the empire would not emerge unchanged. First the Persians struck in the east followed by the Sarmatian Roxolani and Germanic tribes along the Danube with the Roman legions suffering two major defeats in 250. To make matters worse the plague had broken out again in 249 and lasted for two years, and poverty and famine grew. Again, could the climate have been responsible for the large-scale barbarian invasions which saw entire tribes—with women and children—trying to force their way into the southern lands? Perhaps, for as a contemporary writer Cyprian, the Bishop of Carthage, wrote: “You must know that the world has grown old and does not remain in its former vigor. It bears witness to its own decline. The rainfall and the sun’s warmth are both diminishing; the metals are nearly exhausted; the husbandman is failing in the fields.”15 Cyprian was answering the charges that the Christians were responsible for the misfortunes by angering the Roman Gods.


  Civil wars, and wars against the barbarians continued with Roman legions hard pressed in the field. The territory north of the Danube (Dacia) had to be evacuated, and order broke down in many parts of the empire—particularly Gaul. Between 235 and 285 some twenty emperors succeeded each other in rapid succession, many being murdered by rivals or by their own men. In the cities the poor began to seek personal solace and salvation in Christianity, expecting the end of the world and Christ’s second coming to rid them of the power and corruption of the wealthy. It seemed as if the Empire would collapse and break up into separate parts. Yet, surprisingly, recovery did take place, ushering in major and far-reaching reforms that would transform the Roman Empire in a fundamental way.16 The salvation of the Empire came again in the form of a talented and devoted emperor, Caius Aurelius Valerius Diocletianus or simply Diocletian.


  Diocletian was born in the Roman province of Dalmatia (today’s Croatia) in about 243 as Diocles, apparently the son of a free man employed as a scribe by a Roman Senator.17 Conquered by Augustus this region of the Balkans had become a regular recruiting ground for the Roman armies, and tended to attract many young Illyrians seeking the high social prestige of a legionary soldier. Since all were now Roman citizens a career in the legions was open to everyone, offering upward mobility based on merit as opposed to education or birth. Other Illyrians who had a vested interest in the Empire had become emperors before him, and Diocletian saw no reason why he could not follow in their footsteps.


  Many Illyrians had become members of the “Protectores,” an elite corps of higher officers with proven battle performance, formed by Emperor Gallenius (253–268), which began to replace the traditional nobiles and equestrians. With the breakdown in Augustus’ defensive frontier system, Gallenius began to change Roman defensive strategy. An expanded army with cavalry and mobile infantry was now stationed at strategic locations in the interior, to react and block any major incursion of the borders. Defense in depth proved highly effective and was continued by future emperors. Gallenius was the last emperor to come from the traditional and wealthy Roman aristocracy. He was murdered in 268 by a group of Danubian generals, who ironically had risen under his leadership, and who would provide the Empire with the next three emperors. The change in ethnic and regional origin of Roman emperors reflected the fact that the majority of Roman citizens no longer were from the Italian Peninsula. They had very little loyalty to Rome itself, since “Roman citizen” no longer meant “Roman” or even “Italian.” The change in the orientation of the majority of citizens was also beginning to have an effect on the political and military institutions of the Empire and the old Roman order was vanishing not to return again. The “Fall” of the Roman Empire occurred in stages, and would continue for the next thousand years. A careful and thoughtful strategist, Diocletian rose through the ranks becoming the Dux (commander) of Moesia, today’s Bulgaria. He took part in the battles with the Germanic tribes which the Romanian legions were beginning to win, and by 282 he was one of the topmost military leaders. Diocletian was elected Consul the following year, and when Emperor Carus was killed in a power struggle during a Persian campaign, a counsel of officers elected him as Emperor. Not content with the election he went and obtained a general acclamation by the entire army, which was drawn up before him for the occasion. The unusual move would become common practice with future emperors, this also being the first time a military counsel of senior officers would meet to elect an emperor.


  



  Two Empires in One


  New procedures and practices were being introduced and it was under Diocletian that the more radical changes began to be made. One of his first moves was to split power between himself and another appointed Augusti or Emperor by the name of Maximinus Daza, a loyal and able general but without much political ambition. The plan was for both Augusti to appoint a Caesar as second in command who would implement policies decided by them. To enhance the legitimacy of their positions of power both Diocletian and Maximinus were elected as Consuls by the Senate. The system of four rulers which became known as the Tetrarchy did not survive Diocletian’s rule. It nevertheless introduced the practice of power- sharing by dividing the empire into two parts: a western half ruled by Maximinus with its seat in Milan, and an eastern part controlled by Diocletian with Nicomedia (Asia Minor) as the capital.


  By now Rome, abandoned as capital of the Empire, was an urban sprawl of well over a million inhabitants, most stuffed into crowded tenements and apartments. It suffered from congested traffic, air polluted by stench and burning oil, high unemployment and crime. Rome also resembled a modern city in that it had a police force, firefighters, as well as building and health inspectors, although their effectiveness is not known. We do know that typhus, tuberculosis and dysentery were common with the occasional outbreak of the plague. Parts of the city were also devoted to sprawling villas of the wealthy, which by now they seldom left.


  To restore order and control required a powerful and effective military, which under Diocletian was increased to half a million men. Needing roughly 90,000 recruits per year to sustain the great army, he began to hire barbarian mercenaries, setting a practice which would continue into the future. By the end of the third century the results began to show. The Allemani tribes were driven out of Gaul, a long-lasting revolt was finally put down in Britain, and the Danube frontier was pacified with the defeat of the Germanic Vandals, Goths, Gepids, and their Sarmatian allies. In the Middle East, on the banks of the Euphrates River the Persians also sued for peace. The borders were now secure and further strengthened with fortifications many of which would evolve into towns and permanent settlements. Also with land brought back under cultivation and an increase in agricultural production the peasants’ produce ceased to be plundered by the army; the towns began to see prosperity, and with his victories Diocletian secured the loyalty of the legions. The empire, it seems, had been pulled out of the abyss.


  The deep crisis and the instability of the 3rd century saw the spread of mystical religions in the Eastern Empire, particularly Christianity which would have a profound effect on its evolution. The inspirer of the faith was a religious Jewish reformer from Judea called Joshua of Nazareth, or as we know him by his Greek name Jesus (the Christ).18 Not much is known about him, except what has come down from his apostles during his three years of preaching, more-or-less contained in the New Testament of the Bible. He seems to have been regarded as a minor rebel by the Romans, and according to Tacitus “was crucified under Tiberius by the procurator Pontius Pilate,” probably sometime in the 30s.


  More than a century after his death, “Christians” began to believe that Jesus rose from the dead and ascended into heaven. His early followers were those Jews who had accepted him as the Messiah sent by God but most continued to adhere to the old Jewish faith and laws. One of the adherents was a Jew by the name of Saul (Paul) who belonged to the hereditary priestly class that presided over rites in the Temple of Jerusalem. After taking part in the persecution of the new cult he himself became a convert in about 37, and began to spread the faith amongst non–Jews, who proved to be more receptive to the Christian message. Taking advantage of his Roman citizenship he traveled to Greece and other Greek-speaking cities in Asia Minor and the Middle East, gaining converts.19 This introduced a conflict between Jesus’ early followers in Judea and the new converts who felt it unnecessary to follow traditional Jewish laws. The traditional Judeans considered the Christian Jews as heretics, and most were massacred by the rebels during the Jewish uprising of 66. Henceforth Christianity would develop as a non–Jewish faith, over time becoming the official religion of the Roman Empire and viewing Judaism with hostility.


  In the first two centuries the spread of Christianity took place predominantly amongst low-class urban Greeks rather than the “pagensis” or peasants of the countryside, who stubbornly clung to the old Roman gods.20 By 64 there were enough Christians in Rome that Emperor Nero could blame a great fire on them and have some burnt at the stake as fitting punishment. Subject to periodic persecution, the new religion spread literally underground in catacombs, since they were not permitted to bury their dead in the usual cemeteries.21 All Christians in an urban setting were grouped into “ekklesias” named after Greek city assemblies and led by “episkopoi” (overseers) and “presbiteroi” (elders). Over time the episkopoi became the senior priests or bishops responsible for the correct interpretation of the faith, with the ekklesias evolving into churches. By the early 3rd century Christianity began to spread amongst non–Greeks in the cities and slowly to Latin-speaking men of the upper classes. The central tenet of early Christianity was that the end of the world was approaching but the redemptive power of Christ’s death, his resurrection and the expected second coming would save the true believers by granting them everlasting life. The early Christian attitude is illustrated by the so-called Sybillene Oracles, which proclaimed in part: “Near at hand is the end of the world, and the last day and the judgment of immortal God, for such as are both called and chosen. First of all inexorable wrath shall fall on Rome; a time of blood and wretched life shall come. Woe, woe to thee, o land of Italy, great barbarous nation.”


  One important form of mutual support amongst the Christians pertained to travel. A Christian traveler would be given the locations of Christian dwellings along his planned route, and upon showing the secret sign of the fish would be provided with free room and board, as well as security. In an effort to provide unity, Diocletian had banned all religions except the traditional Roman cults, and Christians were persecuted once again. Also, part of the simplified taxation system which he introduced depended on the number of people living on the land. Manpower had become scarce due to wars, the plague and famine. To guarantee a predictable flow of tax revenues, a law was passed prohibiting individuals from leaving their place of residence. This made traveling very risky and was the beginning of what would develop into serfdom, which would come to dominate Europe for centuries to come.


  The most remarkable aspect of Diocletian’s reign, however, was the unprecedented and virtually total control of the economy by the state. A great inflation had occurred towards the end of the 3rd century, probably due to insufficient gold coinage being minted and an oversupply of cheap coinage with limited silver content. Only a small rich minority could afford to use gold coinage, while the vast majority depended on the almost valueless “silver” currency. In an attempt to stamp out the alarming increases in prices Diocletian issued the “De Pretiis” edict in 301, which laid down maximum prices for some 1,000 items as well as maximum wages, in what was the first major attempt in history at price and wage controls. Market forces of supply and demand were replaced by government management. Although many of the laws proved to be unenforceable and were eventually repealed, they nevertheless established a precedent of state intervention into economic and business affairs.


  The crisis of the 3rd century had been averted by Diocletian’s policies, but at a cost. Once the backbone of the Roman Empire, the Italian peninsula emerged from the crisis in particularly bad shape. The acute and extensive social stratification, destruction of the rural citizen-farmer, and a general decline in population due to the plagues and the famines which followed had taken their toll. With Italy contributing only about ten percent of the total population it was no longer able to maintain the legions at full strength, and began to rely on the Provinces for manpower and leadership.22 With the granting of universal citizenship to most free men of the Empire and the land tax extended to Italy by Diocletian, the peninsula lost its privileged status. The decline became irreversible when Emperor Constantine decided to build a new capital in the east, on the stretch of water joining the Mediterranean and Black Seas. The center of gravity of the Empire had shifted to the eastern territories, particularly to the Greek and Danubian Provinces and another crucial stage in the fall of the Roman Empire had occurred under an emperor from the Balkans.23


  Named New Rome, the new capital would become known as Constantinople, and would become the greatest city in the world. Reaching a population of one million, it eclipsed Rome and become a hub of trade routes, stretching from Britain to China. A major center for manufacturing and close to Greek educational institutions it boasted palaces and buildings unparalleled in the world. In the words of an 11th century French traveler, Fulcher of Chartres:


  
    How stately, how fair, how many monasteries therein, how many palaces raised by sheer labor in its broadways and streets, how many works of art marvelous to behold. It would be wearisome to tell of the abundance of all good things; of gold and silver, garments of manifold fashion, and such sacred relics. Ships are at all times putting in at this port so that there is nothing that men want that is not brought hither.24

  


  Why did Constantine follow Diocletian’s example and abandon Rome and the western part of the Empire for a new beginning in the Greek east? He had served in Diocletian’s court in Nicomedia not far from Byzantia and was personally acquainted with the region. As Diocletian, Constantine was born in the eastern Balkans and was influenced by Greek culture. European civilization had its beginning in the Greek city-states in what is today southeastern Europe and Asia Minor, and the eastern part of the Empire continued to be the center of science, mathematics, architecture, technical innovation and culture. Most importantly, while the fortunes of Italy and much of the western part of the Empire were in the decline, the east continued to prosper.


  A second major decision by Constantine which would completely transform the Empire even further was to proclaim Christianity as the official “religia” of the Roman Empire.25 A Greek movement, Christianity had become widespread in the Empire (including the army), and Constantine must have introduced the new religion to both unify and further distance his reign from Roman traditions. His mother, Helen, the daughter of an innkeeper, was already a Christian and at the age of 70, on a pilgrimage to the Middle East, would achieve prominence by finding what was assumed to be the True Cross of the crucifixion (Constantine himself, however, was only baptized on his deathbed, presumably with the intention of dying without sin). But exactly what was Christianity at this time? The Christian bishops themselves were divided into many factions and creeds, mainly according to their interpretation of the nature of Jesus Christ. This was a situation which did not help to provide the autocratic Empire with a unifying set of beliefs, and to provide a single religion Constantine proclaimed the Council of the Church, which would meet at the city of Nicaea in the Imperial palace on the 20 May, 325.26 The meeting was conducted in Greek, and was attended almost exclusively by bishops from the east (where Christianity was centered), lasting for a whole month due to the sharp divisions which arose amongst the 300-odd participants.


  Under Constantine, Christianity underwent a profound change. Administratively, the Church was divided into five regions each with a Bishop appointed as Patriarch (Pope) in Constantinople, Antioch, Jerusalem, Alexandria and Rome.27 The Church became an integral part of the State, exempt from taxation and laying claim to a part of the imperial funds. Imperial regulations were brought into Church affairs and Bishops incorporated into State service, with clerics wielding wide powers. Although owners were requested to treat slaves humanely, slavery itself was not denounced or abolished. By 385 the Church was beginning to oversee executions of Christian heretics condemned in special ecclesiastical courts. The Imperial government under Constantine was also becoming more autocratic with most of the state’s resources going to the bureaucracy, the Church and the armed forces. Edicts were passed whereby a person inherited his father’s occupation—the sons of veterans, for example, had to serve in the army, and government officials had to follow in their father’s footsteps. The will of the Emperor also became law, with offices of the State restricted to an aristocracy of patrician “comites” (counts) and “duces” (dukes), who were appointed by the Emperor.


  Constantine died on the 22nd of May 337 after a reign of 31 years. His body was brought to Constantinople draped in Imperial purple, and for three months lay in-state in a golden coffin in the imperial palace. With his victories and peace treaties with the Visigoths in 332 and the Sarmatians in 334, he had brought peace to the empire and for two years following his death there were no major campaigns against the northern and eastern enemies. Soon all this would change, with the arrival of fresh waves of barbarians intent on taking a share of Roman wealth.


  



  The First Gothic Wars


  Before the division of the Roman Empire, a previously unknown Germanic people invaded Eastern Europe and began to put pressure on the eastern borders of the Empire. Originating in southern Sweden, by 7 BC–17 AD Roman records place the “Gutones” as they were known along the south shore of the Baltic Sea. By about 150 they are reported to occupy a territory east of the Vistula River in today’s Poland and soon after they began to migrate towards Ukraine. Old ballads of the East Goths, or Ostrogoths as they became known, describe the crossing of a vast swamp, no doubt the Pripet marsh while others headed south towards the Danube River to become known as the Visigoths. The Goths were probably acquainted with Eastern Europe to some extent, as the home of the “god” Odin, the Sarmatian who brought to them the secret of iron.28 The arrival of the Goths caused a major disturbance in the eastern part of the Roman Empire. Their tradition of strong kingships allowed the formation of inter-tribal and multi-ethnic systems, with different tribes united in the person of the king. This made it possible to field larger forces, which were able to overcome smaller tribal units and on occasion Roman forces. In 238 a Gothic raid destroyed the Graeco-Roman city of Istropolis, and by 250 AD they had taken the great trading port of Olbia, and with the Sarmatian cavalry advanced into the Crimean Peninsula. The Gothic infantry and Sarmatian (Alan) cavalry formed a symbiotic alliance and it is during their stay on the Ukrainian steppe the Ostrogoths came under a strong Sarmatian influence, such as the birth of Gothic cavalry, hunting with steppe eagles and falcons, and the adoption of the Sarmatian defensive “carrago” wagon circle.29


  The Goths were not the only Germanic tribe to seek southern lands. By the 2nd century the Vandals, Gepidae, Longobardi, Suevi, and Allemani had already moved from the Baltic area and the shores of the North Sea into the Carpathian and central Danubian region. In the same year as the fall of Olbia the Visigoths with their neighbors the Heruli, Borani, Urugundi, and Carpi began a series of raids across the Danube. In the spring of 250, three columns of Visigoths and their allies crossed the Danube and attacked the Roman provinces of Dacia and Moesia. Led by King Cniva they devastated the entire region, although Emperor Decius managed to expel the Carpi from part of the territory. The Goths were also besieging Philippolis, and guaranteeing safe passage they tricked the defenders into surrendering. Once inside they proceeded to loot and pillage, taking booty and captives, including Romans of senatorial rank. By early summer laden with booty the Visigoths began to head north towards the Danube, but after several engagements they were met by the main Roman army at Attribus, in Bulgaria. Here the Roman legions suffered one of the greatest defeats at the hands of the Germanic barbarians. Lured by Cniva into a marshy terrain, the Romans were attacked from all sides and almost annihilated. Both Emperor Decius and his son were killed and only a small remnant of the army was led to safety by one Trebonianus Gallus who was elected Emperor on the spot by the grateful survivors.


  For the next several years the Roman Empire went into a decline, its strength sapped by the plague, which persisted for several years. In 253 the Goths and their allies struck again, with a series of invasive attacks this time into Greece and Asia Minor. Then, in 268, a large Heruli fleet emerged from the Sea of Azov, and merging with the Goths from the Dnister River broke through the Bosphorus and sailed into the Aegean Sea. Splitting into three groups the barbarians began to pillage coastal cities. A force of Heruli warriors launched an attack on Thessalonica, devastating the surrounding countryside. They were intercepted by Emperor Gallienus leading a strong force with heavy cavalry which charged the Germanic infantry with devastating results. Some 3000 Heruli were left on the battlefield, dead or wounded. Their leader Naulobates survived and accepted Roman service with the title of Consul. A second force of Goths had also landed on the Greek coast and began to pillage the Imperial cities of Athens, Corinth, Argos, Sparta, and Olympia. They were intercepted on their homeward route by the new emperor Claudius II at the city of Naissus, in today’s Serbia, and both the Goth and Herula forces were defeated suffering heavy losses. The survivors attempted to evade the Romans by heading towards Macedonia but were surrounded near the Mons Gessax Mountain in Thrace. The Roman infantry was beaten back several times with heavy losses, but Roman cavalry decided the day. The Goths had little choice but to surrender, and most were either enrolled into the Roman army or were settled as farmers. The recurring plague had left its mark and manpower was in short supply.


  Claudius II himself died of the plague during the winter of 270 and Aurelian, the commander of the palace cavalry, was chosen Emperor. He also proved to be an able commander. Defeating the Vandalas on the Hungarian plain, he marched into Italy, expelled the Iuthungi tribes and, again turning east, cleared the Roman provinces of Illiricum and Thrace. Pursuing the Goths across the Danube, Aurelian was met by the main Visigoth army led by King Cannabas. The Goths suffered another crushing defeat with the loss of some 5,000 warriors, including Cannabas, who was killed on the battlefield. The Visigoths were virtually destroyed, but Aurelian realized his superiority was of short duration. He ordered all Dacian territory to the north of the Danube be abandoned, which established the river as the new and more defensible Roman frontier. Aurelian proved to be an intelligent statesman as well, since the move bought the Roman Empire a century of peace. The Visigoths and their allies began to fight the Gepids and Carpi for the vacant land, with the Goths emerging as the victors and the dominant Germanic tribe.


  The vacating of Dacia stabilized the border between the Visigoths and the Roman Empire along the Danube, and close contact between the two began to have an influence on the Germanic tribes. Of lasting importance was the adoption of Christianity by the Visigoths following the creation of a Gothic alphabet by Bishop Ulfilas, and his translation of parts of the Bible completed by 341–348. The main objective for spreading Christianity amongst the Germanic tribes was to establish Roman Imperial influence as with its new capital at Constantinople the Empire had become officially Christian. The policy backfired and achieved the opposite result. Since Emperor Constantine’s death in 337, the Arian “heresy” had replaced the Orthodox creed of Nicea in Constantinople, to which Ulfilas was exposed. The various interpretations of Christianity would become a source of wars between the Roman Empire and many of the Germanic tribes, as well as among Roman citizens themselves. Ironically, Ulfilas omitted the wars and conflicts in his translation of the Old Testament, so as not to encourage the Goths any further in their warlike tendencies. The Ostrogoths of the Crimea and the Sea of Azov had already become acquainted with Christianity from Greek prisoners captured during the raids of 256–57, and we know that in 325 the Ostrogoth Bishop Theophilus attended the first Ecumenical Council of Nicea.30 The first Christian missionaries in the east came from Asia Minor and Jerusalem and followed Orthodox tenets, unlike the Visigoths, who came under the sway of Arianism, which did not accept Jesus Christ as the son of God, but merely the Messiah.


  Meanwhile Gothic power continued to grow in the east as the Ostrogoth King Hermanaric (Ermanaric) moved against the Sarmatians and the Slavic Antes, Sclavini, and the Vends, defeating them and establishing an empire which during 350–370 stretched from the Baltic to the Black seas. Our main source is Jordanes who is not always reliable and the extent of Hermanaric’s conquests has been placed in doubt by many historians, although the existence of a multi-ethnic Gothic kingdom in Ukraine is fairly certain.31 It did not last long before a new invader arrived on the scene from the Far East. A confederation of Mongol and Turkic tribes who we know as the Huns had been harassing the Chinese for centuries beginning from about 475 BC, before they decided to move west sometime in the 2nd century ad. Whatever their origins it is fairly clear that the Huns had adopted much of the Scythian-Sarmatian military technology, strategy, and tactics, as well as many of their beliefs and customs, leading to the supposition that they were in fact a racially mixed people. As the Scythians, the Hun chiefs used gilded skulls of noted enemies for drinking cups during feasts and important occasions. Chinese records mention the practice during a treaty ceremony between the Huns (the “Xiongnu”) and representatives of the Han Dynasty:


  
    Chan, Myn, the shan-yu (chief of a tribal union) and the elders went up the mountain of the Xiongnu by the east side of the river No-Shui, and impaled a white horse. The shan-yu took a costly sword and moistened the tip with wine; they drank the dedicated wine from the skull of a Yue-Chi lord who had been killed by the shan-yu Laoshan.32

  


  The Huns overran the Sarmatian Alans about 370 and five years later they struck Hermanaric’s kingdom. Suffering a major defeat Hermanaric supposedly committed suicide, or perhaps was killed by his own men who replaced him by the Slav Vithimir(es). Even though he was reinforced by a Hun (Sarmatian?) tribe, which had broken away from the main horde (“urda”) Vithimir was also defeated and killed in battle. The shattered Ostrogoth forces retreated west to join the Visigoths on the Danube under their King Athanaric, but failing to stop the Huns they sought refuge in Roman territory. Other Ostrogoths retreated to the Crimea, establishing settlements that were reported to exist as late as the 18th century. The main account of what occurred on the Danube is due to Ammianus’ “Res Gestae,” of which only a part covering the period 353–378 has survived. By the spring of 376 the disorganized Visigoths were on the northern shore of the Danube, requesting Emperor Valen’s permission to cross, which was granted in exchange for military service which was desperately needed for the war against Persia. An eyewitness estimated that some 200,000 men, women, and children were ferried across the Danube over several days. Months later, however, when the Ostrogoths arrived with a similar request it was denied by Emperor Valens who did not seem to be comfortable with the growing number of barbarians gathering on Roman territory.


  What happened next is not clear. The Duce of Thrace Lucipinus apparently decided to relocate the Visigoths away from the Danube and more inland, to put some distance between them and the Ostrogoths who were camped on the north shore. Arriving at a city called Marianople in Bulgaria they began to be harassed in their encampment by Romanian troops and slave traders, and many were refused entry into the city to buy supplies. Ammianus described the desperate and impossible situation in which the Visigoths found themselves:


  
    …but one melancholy and unheard-of act shall be mentioned, of which even if they were their own judges of their own case, they could not be acquitted by an excuse. When the barbarians after their crossing were harassed by lack of food, those most hateful generals devised a disgraceful traffic: they exchanged every dog that their insatiability could gather from far and wide for one slave each, and among those were carried off also sons of the chieftains.33

  


  Facing possible starvation or a suspected Romanian attack, the Visigoths broke into open revolt and began to vacate their location. Pursued by the enemy and led by their leader Fritigen the Goths met them a short distance from the city of Marcianople and inflicted a bloody defeat on the Romanian legions. Only Lucipinus and a handful of men survived and found refuge inside the city.


  Following their victory the Visigoths equipped themselves with Romanian weaponry and supplies and began to rampage throughout Thrace, joined by several cohorts of dissatisfied Goth mercenaries, as well as slaves and other oppressed elements of the Province. Fresh Romanian troops were dispatched to Thrace by Emperor Valens who had returned to Constantinople from the Middle East where he was fighting the Persians, but by this time the revolt had spread to neighboring Moesia. Reinforced by Western troops sent by his nephew Gratian, an Imperial force led by generals Profuturus and Traianus met the Visigoths at a site called Ad Salices where again the Imperial army suffered a great defeat. Profuturus was killed, and it was only thanks to the training and discipline of the Imperial army that a surviving force managed to withdraw from the battlefield and seek refuge behind the walls of Marcianople. The Western Roman general Frigenidus succeeded in defeating a Visigoth force led by Farnabius but the main Gothic forces under Fritigen continued to ravage Moesia and Scythia.


  Now Valens himself took charge, shuffling commanders and reorganizing the officer corps. In the meantime Fritigen consolidated his raiding parties into a single force, and began to advance on Adrianople (Hadrianople). Advised by his spies and scouts that the city had a substantial garrison and was well defended, Fritigen decided to camp at a nearby site called Nike. Valens was also advancing on Adrianople, encamping in the suburbs of the city with his main force of some 20,000 men. Informed by his scouts that the enemy force consists of only 10,000 to 15,000 men, Valens decided to give battle and not wait for the arrival of Gratian’s western army. On the morning of the 9th of August Valens left the outskirts of Adrianople and proceeded northeast to meet the Goths, encamped on a rolling plain. After a short march, just before noon, the Romanians came against the Goths who were now formed up in a line along the top of a ridge. As the Romanians began to deploy in battle formation, with infantry units arrayed in the center and cavalry protecting their flanks, Fritigen sent envoys requesting peace negotiations. He was stalling for time, waiting for the arrival of the Ostrogoths who in the meantime had crossed the Danube and were heading south. Fritigen had also noticed that the Romanians were drawn up in full battle gear in the heat of the mid-day sun and would soon begin to wane.


  Valens took the bait and began to open talks with the enemy and what occurred next is recounted by one Ammunianus, who was probably an eyewitness. Whether following orders or on their own initiative due to the heat, two units of the elite house (palace) guards stationed on the right flank, began to advance and engage the enemy. With the remaining Imperial units holding their position, the right flank became exposed and then destabilized when the Goths attacked.


  About the same time as the fighting began on the Romanian right flank the Saracen cavalry, which was stationed on the left wing charged, sending the Sarmatian-Gothic cavalry into a retreat. Pursuing the fleeing enemy the Saracen cavalry was cut off from the main Romanian infantry ranks, and when counter-attacked by the Sarmatian heavy lancers the much-vaunted Saracens were annihilated. The retreat and subsequent counterattack was of course a standard Sarmatian ambush tactic, which must have been unknown to the Imperial mercenary Saracens. Neither side had won a clear advantage, and the battle continued to rage when the awaited Ostrogoths and their Alan cavalry arrived to turn the tide. Without the protection of the cavalry the Imperial infantry was outflanked and compressed in on itself, a situation where superior numbers were of little use. Towards the late afternoon the impenetrable Romanian ranks began to break, and the rout began. Deprived of their reserves, which had beaten a hasty retreat, some Romanian units fought their way out of the encirclement but most of the army was destroyed. It is said that towards the evening Valens himself was struck by an arrow, probably the victim of a Sarmatian mounted archer, and was carried to a nearby farmhouse badly wounded. It was soon surrounded by the Goths who, without bothering to storm the building, set it ablaze, burning alive the emperor, his loyal bodyguards and eunuch attendants. When the battle was over the Goths learned from captured prisoners how close they had come to capturing the Emperor.


  The victory of the Goths and Sarmatians at Adrianople was total and it seemed as if the Eastern Roman Empire was doomed. The advancing barbarian forces, however, were unable to take either Adrianople or Constantinople, both cities being defended by heavy walls and fortifications. Seeking vengeance, a systematic slaughter of Goths serving in the Eastern Romanian armies and hostages who had been taken in 376 now began. Under the orders of the supreme commander of the East, all Gothic units serving in the Imperial forces in Asia Minor and Syria were surrounded and wiped out.34 Four months after the battle the Western Emperor Gratian proclaimed Theodosius as co-Augustus who proceeded to confront the barbarians with fresh forces. The Goths and their allies were also receiving reinforcement from barbarian units in the Imperial army who began to desert in large numbers. Thus replenished both antagonists renewed the conflict and several battles followed with victories and defeats on both sides. In 380 the Goths overcame a Roman army, proceeded to occupy Macedonia and Thessaly in northern Greece and began to advance westward but were halted the following year by Gratian’s generals, Arbogast and Bauto. No attempt, however, was made to send the Eastern Emperor Theodosius reinforcements, and realizing that he had little choice, Theodosius opened negotiations with the Goths. Peace finally came with a treaty signed on the 3rd October 382, by which the Goths retained the lands they had conquered in return for military service.


  Why the Goths and their allies did not press their advantage and occupy the Eastern Roman Empire remains a mystery. Perhaps they lacked sufficient strength, and perhaps they had little intention of witnessing the destruction of the Empire, having gained their main objective—the right to settle on Imperial lands and to practice Arian Christianity. The Eastern Empire was saved and would survive for the next millennium, long after the fall of Rome itself. The Gothic chief Fritigen, who together with his chieftains Alotheus, Saphrax and Videric had so ably defeated the Roman war machine, was never heard of again.


  



  The Disintegration and Collapse of the Western Roman Empire


  Germanic tribes that had settled along the Roman borders now began to play a greater role in the affairs of both the Eastern and Western Empires, which had begun to drift apart some time before Theodosius’ reign. A shortage of manpower had forced Roman emperors to employ Franks, Goths, Vandals and Gauls as auxiliary forces on short-term contracts and then in the regular legions themselves. Thus by the end of the 4th century the total Roman army consisted of about 600,000 men of which only two-thirds were citizen peasant militiamen. As other non–Italians had done before them, individual barbarians began to rise to positions of influence and power but with an important difference. As non-citizens (and pagans or heretical Arian Christians) their careers and ambitions were blocked—they could not, for example, become emperors and many were viewed as outsiders who had difficulties fitting into civilized society. The influence of the Germanic mercenaries began to be strongly felt especially in the western part and within a century would lead to serious internal conflicts particularly between East and West.


  The first conflict between the East and the West came in 389, when a pagan Frankish general by the name of Arbogast was appointed by Emperors Theodosius and Valentinian as Comes (Governor) of Gaul. Three years later, however, when he was ordered by the Western Emperor Valentinian to resign he refused and shortly afterwards the young Valentinian was found dead in his lodgings. Theodosius’ response was to march into Italy at the head of his legions and some 20,000 Visigoths to confront Arbogast, who in the meantime had appointed a former head of the imperial chancellery as a token Emperor of the West. The conflict was also beginning to assume a religious character. Although Theodosius himself was a follower of the Orthodox Nicean Creed both of his immediate subordinates were Arians and non–Roman citizens. His second in command, Stilicho, was a Vandal, while the Visigoth contingent was led by Alaric, both of whom would achieve prominence after Theodosius’ death. To obtain support from the Roman oligarchy, many of whom still followed the old gods, Arbogast had revoked all anti-pagan laws introduced by Theodosius. The two armies met north of Trieste by the river Frigidus where Arbogast was defeated, apparently due to a strong wind which sprang up in his men’s faces reducing visibility. Theodosius’ victory was proclaimed as a sign from God, which made a great impression on the pagan Roman aristocracy. The heavy casualties suffered on both sides would also have an effect on the supply of manpower to the Roman legions and make the Empire more dependent on foreign troops.


  Theodosius would be the last ruler of a united empire. He died in 395 at age 50, and was hailed as the savior of the Roman Empire. Before his death, he divided the empire once again, his older son Arcadius becoming Emperor of the East and his brother Honorius the Emperor of the West. It was Stilicho and Alaric who would play the key roles in the conflict which followed. Both had risen to positions of authority and power under Emperor Theodosius, with Stilicho being appointed as the Western commander of the Roman forces and Alaric rewarded with the title “magister militum per Illyricum” or military commander of Illyria-Pannonia, which the Visigoths controlled anyway. Not being able to assume the title of Augustus (Emperor) Stilicho decided to become the power behind the throne. He already had married Theodosius’ niece (and adopted daughter) Serena, and he now claimed that Theodosius had made him guardian over both Arcadius and Honorius. Arcadius, who was of slow intellect, had fallen under the influence of Rufinus the Praetorian Prefect, an ambitious and corrupt individual. When Stilicho had him assassinated Arcadius in turn became influenced by a eunuch called Eutropius, who soon became Consul. The eunuch was evidently of some ability, for when the Huns invaded the Eastern Empire in 398 he led a successful campaign against them.


  An increasingly significant feature of the period was the Germanic heretical Arian presence in the Roman Empire. Although they were tolerated for their military service the barbarians were not given citizenship and were not constitutionally recognized as an integral part of Roman society. In 395 led by their king Alaric, the Visigoths went into open revolt and when Stilicho was sent to suppress them he failed to do so, claiming insufficient manpower. The motive for Alaric’s uprising was in part personal. He was angered by the symbolic (rather than a real) appointment which Theodoric had bestowed upon him especially in view of the heavy fighting which his Goths had borne in the battle of Frigidus. The real reason may have been he had entered into a conspiracy with Stilicho to control the Empire, and perhaps steer it in a different direction. The Eastern Romanian army was called to defend Constantinople, thus giving Alaric a free hand to lead his army into Greece. Unopposed they crossed the Peloponnese, sacked Sparta and the central plain and replenished their armaments by forcing the armorers of Epirus to provide them with new swords, pikes, helmets, and shields. In the meantime Stilicho had arrived by sea with the Western army, and with the army of the East bearing down on him from the north Alaric became trapped. At the point of victory, however, Stilicho once again allowed the Goths to escape, and when he heard the news the enraged Arcadius promptly declares Stilicho “hostis publicus” or public enemy. Alaric, on the other hand, was granted the position of “magister militum” or commander in the Imperial army which he accepted.


  Alaric and his Goths did not seek the destruction of the Empire, as is sometimes assumed, but simply wanted to improve their lot within it. Not being a Roman citizen, he could not become part of the imperial government or be subject to its laws. Using his Goths, however, he began to exert a powerful influence on events attempting to establish a Gothic kingdom within the imperial borders where they could practice Arian Christianity without the status of heretics, as they were considered by the Orthodox Imperial Church. Religion and the Church by this time were an integral part of the state and the conflicts which followed between the Empire and the Arians were the first religious wars which would plague Europe and the Middle East for centuries to come. Ammianus himself observed that he had “found by experience that no wild beasts are so hostile to men as are the Christian Sects in general, to one another.” Being a Greek pagan, he may have exaggerated the situation, but the fact remained that religious strife had become more common than religious debate.


  In the meantime Stilicho strengthened his position even further when his daughter Maria married the Western Emperor Honorius. Stilicho, as most Vandals, was an Arian Christian but this did not seem to have stood in the way. In 399, however, Stilicho suffered a setback. His Germanic general Gainas, who had engineered Rufinusus’ assassination, now attempted to seize Constantinople and remove Arcadius’ eunuch mentor, Eutropius. The idea was for Stilicho to take control of the Eastern Empire with Arcadius as a puppet protégé, which would have left him as the strong man of the entire Empire. Unable to hold the city, Gainas and his Goths began to withdraw but he was now faced with opposition by the loyal units, and a general popular uprising. Suffering heavy casualties the Goths attempted to cross into Asia Minor but were attacked and wiped out by loyal troops who ironically were under the command of another Goth.


  Nothing was heard from Alaric for unknown reasons until in 401 he set out with all his people—men, women and children—towards Italy, intent on conquest. He was again met by Stilicho in the battle of Pollentia where Alaric’s Goths were taken by surprise on Easter Sunday during prayers. Suffering heavy casualties they retreated with many taken prisoner, including Alaric’s wife and children. Followed by Stilicho’s army another inconclusive battle was fought near Verona where Alaric was allowed to withdraw on condition he leave Italy and return to the Balkans. Did Alaric arrive at a mutual understanding with Stililcho, to support him in his quest for power? Perhaps, since in 405 he was appointed by Stilicho as “magister militum” (commander) in the Western Imperial Army. Now other tribes began to invade Italy and were stopped by the able Stilicho but in the winter of 405–06 he was unable to prevent a coalition of Vandals, Alans and Suevi from crossing the frozen Rhine into Gaul across the thick ice which had formed, the thickness of the ice indicating an unusually cold winter that year.


  The Eastern Emperor Arcadius died at the age of 31 and Stilicho’s ambition to control the fate of the Empire came to an end. Honorius had become aware of Stilicho’s plans and now ordered his arrest. After seeking refuge in a church in Ravenna, Stilicho gave himself up fully confident that he would not be harmed. Charged with treason he and his son were executed, and this was a signal for another massacre of barbarian auxiliary troops and their families. On hearing the news of Stilicho’s death, Alaric marched on Rome where the Senate still presided in a legal capacity. The ranks of his army become swollen by the remnants of the Gothic, Hunnish and Vandal auxiliaries which had escaped the massacre, together with the prisoners of war who had fought against Stilicho. Left without an effective leader the main Roman army in Italy became immobilized, and in September Alaric surrounded Rome. Hunger and disease broke out in December and a large ransom was agreed upon—5,000 pounds of gold, 30,000 pounds of silver, 4,000 silk tunics, 3,000 scarlet hides and 3,000 pounds of pepper. Much of the precious metal came from stripping statues, churches and pagan temples of their ornaments, as well as the melting down of works of art.


  By now the divided Empire was in deep conflict, particularly within its two main institutions—the military and the Christian Churches. The main fault line within the armed forces occurred between the regular citizen legions and the hired barbarian auxiliaries. The barbarians were gaining the upper hand, particularly with Alaric’s subjugation of Rome which led to its sack and virtual destruction. The division was made sharper by the Arian-Nicean Creed split in Christianity with most Germanic tribes adhering to their persecuted Arian faith. The official Orthodox Church also contributed to the deterioration of the empire by worsening relations between East and West with the first serious conflict arising in 407. The Patriarch of Constantinople, St. John Chrysostom, had been deposed by Emperor Arcadius for criticizing his wife in public, and Stilicho had decided to champion the Patriarch’s cause as a means of interfering in the affairs of the East. Trade was cut off and the Pope (Patriarch) of Rome Innocent I summoned a synod of Western bishops to call for Chrysostom’s restitution. With Honorius’ backing a delegation was sent to Constantinople from Rome, which was promptly arrested and sent back to Italy.


  The whole Empire lay in shambles, particularly in the West. Gaul, Britain and Spain were controlled by rebellious generals, and the army in Italy was totally demoralized. The East was in turmoil as well following the death of Arcadius. Seeing his opportunity, Alaric now proposed to swear loyalty and to defend the Western Empire if in return Honorius would cede the Provinces of Venetia, Dalmatia and Noricum (roughly today’s Austria and Slovenia) to the Visigoths. When Honorius refused Alaric counterproposed that the Visigoths would be content with Noricum alone, but Honorius would still hear nothing of the generous compromise. Employing Stilicho’s strategy of using an emperor as a front for legitimate authority, Alaric decided to have a Roman nobleman by the name of Priscus Attalus declared Emperor by the Senate in December of 409. It soon became clear that Attalus was not content to serve as Alaric’s puppet and he began to act on his own initiative which proved to be disastrous. Alaric had decided to march on Honorius’ capital in Ravena to pressure for a settlement and realizing the hopelessness of his situation Honorius proposed a system of dual emperorships for the West which Alaric accepted. Attalus would hear nothing of it and the offer was soon withdrawn, when a relief force of 4,000 men from the East landed in Ravena to support Honorius. Unable to take the port by storm Alaric deposed Attalus in 410 and once again marched on Rome, after beating-off an attack by the pro–Honorius barbarian general Sarus. For the third time Alaric drew up his men outside of walls of Rome, and on August 24 his men burst into the city and began a three-day sack but sparing churches and other Christian buildings. Meantime Heraclius the Governor of Africa who had declared his support for Honorius landed with troops in southern Italy, but marching to meet him Alaric contracted a violent fever, and in a few days at the age of 40, he was dead. Legend has it that his men buried him under the river Busento with much treasure, none of which has yet been found.


  Alaric was replaced as King by his brother-in-law Athaulf who made peace with the Romans and married Honorius’ sister, Galla Placida. In 411 he suppressed an uprising in southern Gaul and by 413 the last of the revolts in the West were put down by Honorius’ commander Constantius. Soon after Athaulf was assassinated, and succeeded by one Wallia who was sent by Constantius to clear Spain of the Vandals, Alans and Suevi who had previously invaded the Iberian Peninsula following a looting rampage in Gaul. In 418 the Visigoths were finally granted a home in the Province of Aquitania Secunda in western Gaul and under King Theodoric began to settle the swampy area which today is known for its fine Bordeaux wines. A precedent had been established some half a century before by the Franks, who as “feodorati” (allies) were allowed to settle on the Roman side of the lower Rhine River in return for military service. Also a few years before the Visigoths’ grant the Burgundians had been confirmed in possessions in Gaul, which today is also the home of fine French wines. By now foreign troops were replacing the Western Empire’s citizen-soldiers, many of whom had found ways to avoid conscription. The Western economy also no longer had a tax-base to support an army, and in 444 Emperor Valentinian III announced that the treasury could no longer pay the troops. Many Roman soldiers deserted to join Attila on his raiding expeditions and others simply melted away into the countryside.35


  Constantinople and the Eastern Empire on the other hand were thriving. During the period 424–438 an educational institution in Constantinople was transformed into a Christian university intended to compete against the largely pagan University of Athens. Emperor Theodosius, who succeeded his father Arcadius, ordered the compilation of the Theodocian Codex, a streamlined collection of all laws enacted in the East and West. Accepted by both emperors on the 15th of February 438 it did not achieve the desired unity of the Empire one of its main objectives since both parts simply continued to practice their own legislation. The West had remained Latin while the East was becoming Greek, although it was still referred to as the Roman Empire. In what follows the term “Byzantium” is therefore not used and we refer to the eastern part of the Empire by its proper (Greek) name as Romania which was ruled by the Emperor of the Romans.36


  Another reason for the lack of unity lay, ironically, in the introduction of Christianity as the official religion by Constantine to replace the myriad of pagan cults and worships which had become common. The first split occurred between the official Orthodox Nicean Creed and Arianism, the latter spreading to the Germanic tribes and contributing to their hostility towards the Roman Empire. Now a third variant of Christianity sprang up, which was also declared a heresy by the Imperial authorities. The Bishop (Patriarch) of Constantinople Nestorius had come to the conclusion that Christ was not part human and therefore tainted by imperfections. Rather than being a single person part human and part divine, He possessed two distinct persons—human and divine. The view gained the adherence of Emperor Theodosius who summoned a Council of the Church on 22 June, 431 at Ephesus to clear up the matter. Not waiting for the arrival of all the delegates, the Patriarch of Alexandria Cyril proposed that Nestorius was to answer to the charges of heresy. With the aid of bribery all 198 delegates present declared an anathema on Nestorius dismissing him as Patriarch. Theodosius, who by now had seen the error of his ways, banished him to the desert, first to Petra in Arabia and then to an oasis in Libya, where Nestorius soon died. His doctrine, however, did not die with him but would play an important role in the centuries to come.


  Soon after Nestorius’ death, yet a third major heresy appeared, one which would split society even further—the so-called Monophysite heresy. Contrary to the other two interpretations of the nature of Jesus Christ, an archimandrit by the name of Eutyches began to preach that Jesus possessed only a single nature, which was totally divine. Also pronounced a heretic, Eutyches appealed to the monks of Constantinople, the Bishop of Rome and the Emperor himself, unleashing a storm of some consequence. In October 451 the Fourth Oecumenical Council was held at Chalcedon and was attended by virtually all the bishops of the Empire. Again Eutyches was condemned together with Nestorius, and a statement was drawn up reiterating the Nicean creed that Jesus Christ was one person, but possessing two perfect natures—one of God and one of man. Inadvertently, the Council also revived the rivalry between the bishops of Constantinople and Rome. A controversy had existed between Rome and the remaining five bishops pertaining to the claimed pre-eminence of the old Roman capital. The bishops of Rome had maintained that they were the successors of Peter, claiming that Jesus had pronounced him to be the rock on which the Church was to be built thus making him the senior apostle.37 This was based on Matthew (16: 18–19), where it was claimed that Christ had founded his Church on Peter and had entrusted to him alone the “keys of the kingdom of heaven.” The claim was denied by the other bishops, who pointed out that there was no evidence that Peter had been appointed to such a position.


  

In the early days of the Church all important decisions were made by a council in Jerusalem, where Peter participated but did not preside, and Peter himself had never made the claim nor had Paul made any reference to Peter as the supreme head. Moreover, Rome had never held a special position in Christianity as Paul preached mainly in the East in Greek and not Latin with Greek becoming the language of the Church. The claim of the Pope’s supremacy was rejected by the Council of Chalsedon which declared the Bishop of Constantinople as the chief Patriarch, and placed all eastern provinces exclusively under his administration. His influence also began to extend into the world of politics. With the death of Marcian the last Emperor of the Theodosian dynasty, the chief of the Eastern army Aspar—an Alan and an Arian—placed the Imperial household’s steward Leo on the throne. After being duly acclaimed by the legions, a second ceremony was performed on the 7th of February 457 when for the first time an Emperor was crowned by a Patriarch, in the Cathedral of the Holy Wisdom. Henceforth, the Eastern Emperors would have to acknowledge a greater role of the Church in the affairs of state.


  The Bishop of Rome would assume even greater powers. When in 476 the Western Roman Empire came to a final end with the abdication of the Western Emperor, Romulus Augustulus, Pope Simplicius was invested with temporal powers in addition to his ecclesiastical authority, matching those reserved for emperors. Then with Pope Simplicius’ successor Felix III, a 35-year long schism followed between the East and the Western Churches. The background to Church and state divisions lay in the continuing disintegration of Roman military power in the West. Rome had been sacked three times in a relatively short period of time by the Goths and their allies, and now a new threat appeared, that of the Vandals. After being defeated in northern Spain by the Visigoths (who were serving Emperor Honorius) the Vandals and the Alans had settled in the south in what is today Andalusia (Vandalusia). The Roman general Boniface had been appointed as military commander of Africa by Valentinian III, Honorius’ successor, but for some reason Boniface was ordered to return to Rome, and when he refused in 427 Valentinian sent an army against him, which was promptly defeated. A second army was more successful, capturing the main North African cities of Carthage and Hippo Regius.


  Boniface was in a difficult situation and he decided to approach the Vandal leader Gaiseric for help, in return for half of North Africa. Gaiseric agreed, and on May 429 began to cross the Straits of Gibraltar with 80,000 men, women and children. Once in Africa, Gaiseric realized that there was no real opposition and he could do as he pleased. Pillaging his way through western North Africa he turned on Boniface in 431 and defeated his forces.38 A reinforcing army sent by Valentinian was also defeated in the following year. The Vandals already had a reputation as looters and pillagers, their name surviving to this day in the English language.39


  Booty, however, does not seem to have been their sole objective. As many of the Germanic tribes the Vandals had been converted to Arian Christianity which they proceeded to practice with intense fervor. Unlike other Germanic tribes, the Vandals rejected much of Roman culture which they considered to be depraved and un–Christian. When Carthage was captured for example Gaiseric ordered the closing of all brothels and the liberation of slaves. Reportedly born a slave himself, he carried a great dislike for the Roman aristocracy.


  Emperor Valentinian III was assassinated in 455 and Gaiseric who had built a fleet and had mastered the western Mediterranean, decided to invade Italy. Capturing Sicily and landing his force on the mainland he proceeded to march on to Rome launching a persecution of the Orthodox Christians and all others who did not conform to the Arian creed. Now, for a fourth time in the century, a foreign barbarian army stood at the gates of Rome. Gaiseric was met by Leo the Bishop of Rome, who came out to meet him and extracted a promise that the population would be spared if no resistance was offered. For the next 14 days Rome was methodically stripped of whatever of value still remained, and the Vandals returned to Carthage loaded with booty. The Eastern Empire did not fare better than its Western counterpart. In 468 Emperor Leo decided to launch an expedition against Carthage to reclaim the lost territory. He arrived with a large fleet and seeing he was badly outnumbered Gaiseric asked for, and received, a 5-day period of grace in which he was to prepare the surrender of his forces. He used the time to prepare a line of fire ships which were launched unexpectedly against the Romanian vessels. Most of the Imperial fleet was destroyed, and the survivors limped back to Constantinople in disarray. Six years later when peace finally came, Leo’s successor Emperor Zeno signed an agreement with Gaeseric confirming the Vandal possessions in North Africa.


  Following the Vandal rampage a greater threat would soon be unleashed against what remained of the Roman Empire. The main part of the Huns and their Alan allies had followed the Goths westward and settled in what is today the Hungarian plain. With their army of virtually invincible mounted archers, they quickly brought the Germanic Gepids and Slavic Veneti under their control, forming a multiethnic federation. The presence of Slavs, for example, is revealed by Slavic terms in the Hun language. Priscus of Panium, a member of an embassy sent from Constantinople to the Huns in 448–49, mentions a people who recognized Hunnish overlordship but were “neither Huns or Goths.” The Imperial guests were offered a honey brew called “medos,” from the Slavic “med” denoting both honey and the alcoholic beverage derived from it. Also, the chronicler Jordanes mentions that the feast which was held at Attila’s grave in 453 was referred to as a “strava,” in Slavic meaning “food” or a “meal.” Millet was called “proso” by the Huns, another Slavic term.


  By Attila’s time most of the Huns who settled in Hungary had adopted a sedentary lifestyle, their economy being fueled by booty and tribute from Constantinople. In return they were obligated to provide military service and protection. As the Goths and Sarmatians before them, they had become Roman “federati” or paid allied mercenaries but fighting under their own commanders.40 They had proven their military capability by defeating a Gothic chieftain by the name of Gainas, who was also a Roman commander but had turned against Emperor Arcadius. As proof of their victory, the Huns sent Gainas’ head as a present to Arcadius. Also in 425 they hired themselves out to fight in Italy under Flavius Actius but their first spectacular victory over the Germanic tribes would occur in Gaul. Shortly after Gaiseric’s Vandal invasion of Italy, the Burgundians led by their king Gundahar had invaded Gaul through the Ardenne Mountains. Led by Flavius Actius, the Huns attacked and completely destroyed the Burgundian forces with only a remnant managing to make their way to southern France.41


  The relationship between the Huns and the Empire, however, began to change. By 440 they had developed two main grievances against Constantinople; the annual tribute had not been paid, and the Bishop of Margus had not been handed over for punishment. The charge was that the good bishop had sent men north into Hun territory to plunder royal Sarmatian tombs, and absconding with some precious (and sacred) artifacts. The Eastern Imperial armies at this time were fighting on two fronts, in the west against the Vandals and in the Caucasus Mountains to halt a Persian invasion of Armenia. Seeing their opportunity, in 440 Attila and his brother Bleda invaded the Balkans and in 447 following Bleda’s death Attila turned against Constantinople itself. The defenses of the capital had been built to withstand any siege and no army had breached the walls of the city.42 The impregnable Theodosian walls and towers, however, had been severely damaged by a massive earthquake and Attila sought to take advantage of the destruction to attack the wealthy city. Before his forces could reach their destination the damage was repaired by a sustained 24-hour effort and the frustrated Hun forces turned their attention elsewhere.


  As head of the Hun political system, Attila now controlled some five million square kilometers—territory greater than anything seen since the height of the unified Roman Empire. Priscus reports that Attila’s empire stretched from the Baltic Sea to the Balkans and “all of Scythia” to the east, something which is confirmed by archaeological excavations. After a brief campaign in Gaul in 451, as the 4th Ecumenical Council of the Church was sitting in Chalsedon, he was confronted by a combined force of Visigoths, Franks, Burgundians and Western Roman legions, some 25 kilometers south of Châlons. The ensuing battle ended in a draw with both sides suffering heavy losses and Attila decided to withdraw to his home base in Hungary. The following year he renewed his campaign by attacking Italy and, sweeping all before him, began to advance on Rome. Due to disease and a shortage of food Attila halted on the banks of the river Mincio where he was met by Pope Leo “The Great.” The Pope reminded Attila that he could suffer the same fate as Alaric if he raised his hand against the Holy City, and once more the superstitious Attila withdrew to the plains of Hungary, where a year later he died during the night from a blood hemorrhage following his marriage to the Germanic princess Ildico. The booty and the tribute dried up, and supported by Romanian forces the Slavic and Germanic tribes turned against the Huns and inflicted a crushing defeat on them. The bulk of the Hun cavalry retreated to the east with others accepting Roman service, where they were absorbed by the local populations.


  During half a century of plunder and tribute, the Huns and their allied tribes acquired much wealth, most of which was not found after Attila’s death. Personal wealth, however, was not Attila’s motive for the looting expeditions and the reign of terror. As observed by Priscus during an invitation to a Hun feast:


  
    While for us there were lavishly prepared dishes served on silver platters, for Attila there was only meat on a wooden plate…. Gold and silver goblets were handed to the men at the feast whereas his cup was of wood. His clothing was plain and differed not at all from that of the rest, except it was clean. Neither the sword that hung at his side, nor the fastening of his barbarian boots nor his horse’s bridle were adorned like those of the Scythians (sic) with gold or precious stones or anything of value.

  


  It also seems that Attila avoided agricultural products such as bread, preferring traditional nomad fare of meat and milk.


  During Attila’s campaigns, Germanic and Sarmatian forces had become a substantial part of the Western defenses and many “Roman” commanders were in fact barbarians. The position of Emperor had by now no meaning in the West, and in a dramatic move in 476 a barbarian Roman general by the name of Odoacer marched into Rome and deposed the boy Romulus Augustulus, the last Western Emperor of the Romans. The event is often taken as the nominal “Fall of the Roman Empire,” but the steady decline of the West which had begun some two centuries before was not yet over.


  In the east the Empire also had to turn to Germanic tribes for assistance. A revolt had broken out in Syria and Emperor Zeno approached Theodoric, the leader of the Ostrogoths, for help. The Gothic army defeated the rebels and Theodoric’s stature began to rise. He was no stranger to Graeco-Roman ways. Born around 454 he had spent ten years of his boyhood as a hostage in Constantinople, although as most good Germanic Arians he scorned Greek learning and remained illiterate all his life.43 In 481 Theodoric was proclaimed King of the Ostrogoths and almost immediately entered into a conflict with Emperor Zeno. As other Germanic tribes, the Ostrogoths were trying to develop a sovereign status for themselves within the Empire, where they could practice their customs and form of Christianity without persecution. Their opportunity came when Emperor Zeno decided to kill two birds with one stone; send the troublesome Ostrogoths against Odoacer, who had assumed all the power in Italy while paying lip-service to Imperial authority. In early 488 the entire Ostrogoth nation packed their belongings and began the long trek across central Europe. Arriving in Italy the Goths were confronted by Odoacer’s army which in 489 suffered a defeat in the battle of Sontius, followed by a second defeat at Verona. Odoacer managed to recover, however, and following in the battle of Adda it was Theodoric who suffered defeat.


  The two armies were now in a stalemate and Theodoric proposed to Odoacer that both should rule Italy jointly from a common palace in the imperial capital at Ravenna. The trusting Odoacer accepted, but the offer was a treacherous ruse. On 5 March 493, Theodoric entered Ravenna, and several days after installing himself he invited Odoacer, together with his son, brother, and all the chief officers to a banquet in his part of the palace. Once the guests were seated Theodoric approached Odoacer, drew his long sword and struck him on the shoulder, severing him in half. This was the signal for Theodoric’s guards to turn on Odoacer’s party, which in the ensuing battle was wiped out to a man, leaving Theodoric to rule in Italy as a vassal of the Eastern Emperor.


  Theodoric’s Goths were now the sole power in northern Italy, and he turned to the task of finding arable land for his people. All good land was already occupied, mainly by large landowners who began to fear a massive expropriation of their holdings. Theodoric, however, hit on a plan which gained the support of the Roman nobility and also gave his people land. According to Roman law the cities and the landowners had to contribute one-third of their resources for billeting troops, the “illatio tertiorum” land tax. Instead the Italian landowners were made to pay the tax into Theodoric’s treasury, which in turn was used to purchase the land from the landowners. No land was confiscated, and the landowners suffered no loss since the tax had to be paid in any case. As the Bishop of Paria Ennodius wrote to Theodoric: “You have enriched the countless Goths with generous grants of land, and yet the Romans have hardly felt it. The victors desire nothing more, and the conquered have felt no less.”


  Theodoric continued to rule Italy with an easy hand. The official Orthodox Church was not persecuted, the Pope’s authority was not threatened, and the inhabitants were allowed to live as before with all estates intact. According to Procopius, the main historian of the Empire at this time, Theodoric “was exceedingly careful to observe justice, he preserved the laws on a sure basis, he protected the land and kept it safe from barbarians dwelling around, and attained the highest possible degree of wisdom and manliness.”


  A glowing tribute indeed, if perhaps a bit exaggerated. Theodoric died in August 526 after a 33-year peaceful and prosperous reign. He left a black mark behind him—the garroting of his Master of Offices and Roman philosopher Boethius two years before his own death. A possible reason could have been that Boethius was in favor of reconciling the schism in the official Church, something which the Eastern Roman Emperor Justinian was working towards. Theodoric on the other hand benefited from the split, since the hostility of the Italian upper classes to Greek Constantinople tended to make them his allies. Boethius’ tracts served to propagate Imperial unity and hence anti–Gothic sentiments arousing Theodoric’s suspicions as to Boethius’ true intentions. Boethius’ life ambition to translate Greek works into Latin was left unfulfilled, contributing to the rise of the Dark Ages which would soon envelope Western Europe.


  With the forced abdication of the Western Emperor Romulus Augustus and the establishment of Theodoric’s virtually independent Gothic kingdom in Italy whatever had remained of the Western Roman Empire came to an end. Or so it is at times considered by West-centric historians who refer to the events as “The Fall of the Roman Empire.” Nothing, however, can be further from the truth. The decline of the West was in fact a slow disintegration of the state into its demoralized and conquered parts, a process which has been explained by historians in moral, economic, political and sociological terms.44 The collapse is most discernible in the gradual decline of military might, the collapse of the small farmer and the disappearance of the peasant-soldier, caused by a slow disintegration of the socio-economic fabric. Certainly the far-flung boundaries of the Empire such as the Rhine and Danube rivers were difficult to defend, but this had always been the case. Nor were the barbarian invasions and the sackings of Rome by themselves the final straw. Italy had been invaded in the past by the Carthaginians under Hannibal and by the Gauls before him, who even managed to enter and sack Rome. Each time the Romans rose to adversity by defeating the enemy, occupying his territory and expanding Roman rule and power. By the 4th century the Empire had also adopted an effective defense strategy by forming first-line fortified garrisons which were backed by field armies stationed in the interior and able to respond to an incursion of the frontier in a timely fashion. The idea was for the garrison to stall the enemy and exhaust as much of his supplies as possible until a field army could launch a counter-offensive.



  The strategy worked at first against relatively unsophisticated barbarian tribes who had difficulties standing against disciplined Roman legions drilled in military maneuvers. As the Empire grew in wealth and social stratification the morale of the Roman citizen legions began to decline. The officers of the army became politicized and ambitious for government office. Exemptions began to be introduced to conscription, from bakers to Senators, and recruits often had to be locked up at night to prevent desertions. Veterans also found themselves receiving inferior land grants and smaller pension payments. As patriotism and personal commitment decreased and bribery and corruption increased, conscription became more difficult. Men were only prepared to fight for land and good pay, and the West was running out of both. The solution hit upon was to depend more and more on barbarian “feodorati” who were prepared to fight for the Romans as allies, supplementing their pay with loot and booty. By the 2nd half of the 4th century the practice became wide-spread, with barbarian chiefs acquiring experience in Roman strategies and tactics as “magister militia” commanders. Then with the Visigoth sack of Rome in 410 whatever was left of the Western Roman administrative structure collapsed. With unpaid salaries desertions became common, the men’s wages at times being stolen by their own officers. In 444 Emperor Valentinian III admitted that there was no public money to pay the troops and many of them joined Attila’s forces for a share of the loot. The last Western Romanian armies simply withered away, and as Odoacer was deposing the last Western Emperor in 476 messages were coming from those “limitani” or border guards who were still loyal, pleading for their back pay.45


  



  The Eastern Empire and the Reconquest of the West


  The imperial capital of Constantinople remained intact, however, thanks to its natural location and the great Theodosian wall that surrounded it. When rebuilt after the great earthquake its walls would become a defensive marvel of the world, unparalleled at the time. On the land side the city was protected by triple walls with towers and a moat, while the sea side defense consisted of a great wall and walled harbors, with a thick chain strung across the Golden Horn. The mainland-side wall, of great height and thickness, stretched for thirteen miles, with fifty protective towers.


  Of course, the great defenses of Constantinople could not protect the entire Eastern Empire, and we come to one of history’s most intriguing questions: why did the Western Roman Empire decline, and collapse while the East recovered and continued to thrive? Or, to ask the question differently, what made it possible for the East to survive? The answer must lie in the abilities of the two economies to pass land reforms, which could generate the funds to support a citizen army willing and capable to defend the Empire. For what had been acquired by the sword had to be maintained by the sword; and if an army based on Roman citizenship could not be raised, then enough gold and silver had to be available to pay off the barbarians or to hire them as mercenary troops. The Emperors of the West were unwilling to introduce land reforms, and the unstable system entered into a state of chaos from which it was difficult if not impossible to recover.


  The Eastern authorities witnessed how the tribal Germanic “feodorate” led by their chiefs had subverted, and then proceeded to overcome the demoralized Western Empire. The Eastern emperors began to organize a new and well-equipped army as barbarians were placed in units together with Romanians, and were prohibited to serve under their tribal chiefs. Mounted units were strengthened which consisted of both light cavalry and armored heavy “cataphracti” lancers, based on the Sarmatian model. Another nomad import which helped to make the cavalry the dominant military service were the “hippo-toxotoi,” or horse archers which often played a key role in battle.46 Technological innovations, such as Greek fire also played an important role in the military strength of the Eastern Roman Empire.


  The fundamental factor, however, for the collapse of the West was a lack of educated statesmen. Learning was never a priority for the Romans and less so for the Ostrogoths, most of whom remained illiterate. On the other hand, in the east, centers of higher learning such as universities at Athens, Alexandria, Constantinople and others continued to flourish and produce statesmen who were capable of implementing necessary reforms. Education remained as one of the major virtues for the Greeks, and was essential for anyone seeking advancement. Not to be educated was viewed as a disgrace by middle and upper class families, who provided the civil service and staffed the officer corps. The principal requirements of education were a knowledge of classical culture as well as speech, literature, logic and often mathematics; there was even a very small break with the tradition of pagan Greece amongst many Christian theologians, something which became denied to the West. Education and literacy was little esteemed by Roman gentry, and knowledge of classical Greek became less and less common amongst the Latin nobility. Boetius’ ambition to translate Greek writings into Latin was never realized, and this effectively closed the door on classical learning in the West. The doors would not open again until the Renaissance of the 15th century, when Italy began to rediscover the classical past.


  The Roman Empire of the East in the meantime was undergoing religious and social conflict. The Monophysite heresy continued to grow, to such an extent that Emperor Flavius Anastasius himself began to lean towards the creed. In fact he had to sign a declaration affirming Orthodoxy as the official creed before Patriarch Euphemius would crown him. Of course once crowned the emperors ruled by divine right, and were considered as spokesmen of Heaven’s will as was acclaimed by the coronation chorus; “glory to God who made you Emperor.” A new period in the life of the Empire was to begin. Rather than nominate one of his three nephews as the successor, Anastasius appointed his commander of the Excubitors (Palace Guards) Justin, an illiterate Thracian peasant already in his mid-sixties. Justin’s nephew Peter Sabbatius had joined him in Constantinople and it is he who would achieve fame as Emperor. Born in 482 in Thrace, he rose to Consul in 521 under his uncle’s protection who appointed him as Patrician and Count of the Domestics. This gave the young Peter access to the inner circle of power. By this time his uncle had also adopted him as his own son, and as a recognition Peter changed his name to Justinian, a name by which he would become known to posterity. Following his uncle’s death both he and his wife Theodora were crowned on 4 April 527 as Emperor and Empress. Justinian believed in the idea of a powerful, united and splendid Empire, and set about rebuilding it to its former glory.


  His efforts would result in fundamental changes centered on four main pursuits: major public works, the legal system, Church unity, and the reuniting of the Empire, by conquest if need be. Any one of these ambitious projects would require major funds but all four, as the chronicler Procopius claimed with some justification, would bring the Empire to the brink of bankruptcy, although Justinian’s uncle had left a full treasury. Funding would come from elevated taxes and the expropriation of private wealth, something which had not occurred in the West. As Procopius wrote somewhat critically:


  
    When Justinian ascended the throne it took him a very little while to bring everything into confusion. Things hitherto forbidden by law were one by one brought into public life…. Long established offices were abolished and new ones set up to run the nation’s business; the laws of the land and the organization of the army were treated in the same way … when he had looted innumerable houses of wealthy people he was constantly on the lookout for others….47

  


  Also tax collectors could keep a certain percentage of the taxes they collected, which created much zeal amongst them and resentment by many others. Justinian himself was a tireless worker who suffered from insomnia, becoming known as “the emperor who never sleeps,” and there is little doubt that his draconian expropriation of the massive private wealth which existed in the Empire saved the East from collapse and conquest as had occurred in the West. A massive intervention by the state in the economy had already been set by Diocletian, and the policy would be continued by his successors albeit in less drastic form.


  The first project to be completed was a total overhaul of Roman law, which removed redundancies and inconsistencies, clarified confused points, and made sure that all legislation was consistent with Christian teachings. This was undertaken by a special commission of ten men headed by Tribonian,48 which in 529 produced the “Codex” in less than 14 months. The commission classified the constitutions written by Roman emperors into a single code of 4,652 laws, which would become the supreme authority in the Empire. A year later a second commission began the collection of all Roman legal major decisions which had been handed down by authoritative jurists in the 2nd and 3rd centuries the golden age of Roman law. Consisting of 50 volumes it became known as the “Pandets” or Digest. Finally in 533 a book of extracts, or the “Institutes,” was prepared to serve as a handbook for the imperial law schools.


  Justinian’s codification was not only a repetition of old laws, but represented a complete overhaul with many new additions and changes. In civil law the code was more progressive, making it easier to free slaves and sell land. It also guaranteed the inheritance rights of widows, and reduced the absolute power of fathers over their children. The criminal law, however, became harsher. Heresy and seduction, for example, became crimes; those who varied from Orthodox Christian beliefs and practices were barred from holding office and their inheritance denied, with the expropriated funds making their way into the imperial coffers. A seducer was automatically subject to execution, together with the willing party. If the girl’s chaperones had encouraged the alliance they would have molten lead poured down their throats. “Abuses” against boys also became illegal. Justinian’s code was so clear and consistent that it would serve as a model for most European countries centuries later. Of prime importance was the concept that no one is above the law—including the Emperor himself, a radical innovation at the time. There is little doubt that Justinian helped to save the Eastern Roman Empire from a collapse.


  Foremost in Justinian’s mind was Church unity. He was already responsible for ending the schism by bringing a Papal delegation to Constantinople, where on 25 March 519 Patriarch John declared the churches of old and new Rome to be one and indivisible. A declaration of anathema and persecution was then passed on all heretics, including the Gothic Arians of northern Italy. As recorded by Procopius: “to achieve his aim he engineered an incredible number of murders. His ambition being to force everybody into one form of Christian belief, he wantonly destroyed everyone who would not conform … he did not regard it as murder so long as those who died did not happen to share his beliefs.”49


  The Imperial couple’s single mindedness and ruthlessness in reforming and rebuilding the Empire began to lose them popular support. Early in his reign, on 13 January 532, Justinian took his seat in the Hippodrome for the customary chariot races when both the Blues and the Greens unexpectedly turned on him. Both were rival fans of chariot teams, which acted like political parties and were drawn from different socio-economic classes. Spilling out of the circus, the mob attacked official buildings and churches, destroying many of them, during a five-day riot the so-called Nika Revolt. The people demanded that Justinian be replaced by a nephew of the previous emperor Anastasius, and Justinian was ready to flee but on his wife’s urging he ordered his two generals against the people. Many of the troops who were foreign mercenaries attacked the crowds, and by the end of the day some 30,000 bodies lay strewn on the ground.50


  With the disturbance over, Justinian began to rebuild Constantinople, much of which lay in ruins. This included the remarkable Church of the Holy Wisdom, the “Hagia Sophia” (St. Sophia) Cathedral, which replaced the burned-out original structure. Built on a rectangular plan, it was 180 feet high and was topped by the largest dome in the world, over 100 feet across. The bricks were made from a material brought from the Isle of Rhodes, probably volcanic in nature, and were so light they could float. The concrete was also made from the same material as the bricks, mixed with sand and lime, and provided a strong bond. Because the city was prone to earthquakes the bases of the marble columns were made of lead to provide shock absorbency. When the next earthquake struck, the architecture stood up to the shocks but the dome collapsed and was replaced by one which proved to stand up to the earthquakes. For many centuries the Cathedral of St. Sophia was the tallest and most architecturally advanced building in the world, its size dominating the city, and visible to ships far out to sea.51 The interior of the dome was covered in mosaic tiles with the galleries supported by different colored marble columns, which were brought from different parts of Europe. The center nave was steeped in light pouring down through stained glass windows in the dome and the half-domes, giving the impression the dome was suspended in mid-air. At night the main cathedral was illuminated by lamps and candles hung from chains from the ceiling turning the whole church into a beacon of light. As described by a contemporary poet Paul the Silentiary:


  
    Thus through the space of the great church came rays of light, expelling clouds of care, and filling the mind with joy. The sacred light cheers all, even the sailor guiding his bark on the waves … yet not only does it guide the merchant at night like the rays of Pharos on the coast of Africa, but it also shows the way to the living God.

  


  It was a wonder of the world and seldom failed to impress visitors who were awestruck by the beauty of the sung liturgy. The whole city itself was impressive, with wealth appearing in the buildings both public and private. It remained outstanding amongst European cities for centuries to come for another reason—it did not develop chaotically as did Rome but was planned in a purposeful way.


  With a full treasury Justinian now turned to the main task for which he had been preparing for many years—the reconquest of the Western Roman Empire. His first target was the western part of North Africa still held by the Vandals. With a young Romanized Thracian by the name of Belisarius in command, the army set out with a fleet of some 500 transport ships, loaded with infantry and 5,000 cavalry. The force was met outside of Carthage by the Vandal king Gelimer, and after a day of hard fighting the battle was resolved by a fierce Roman cavalry charge, which put the Vandals to flight. Gelimer continued the struggle but after a year of fighting he surrendered in March 534 and was generously retired by Justinian to a rich estate in Galatia, Asia Minor. The remaining Vandal prisoners were paraded in a triumphant procession through Constantinople, together with wagons loaded with spoils of war.52 Next, Justinian turned his attention to the Kingdom of the Ostrogoths in Italy. Shortly before his death in 526, Theodoric had named his 8-year-old grandson Athalaric as King, the son of his only offspring, the daughter Amalasuntha. She was an exceptional individual for the 6th century Italy, particularly for a Goth. Fluent in Latin and Greek, and possessing a classical Greek education, she tried to give her son a similar schooling. This, however, was not to be. Her plans were met with violent opposition from the traditional Gothic chieftains and she was imprisoned in a castle on Lake Bolsano. The young Athalaric was removed from her custody, and at the age of 17 died from excesses of alcohol and loose living. Amalasuntha herself was strangled while she was taking a bath in the castle.


  This was precisely the pretext Justinian needed. He was, after all, the Emperor of the Goths as well, and he now dispatched a 7,500-man strong army led by Belisarius to punish Amalasuntha’s murder. Delayed by a mutiny in North Africa, Belisarius landed in Italy in 536 and sacked Naples, forcing the main Gothic forces to retreat to Ravena, and in a symbolic invitation by Pope Silverius on 9 December 536 Belisarius entered Rome. He was soon besieged by the Goths who began to destroy the main aqueducts to force a surrender, but in April a reinforcement of some 1,600 Huns and Slavs broke through the Gothic lines and entered the city. The siege was finally lifted by a 5,000-strong force arriving from the East.


  During the next two years there was a stalemate in the fighting, with neither side gaining the upper hand. The Goths were joined by a force of Burgundians arriving from southern Gaul, and in the winter of 539 the weakly defended city of Milan surrendered to the Aryan allies, with the military garrison spared but all male inhabitants put to the sword. The women were enslaved and handed over to the Burgundians as payment for their effort. By the following year, however, using the reinforcements he had received, Belisarius was in control of all of Italy. Only Ravena was still in Gothic hands, and after a brief siege King Vitiges resigned on condition that Belisarius declare himself Emperor. Whether this was a ruse to put a wedge between Justinian and his commander, or whether Vitiges thought that he would be better off under Belisarius is not clear. Pretending to agree to the condition, Belisarius was allowed to enter the city where the inhabitants were spared but Vitiges and his nobles were led into captivity. The struggle for supremacy, however, was not yet over. Pockets of Gothic resistance persisted and by 541 their new King Hildebad had built a strong force of Goths and Roman deserters, controlling all territory north of the River Po. Afterwards Hildebad was soon assassinated together with his appointed successors and his nephew Totila was elected King, a young man barely in his mid-twenties but with a broad revolutionary vision. He now turned to the Roman citizens, calling for an end to the excessive taxation, freedom for all slaves and the breaking up of the great estates with the land to be distributed amongst the landless. Within months Totila’s force grew to an impressive size, enabling him to drive back a 12,000-strong Imperial army from the gates of Verona and to annihilate another force in a pitched battle outside of Faenza. A Romanian army at Florence was also routed, and in 543 Naples surrendered to Totila’s forces. Almost all of Italy was now under his control with Totila apparently enjoying the support of a large part of the population. The war was not only one of West against East, or Goth against “Roman,” but had also become a civil conflict that left much of Italy in ruins, contributing further to the collapse of Western society.


  Totila’s victories were not only due to the fact he had much of Italy behind him, but the able Belisarius had been recalled to Constantinople. Following the defeat of the imperial forces Justinian was informed that Totila could not be overcome, and in 544 Belisarius was sent back to Italy. He was not entirely trusted by Justinian and he soon discovered he was given insufficient forces to achieve his first objective, to capture Rome and safeguard the Pope who in fact had been rescued by a commando of Imperial guards and brought to Constantinople for safe keeping. Justinian now sent 35,000 men to reinforce Belisarius under the command of Narses, an aging eunuch commander of his bodyguard. In June, 552 the two opposing armies met on the Via Flaminia in a final great battle. Totila was mortally wounded in the fighting and at the end of the day his army fled in disarray, outflanked by the Imperial forces in a series of disciplined, well-executed maneuvers. Narses continued his march south, opposed desperately by what remained of Totila’s men under the command of General Teia. Rome soon fell to the Imperial forces and in October 552 Teia was defeated in the valley of the river Sarno near Pompeii, where he was killed by a javelin. In the treaty which followed, the Goths were compelled to abandon Italy, and for all time were to remain at peace with the Empire.


  The reconquest of much of the Empire was complete but a large part of Italy lay in ruins. Justinian died on 14 November 565, the last of the Roman Emperors to rule over most of the old empire. Following his death the Imperial army shrank to 150,000 men, down from its former strength of 645,000, and most frontier fortresses were abandoned. In 568 the Goths were replaced by another Germanic tribe, the Lombards who invaded Italy and settled in what is today Tuscany, Spolito and Benevento. New barbarian tribes also appeared on the eastern Danubian frontier and the Empire became divided once more, but this time on a permanent basis. For the next 1,000 years Western Europe would sink into the Dark Ages, ruled by the Germanic tribes which had settled within its borders. Progress in science, technology, the arts, and cultured life came to an end until the Renaissance centuries later. However,


  
    … between the Old Roman Empire and the Renaissance lay the great age of Byzantium (that is, the Eastern Roman Empire). It endured some eleven centuries and formed a strategic bridge between antiquity and the modern world. It not only preserved the two unifying elements of the Roman Empire—Roman law and state organization, and the inherited tradition of Hellenic culture—it added a third … force: Christianity.53

  




  Three



  



  The Slavs and the Roman Empire


  



  The Dawn of the Slavs


  The last of the great European barbarian invaders, they appeared on the Danubian frontier of the Eastern Roman Empire in 518, just as Justinian (Section 2.5) was becoming Emperor. We know this from Procopius, who complained that “Illirium and the whole of Thrace … an area which includes Greece and the Chersonnese—were overrun every year by Huns (Avars); Slavs and Antae (also Slavs) from the day that Justinian took charge of the Roman Empire.”1


  Today we know them as Slavs, but very little was known of them at the turn of the 6th century. Their language was also unknown and not understood by the Romanians, although it did bear a faint resemblance to Latin.2 Even today our knowledge of these invaders is scant, and except for archaeological evidence is based almost entirely on Latin and Greek texts.3 Our ignorance is also compounded by the traditional preoccupation of West European and North American historians with the Western Roman Empire and its disintegration into Germanic kingdoms.4


  The first mention of Slavs is found in two Roman authors, Tacitus and Pliny the Elder, who wrote in the first century. They mention the Veneti, known as the Wenden to the Germanic tribes to designate the people living to their east along the Elbe River. The first reference is from Tacitus, who wrote that they bordered on Germanic and Finnic populations, and were a warlike people who raided and destroyed settlements in neighboring mountains and forests. The geographer Ptolemy also places them in the general area to the south of “Venetic Bay” (Baltic Sea) with a main town called “Kalish.” Today many German cities and towns along and to the east of the Elbe River bear Slavic names including the capital Berlin, and even today there are communities in eastern Germany which still speak a Slavic language called Polabian, or Wendish in German.5 This is corroborated by Jordanes in (about) 551 who wrote



  
    Along their left side, which turns to the north beginning from the source of the river Vistula, over a boundless area are settled the populous people of the Veneti, which although they took on different names from their clans and territories in general are called Sclaveni and Antes. The Sclaveni occupy the area from the town of Noviedunum and the lake called Mursian, to the river Donaster (Dniester) and to the north up to the Vistula where they have forest and swamp instead of towns. The Antes, who are the bravest of these people dwell in the curve of the Pontic (Black) Sea, spread from the Donaster to the Danaper (Dnipro).6

  


  Although the “Mursian Lake” has not been identified—perhaps Lake Balaton in Hungary—the rest of the description is geographically accurate. Jordanes had served as the secretary to a military commander on the Danube and must have come in contact with the Slavs. Also according to Procopius: “Sclavenes and Antes … speak one language, completely barbarian … they once had a single name, they were called ‘Sporoi.’”7


  Procopius was also eyewitness to much of what transpired, being Belisarius’ legal advisor and secretary. He mentions the first known raid across the Danube by the Antae in 518 when they were beaten back by the Romanian commander Germanicus, Emperor Justinian’s cousin. By the 530s another Slavic group, referred to in Greek as the “Sklavenoi,” had also appeared on the Danube, joining the Antae in their raids on Romanian territory.8 Following the traditional invasion routes from the east across the Carpathian Mountains they had began to move south, and soon the Eastern Empire would get to know them through painful experience. As was the case with other barbarian tribes before them some Slavs chose service with the Imperial Armies. We know that in 537 some 1600 mounted troops, most of them Slavs, were sent to Italy to help Belisarius who was blockaded in Rome by the Ostrogoths. Also, following a treaty signed between them and Justinian in 545, many Antae mercenaries were fighting the Ostrogoths in Italy. Others (probably the “Sklavenoi”) were in the meantime attacking Belisarius’ forces in the Balkans thus giving Totila’s Ostrogoths an opportunity to regroup.


  Faced with pressure from the Slavs and other barbarians, Justinian began to take steps to secure the borders. Many old Danubian forts were restored and new fortifications built. He also seems to have imposed a trade embargo since all trade between the Empire and Slavic tribes ceased about 550—excavations reveal a total lack of Romanian gold coins in Slav settlements about this time. All to no avail since Slav raids increased with time, together with Avar cavalry as allies. Emerging from the vast wilderness of Eastern Europe the Slavs didn’t have cavalry and were technologically inferior to other cultures, particular the Graeco-Roman civilization. Procopius informs us that Slav boyars, or warriors, led by their “voivodas” (war chiefs), attack in “throngs,” and “fight on foot advancing on the enemy, in their hands they carry small shields and spears, but they never wear body armor; some of them do not have either a tunic or cloak but wear only a kind of breeches pulled up to the groin.”9


  Helmets were also not used and swords are rarely mentioned by contemporary commentators. The Slavs used small bows with poisoned arrows, slings and axes, and made their own weapons from steel derived from iron oxides found on the edge of swamps. Their tactics were also different from those of the Imperial Romanian forces. Procopius writes that the Sclavenes “are accustomed to conceal themselves behind a rock or any bush which may happen to be near and pounce upon the enemy … they are constantly practicing this in their native haunts along the river Ister, both on Romans and on the barbarians as well.”


  Not all men were warriors and others, known as “smerdi,” were delegated to till the soil and herd animals. Only the most physically fit and powerful were chosen to become “boyars.” We have ample written testimony concerning the size and strength of Slavic warriors. Procopius mentions that early on they were known as the “Sporoi,” and Jordanes confirms that when the Goths crossed the Dnipro River they encountered and attacked the “Spali,” a tribe that lived in the region of the Donets River. In old Slavic “Spolin” meant “giant” and these two names probably are related.10 Procopius tells us in his Wars that the Slavs all spoke one language, and often changed their place of abode.


  
    … they are all tall and especially strong, their skin is not very white, and their hair is neither blond nor black but all have reddish hair. They lead a primitive and rough way of life … and are always covered in dirt. They are neither dishonorable nor spiteful, but simple in their ways, like the Huns (i.e., the Bulgars and Avars).11

  


  Perhaps the covering of dirt was to keep away the mosquitoes that inhabited the wetlands in dense swarms. Also, Theophylact Simocatta describes a Romanian raid towards the end of the 6th century against a Slav force led by their voivoda, one Ardagast(us):


  
    … he (Priscus) delivered his attack in the middle of the night. And so Ardagast(us) … mounted an unsaddled mare and made his flight. Now the barbarian fell in with the Romanians and, dismounting from the mare, engaged in hand-to-hand fighting. But when he could not withstand the might of the opposition he took to flight across some rough country; so, as a result, Ardagastus had the advantage in moving since he had a physique that was accustomed to this. Less favorable fortune came upon him, and the barbarian fell over the stump of a huge tree; hence he would have been for his pursuers an earnestly desired prey, if a river had not been his salvation, for he swam across and escaped from danger.12

  


  An impressive physical performance from one awakened in the middle of the night and faced with large odds. The brave Ardagast did not survive the campaign, however, since he was killed in a subsequent skirmish with the Romanians. His men, taken as prisoners, “declared that they welcomed tortures, disposing of the agonies of the lash about the body as if it were another’s,” and would not reveal the position of their main force. The required information was provided voluntarily by a Christian Gepid who had deserted from the Slavs.13 The size, as well as the fitness of the Slav warriors amazed the Romanians.


  
    On the following day three men, Sclavenes by race, who were not wearing any iron or military equipment, were captured by the emperor’s bodyguards. Lyres were their baggage and they were not carrying anything else at all. And so the emperor (Maurice) enquired what was their nation, where was their allotted abode, and the cause of the presence in the Romanian lands. They replied that they were Sclavenes by nation and that they lived at the boundary of the western ocean … the emperor marveled at their tribe … in amazement at the size of their bodies and the nobility of their limbs, he sent these men under escort to Heracleia.14

  


  Did the Slavs have cavalry units which participated in battle? Classical sources indicate that Slavic tribes possessed herds of horses, probably acquired from the nomads of the steppes as they were moving out of the northern marshes. Horses apparently were mainly used for mobility and transportation and the Slavs did not develop an effective cavalry until much later. The “boyars” fought on foot surrounded by their clansmen and must have been particularly vulnerable to a cavalry charge. As the Goths before them they quickly learned to form symbiotic alliances with the mounted archers and lancers of the steppes. A Turkic people known as the Bulgars (referred to as “Huns” by the Romanians) had appeared in southeastern Europe, quickly becoming a dominant force in the region. Originating in the Eurasian plain they had been raiding the Balkan provinces since the late 5th century. They were joined in the region by another Turkic invader, the Avars, who like the Bulgars fought on horseback with lance and composite bow. By 561 they had defeated the Bulgar Utigur and Kutrigur tribes as well as the Slavic Antae of Bessarabia in what is today northern Rumania. Several years later they expelled the Gepids from the eastern Pannonian (Hungarian) plain with Lombard help, then turning on the Lombards pushed them out into the Italian peninsula. Finding a home away from home, as the Huns had done before them, the Avars settled in the great Hungarian plain.


  The Slavic tribes on the other hand were dispersed in relatively small settlements, and unlike the Avars or Bulgars did not possess a central authority such as a kingship, or anything resembling a state institution. As Procopius observed, “these nations, the Sclavenoi and Antae are not ruled by one man, but they have lived from old under a democracy (“democratia”), and consequently everything which involves their welfare, whether for good or for ill, is referred to the people.”15 This is confirmed by Emperor Leo VI (“The Wise”), who observed (end of the 9th century or beginning of the 10th) that


  
    [e]ven if they had crossed over (the Danube) and been compelled to accept servitude, they did not wish to be happily persuaded by an outsider, but through some method by their own people. They would rather be led to destruction by a leader of their tribe than to be enslaved and submit to Roman laws, nor have they received the sacrament of the baptism of the Savior until our time, in this case giving way to some extent in the practice of their ancient freedom.16

  


  Although democratic, the Slavs possessed slaves and it is not clear to what extent women were involved in the democratic process or whether this was reserved for the men or the boyars. Slavery for the Slavs (at least for prisoners) was not a life sentence. “They do not keep those who are in captivity among them in perpetual slavery … [but] set a definite period of time for them and then give them the choice … to return to their own homes with a small recompense, or to remain there as free men and friends.”17


  Each tribal unit made its own decisions and it took effort to organize a large invasion force. Slav attacks usually involved relatively small raiding parties, at times allied with Bulgar or Avar cavalry. Most tribes were not very large and a typical war party may have consisted of only two hundred men.18 At times larger forces would be assembled, but even these were referred to as “throngs” by contemporary writers such as Procopius, clearly not suggesting the presence of an overwhelming military might. The Roman Empire was at its height following Justinian’s reconquest and it was the most powerful state in all of Europe, the Middle East and Africa combined. Its extended frontier, however, was difficult to defend particularly against a not very large but mobile enemy. Also, much of the Romanian forces were diverted against their perpetual struggle with the powerful Persian Empire.


  In 540 a Slav force allied with Bulgar cavalry delivered a great blow against the Empire, capturing and destroying 32 fortified towns in Illiricum and plundering a wide area as far as the walls of Constantinople. Following the 542 bubonic plague they plundered Thrace but in 545 were eventually repulsed by Justinian’s eunuch general Narses. A Slav force again crossed the Danube in 548 on a raiding expedition with a 15,000 man strong Romanian army reportedly following them at a distance, but not giving battle. The size of the raiding party seems to be unknown but the following year some 3,000 Slav warriors are known to have participated in raids. Separating into two groups of 1800 and 1200 men, a group began to attack cities in Thrace while the other moved into Illiricum. Although the small sizes of the war parties suggest guerrilla-type warfare, we know that both groups managed to rout sizeable Romanian forces sent against them. A number of fortresses were captured in spite of the fact that “they neither had any experience in attacking city walls, nor had they dared to come down to the open plain.” Cavalry cohorts sent against them from Corlu (today’s Rumania) were defeated and their commanders executed in a “savage manner.” The fortified town of Tapeiros on the Aegean Sea was captured and destroyed apparently by luring the garrison outside of the city walls. Slav raiding parts were mobile and traveled light without taking prisoners. As Procopius remarked, perhaps with some exaggeration, “they spared no age … so that the whole land inhabited by the Illyrians and Thracians came to be everywhere filled with corpses.”19 The women and children were apparently spared, with only men executed to prevent them from taking part in any future fighting. After the capture of Topeiros, however, when the Slavs were heading home they took captives with them when being encumbered with prisoners no longer posed a difficulty.


  In the summer of 550 Justinian’s cousin Germanicus was gathering forces in Serdica (today’s Sofia) in preparation for his advance against the Ostrogoth leader Totila in Italy, when a Slav force “such as never before was known” approached the great city of Naissus (today’s Nish, Serbia), which caused the expedition to be postponed. Naissus, the birthplace of Constantine the Great, was a point of intersection of roads leading north to the Danube, southeast to Constantinople, south to Macedonia and the Aegean, and westwards to the Adriatic Sea. Faced with a powerful Imperial army the Slavs retreated to the Dalmatian coast, where they spent the winter of 550. Joined by other Slav war parties, in 551 they once again split into three groups, no doubt to maintain mobility and to keep the Romanians off balance. An Imperial army commanded by the eunuch Scholastikos was sent against them and coming across one of the groups near Adrianople he decided to give battle. The Imperial army was almost annihilated and their commanders barely escaped together with a few survivors. The Slavs continued to plunder the area but on their way back they were intercepted by a regrouped and reinforced Romanian army and suffered defeat. They lost a Romanian standard which they had captured at Adrianople, together with many captives some of which would have been sold for a good ransom. A sizeable part of the Slav force survived, however, and returned to their settlements beyond the Danube with great booty. Not waiting for the following year, a Slav force again descended on Illyricum inflicting heavy damage and devastation. Germanicus’ sons were sent against them, but did not dare give battle choosing to follow the Slavs at a distance. Once again the Slavs crossed the Danube unmolested, but this time with Gepid help. Running out of boats they were ferried across with the booty, paying the Gepids an Imperial solidus for each passenger. Other Slav tribes turned their attention westward and together with Avar allies attacked the Frankish kingdom in 562 but apparently without much success. In a second attack five years later, however, the Frankish king Siegebert was defeated and had to sue for peace.


  



  Slav Origins and Customs


  Who were the Slavs and where had they come from? A branch of the Indo-European race, their language was closely related to that of the Lithuanians and Prussians, who lived on the eastern shore of the Baltic Sea. Slavic and Baltic language groups are known as “conservative” by linguists since they have not changed very much over the last several thousand years, and still have many words in common with Latin and Sanskrit, as well as Phrygian and Hittite.20 By the time of Charlemagne, the Slavs had occupied parts of eastern and central Europe, and most of the Balkan Peninsula and Greece. Today Slavic languages are spoken in all of Eastern Europe (except the Baltic countries), most of the Balkan Peninsula (excluding Romania, Greece and Albania) and as far west as the Czech Republic.


  There has been much speculation as to the original home of the Slavs, but today it is clear that they emerged from the great Pripet marshes and woodlands in what is today Belarus, northern Ukraine and southwestern Russia. Together with the Baltic and Finnish people they are therefore indigenous to that part of the world. The close similarity of all Slavic languages to this day indicates that they evolved from an original form spoken in a restricted area, probably no more than 2500 years ago. That the Pripet Marsh was their original home is indicated by the fact that old Slavic had no words for certain trees such as beech, larch or yew. These trees are not found in the northeastern forests but grow southwest of a line drawn roughly from where the Vistula (Wisla) River empties into the Baltic Sea to the mouth of the Dnister River on the Black Sea. The linguistic evidence is strong since the probability that people would not have a word for trees growing on their territory which were used for building and heating is virtually zero. The argument was first advanced by the Polish botanist Rostafinski in 1908, following Pogodin’s observation that the oldest Slavic names of rivers were in Volhyn and Podilia, two provinces in today’s Ukraine. Of course, one speaks of the “original homeland of the Slavs” as if it were a fixed, static location, ignoring the fact that even in antiquity clans and tribal units tended to move.


  As other Indo-European groups had done before them, Slavic tribes began to move out of the wooded wetlands and head south towards the prairies and west into the Baltic lowlands. The exact dates for the first migrations are not known, but what is certain is that the rich but limited resources of the bogs and marshes could no longer sustain an increasing population. The earliest archaeological evidence (so far) for the out migrations is the so-called Zarubintsy culture on the upper and middle Dnipro River, and the Przeworsky culture in the region of the Elbe-Vistula rivers. The culture lasted from about the early 2nd century BC to the end of the 2nd century ad. Excavated settlements indicate that hunter-gatherers moved along the waterways draining out of the wetlands and followed the rich fish populations of the river systems. Here, increasing populations could be supported by migrants branching out into plant agriculture and animal husbandry. Burials reveal a rich variety of iron weapons and implements such as axes, daggers, knives, sickles, spear and arrowheads, as well as elements of horse-gear. Trade occurred over large distances even then, and we find Sarmatian and Celtic La Tene items in the Zarubintsiy settlements. Non-Slavic origins for these settlements have also been proposed (see Dolukhanov, 1996), but this seems unlikely given the known Slavic populations who lived in the vicinity. Also the settlements consist of typically Slavic square, sunken-floored huts with internal hearths in the corner.21 Given the earlier presence of Sarmatians in the area the Zarubintsiy culture may also have consisted of mixed populations. In any case other known cultures had existed in the region from the Bronze Age onwards, and the Slavs were simply the last arrivals.


  The Przeworsky culture gave rise to the Slavic Venetic people mentioned by early Roman writers, before the arrival of the Goths and the Vandals. Also more to the east we see the rise of a different culture named after the village of Chernihiv south of Kyiv. Arising from the earlier Zarubintsiy settlements the beginning of the Chernihiv culture dates to about the middle of the 3rd century and coincides with the arrival of the Ostrogoths. Of the 1000 sites which have been excavated over the last century, most point to multi-ethnic societies. Thus two different types of houses are found, for example sunken-floor, rectangular Slavic dwellings with open hearths against one wall, and Germanic structures consisting of two rooms—one for animals and the other for human habitation, the so-called “stallhousers.” The excavated cemeteries show that both cremation and burial of the dead was practiced side-by-side in the same settlements. Also Gothic artifacts were unearthed, and a Sarmatian presence became evident with the cranial deformations of male skeletons. This is consistent with Ermanaric’s 4th century kingdom which we know was a Gothic-Sarmation-Slavic tribal federation. By now far-reaching trade contacts had become common in Europe, and the Chernihiv culture was no exception. Thus more than 1000 hoards of Roman coins have been found, most dating to the 1st and 2nd centuries, and by the 3rd century we see a marked increase in Romanian imports such as wine, oil, glass, and precious stones. The presence of a large number of coin hoards no doubt indicates a hurried departure in the face of the Hun onslaught of the 4th century.


  Slavic communities were divided on standard lines found in many other societies. At the base was the “semia” or nuclear family composed of husband, wife (wives) and offspring. Next came the “rod” or clan, which included all known blood relatives and which formed the core of Slavic society. Thus in battle the “rod” would form the basic military unit, ensuring that all blood relatives fought together. At the apex was the “plemie” or tribe, which consisted of several clans and formed a self-contained decision-making unit. Most members of a tribe were distantly interrelated as well, since intermarriage took place between the tribal clans. The relationship between tribes, however, was no longer based on blood relations but on language, on the “slovo” or “word,” meaning one could be understood by speech. All members of such tribes were “slovins,” from where it is thought the designation “Slav” originated.22 Those speaking a different language, particularly the Germanic tribes with whom the Slavs came in contact, were referred to as “Nemtsi,” derived from the Slavic “nimoy” or someone who is speechless or dumb. Another possibility lies in “ne moy” or literally “not mine,” denoting a foreigner. A close derivative for the term “Slav” is “Slava” meaning glory or renown. Thus at birth boys would often be named after what they were hoped to become or achieve; for example “Miroslav” denoting “renowned in the community,” or “Sviatoslav” he who is renowned of the sun.23


  Like other Indo-Europeans the Slavs were sun worshipers, but they offered sacrifices to other gods as well. A 10th century Arab traveler Al-Masudi reported that Slavs had temples with an opening in the dome and special construction for observing the sunrise. The dead were also buried with their face pointing towards the east. They seem to have been monotheistic, however, since they believed in a single creator called Bog, the giver of plenty.24 The sky was also an object of worship, but the chief Slavic deity was Svarog, the god of the sun, thunder and fire, with a son called Dazhbog or the Giver-God (Giver of Plenty). Svarog was also a warrior god, the giver of strength and virility, together with the god Jendru. He had the power to descent to earth in the shape of an eagle, a falcon or a wolf. Another ancient god was Perun, the god of lightning, storm and rain with the oak as his sacred tree.25 Oak trees were worshipped by the ancient Aryan people, and special fires were lit which burned oak wood and had to be started by rubbing together two pieces of dry oak. The general religious orientation of the Slavs was dualistic, with both good and harmful spirits and deities influencing human lives. Various bad spirits lived in bogs and rivers, and offerings were made to pacify them. A female water spirit who appeared in the form of a beautiful young woman, known as a “Rusalka” in Ukraine and Belarus, would attempt to lure young men into deep water so they would drown. Legend has it that a “Rusalka” was once a young woman who drowned herself on account of being jilted by her lover. A male blood (or soul) sucking demon known as a “Stryg,” who came from the undead, was also given offerings, although they would usually attack only people from their own families!


  Most spirits were associated with forests and waterways. They could dance in the meadows by the new moon inviting passers-by to join them, something which had to be resisted. At times a traveler had to solve riddles in order to save himself, but sometimes he would be less fortunate and would be tickled to death. Female demon-spirits in the Balkan regions known as “Vila,” on the other hand, danced on mountaintops (or the meadows) with bows and arrows in their hands. When observed by a man they could shoot him to death, or else force him to dance with them until he dropped dead from exhaustion. Such spirits had nothing to do with the undead, but were simply a part of nature itself. To add to the mystery, a Vila could sometimes marry a human male! Holy copses of wood (a “dibrova”) could also be inhabited by forest spirits of various kinds, and had to be tended. Other groves with the trees in them were considered sacred and would be objects of worship.


  Many pagan beliefs and practices survived until recent times in spite of opposition from the Churches. The persistence of old beliefs was not only an expression of superstition or to avoid “bad luck,” but was also due to practical reasons. Pre-Christian societies had accumulated a large storage of herbal and other natural medicines and cures, some of which were passed on (in certain families) through the female line. Such women—known as “Vedma”—survived until recent times under different names.26 Thus as late as the 19th to early 20th century, priests in Voronezh Province (Russia) complained of oak worship. Young couples on the way to their wedding, for example, would walk around a certain oak tree three times and then place an offering by it. Some pagan festivals were also taken over by Christianity and given a different religious meaning, while others persisted as folk customs. A spring custom found in many Slavic countries, at the beginning of the farming year, was to throw a human effigy into a body of water, probably a substitute for ancient human sacrifice. The changing seasons, as determined by the sun’s position were also an occasion for celebration, a faint memory of which has survived to this day. In spite of the fact that Easter falls in the spring it was followed a few days later by the “Green Holiday” in Ukraine. A priest would accompany members of a family to the cemetery where he would bless the grave of the family member with holy water. Upon his departure food and drink would be brought out for a celebration on the grave site.


  The beginning of the longer day following the winter solstice was an especially major celebration, as it marked the birth of the sun. It was accompanied by feasting and gift-giving, as well as carol-singing or “koliada,” named after a Slavic pagan deity. It was taken over by the early Christian Churches, and we recognize it today as Christmas.27 Another festival which was especially difficult for the Churches to eradicate was the summer equinox, the shortest night of the year (June 24) which was replaced by St. John’s (the Baptist) Night, known as the Night of Ivana Kupala in Ukraine. In the evening huge fires would be lit, around which young people gathered to dance and sing, and young girls would throw wreaths of flowers on the running water of a river or a stream. In Ukraine, Belarus and Russia an effigy of straw would also be burned, the “Mara” (death?) which at times had a head in the form of a horse or ox. In the words of a 17th century chronicle


  
    … in the evening the simple folk of both sexes gather together and plait wreaths of poisonous plants or roots, and girding themselves with flowers, they kindle a fire. Elsewhere they erect a green branch and joining hands dance round it singing their songs … then they jump through the fire, in this manner offering themselves in sacrifice to the “bis” (pagan devil).28

  


  Rather than a symbolic sacrifice, the jumping through the fire, a practice which is still performed in some parts of the Carpathian Mountains, was probably a purification ritual.


  The Slav world outlook was well summarized by Procopius who wrote that the Sclavenes and Antaes


  
    … believe that one of the gods, creator of the lightning, is the ruler over everything, and sacrifice to him cattle and other sacrificial animals. They do not accept predestination but … when they are threatened by death—in illness or war, if they are spared, to sacrifice to the god in return for their lives…. They worship rivers, nymphs, and all kinds of gods, and to all of these they make sacrifices and at the same time as they sacrifice they predict the future29

  


  Land and soil was also held in high esteem, for we are told when Slavs swore an oath they would put earth on their heads.


  



  The Conquest of the Eastern Roman Empire


  What had precipitated the sudden and unexpected Slavic attacks on the Eastern Roman Empire? The economies of the Slavs in the mixed forest/prairie belt, stretching from the Carpathian Mountains eastwards had become based on farming and animal husbandry. The big drawback was that unlike the wetlands the prairies were subject to climate instability and by the end of the 5th century increasing aridity of the climate was causing a considerable decline in agricultural production, forcing many prairie inhabitants towards the Danube region.30 The long-term trend was probably made worse by volcanic explosions such as Mount Vesuvius in Italy in 536 which could have produced the mysterious yellow cloud observed in Europe in that year.31 The Raboul volcano of New Guinea also exploded in about 540, as well as the famous Krakatoa volcano in Indonesia some time before 416. Chroniclers in Constantinople and China recorded that the sun dimmed dramatically for up to 18 months around this time, resulting in cooling and widespread crop failures. In fact, during 340–550 there were some twenty volcanic eruptions around the planet which most certainly either caused or worsened the already unstable conditions on the east European prairies. A shortage of land on the vast fertile steppe could clearly not have been a reason for the migration given the sparse populations at the time. In escaping the drought the Slavs were heading to the safety of familiar swamp and lagoon terrain of northern Europe, the Danube delta and other wetlands along the Danube.


  Whatever the causes which had brought the Slavic tribes to the shores of the Blue Danube there was little the Empire could do to stop them. Following the Slav victory at Adrianople, a major incursion occurred in 559 when a Slav and Bulgar force crossed the frozen Danube and invaded Moesia and Thrace, launching a three-pronged attack southward. One column penetrated deep into Greece, advancing through Macedonia and Thessaly as far as the defile of Thermopylae, where they were blocked by the imperial defenses. A second group suffered defeat in the Gallipoli Peninsula, but the third successfully attacked and breached the weakly defended part of the Long Wall of Constantinople at the Blachernae Palace, and laid waste to much of the suburbs. The situation was saved by the aged Belisarius, who at the head of a land and sea force pressured the barbarians to withdraw and sue for peace. The Empire was not totally victorious either since it had to agree to pay large sums of tribute to both the Slavs and Bulgars as a price for them to agree not to cross the Danube.


  Justinian’s reign ended in 565 with the arrival of yet another nomadic force of mounted archers and lancers, the Turkic Avars. Coming originally from Central Asia they were on the lower Danube by the year 561, destroying the Bulgar Utigur and Kutrigur tribes as well as the Slavic Antae. Several years later, together with the Longobardi they proceeded to decimate the Germanic Gepids before turning on their allies and pushing them westwards into the Italian Peninsula. The Avars established themselves in the Pannonian plain in today’s Hungary, soon becoming the new “Huns” of Europe. Next they confronted the Slavs. A record left by Menander the Guardsman states that the Avar Kagan (King) Bayan began to demand tribute from the Sclaveni, whose land was “full of gold since the Roman Empire had long been plundered by the Slavs, whose own land never had been raided by any other people at all.”


  The Sclaveni leader Dauritas refused to pay the tribute, replaying to the Avar emissaries that “others do not conquer our land, we conquer theirs; and so it shall always be for us, as long as there are wars and weapons.”32 The emissaries were then put to death “with haughty and stubborn spirit,” and Bayan turned to Constantinople for help, shortly after signing a peace treaty with the Romanians. In 578 Emperor Tiberius II had the Danube fleet transport 60,000 Avar horsemen to Scythia Minor, just west of the Black Sea where they attacked the Antae Slavs, destroying many villages. This, however, did not prevent the Slovenians from raiding and occupying large parts of the Eastern Roman Empire, as described by John of Ephesus:


  
    That same year, being the third after the death of King Justin, was famous also for the invasion of an accursed people, called Slavonians, who arose and passed through the whole of Hellades (Greece) and the country of the Thessalonians, and all Thrace, and captured the cities and took numerous forts and devastated and burnt, and reduced the people to slavery, and made themselves masters of the whole country, and settled in it by main force, and dwelt in it as though it had been their own, without fear. And four years have now elapsed and still because the king is engaged in war with the Persians and has sent all his forces to the East, they live at their ease in the land and dwell in it and spread themselves far and wide as God permits them and ravage and burn and take captives. And to such an extent do they carry their ravages that they have even ridden up to the outer walls of the city (Constantinople) and driven away all the king’s herds of horses, many thousands in number, and whatever else they could find. And even to this day … they still encamp and dwell there and live in peace in the Romanian territories, free from anxiety and fear, and lead captives and slay and burn. And they have grown rich in gold and silver and herds of horses and arms, and have learnt to fight better than the Romanians, though at first they were but rude savages who did not venture to show themselves outside the woods and the cover of trees. And as for arms, they did not even know what they were, with the exception of two or three javelins or darts.33

  


  The success of the Slavic invasion was also due to the acquisition of Roman weapons and military technology, a process which ironically would soon change direction. A few decades before John of Ephesus, Procopius had also complained that


  
    … the Medes (Persians) and Saracens (Arabs) had ravaged the greater part of Asia (Turkey and the Near East), and the Huns (the Bulgars), Slavs and Antae the whole of Europe (Balkan Peninsula and Greece); they have razed some of the cities to the ground, and compelled to pay-up almost to the last penny; they had carried off the population into slavery with all their possessions, and had emptied every district of its inhabitants by their daily raids.34

  


  With the capture and destruction of strategic imperial cities such as Sirmium in 582 by the Avars and the Slovenians, the Eastern Empire was on its last legs. The Avars had introduced the powerful Chinese “trebuchet” catapult and only a few cities such as Thessalonica were able to hold out. To make the situation worse, Tiberius Constantine who became Emperor in 578 had begun to remit more than one-fourth of all taxes back to the people in three years, distributing more than 20,000 pounds of gold. Such an unprecedented act of generosity had the predictable effect of virtually bankrupting the Imperial treasury, so by the time Tiberius appointed the young commander Maurice as Emperor a week before his death the coffers were almost empty. The military situation began to improve, however. In 591 Maurice helped the young Persian successor Chosroes II regain his throne, and in return the grateful Persian ceded Armenia and eastern Mesopotamia and signed a peace treaty with Maurice the following year. The emperor could now transfer a large number of seasoned troops to the Balkan Peninsula; and in addition, the Antae Slavs had become Romanian allies.


  Emperor Maurice was now ready to launch a major campaign across the Danube led by the able commander Priscus. The imperial forces had changed a great deal since the old Roman days, when infantry armies confronted each other in ranked formations on an open field. Now Maurice began to adapt Slavic and Avar weapons and tactics. A military training manual for officers was written either by the Emperor himself or by one of his commanders, “a rather modest elementary handbook or introduction, for those devoting themselves to generalship….”35


  If battle existed during the classical Graeco-Roman period as a moral proving ground for manly virtues such as bravery, skill and self-sacrifice, the notion had already disappeared by the 6th century. War had become a struggle of survival for the professional mercenary soldiers and a question of victory at all cost, as explained by the Strategikon:


  
    To form the whole army simply in one line facing the enemy for a general cavalry battle, and to hold nothing in reserve for various eventualities in case of a reverse, is the mark of an inexperienced and absolutely reckless man. For it is not, as some layman might imagine, by the number of bodies, by unquestioning boldness, or by plain assault that battles are decided but, under God, by strategy and skill. Strategy makes use of times and places, surprises and various tricks to outwit the enemy, with the idea of achieving its objectives even without actual fighting. Strategy is essential to survival, and is the true characteristic of an intelligent and courageous general. Skill enables the army to maintain discipline and coordination, as well as its own safety, while varying its battle formations and attacks, and not only to foil the wiles of the enemy but to turn them against them.36

  


  The Greeks and Romans had already learned the importance of nomad-style mounted archers and lancers and the Strategikon outlines the method of their training. A cavalryman


  
    … should also shoot rapidly mounted on his horse at a run to the front, the rear, the right, the left. He should practice leaping onto the horse. On horseback at a run he should fire one or two arrows rapidly and put the strung bow in its case … and then he should grab the spear which he has been carrying on his back. With the strung bow in its case he should hold the spear in his hand, then quickly replace it on his back, and grab the bow.37

  


  The manual also provides a list of armaments and equipment which should be issued to the men: “cavalry lances of the Avar type with leather thongs in the middle of the shaft and with pennons (long narrow flags); swords; round neck pieces of the Avar type made with linen fringes outside and wool inside.” And for the horses: “protective pieces of iron armor about their heads, and breast plates of iron or felt, or else breast and neck coverings such as Avars use … tunics … cut according to the Avar pattern.”


  The Slavs also contributed to the imperial arsenal and strategy since “…Slavic spears should be provided for men who don’t have bows or are inexperienced archers.” The reason for the short spears seems to have been the confined spaces in which Slav warriors chose to fight: “For a successful expedition against an enemy in wooded areas and rough terrain and narrow passes, especially against the Sclavenes and Antes, the troops should be lightly equipped and without many horsemen.”


  From the commentary of the Strategikon, it is clear that the Slavs were the main problem rather than the Avars. Book XI of the Strategikon is in fact the only detailed account of the Slavs which has survived, written by someone who had a detailed knowledge of them. It goes on to describe some of the customs and lifestyles of the Slavic tribes who were attacking the Eastern Roman Empire.


  
    The nations of the Sclavenes and the Antae live in the same way and have the same customs. They are both independent, absolutely refusing to be enslaved or governed, least of all in their own land. They are populous and hardy, bearing readily heat, cold, rain, nakedness and scarcity of provisions.

  


  Rare praise indeed, coming from a senior Graeco-Roman commander.38 The Strategikon continues:


  
    they are kind and hospitable to travelers in their country, and conduct them safely from one place to another…. If the stranger should suffer some harm because of his host’s negligence, the one who first commended him will wage war against that host, regarding vengeance for the stranger as a religious duty…. They possess an abundance of all sorts of livestock and produce which they store in heaps, especially … millet…. Their women are more sensitive than any others in the world. When, for example, their husband dies, many look upon it as their own death and freely smother themselves, not wanting to continue their lives as widows.

  


  The pagan Slavs incinerated their dead in huge bonfires, and other sources describe women throwing themselves on their husband’s pyres. The account confirms the observations made by previous Roman authors such as Procopius.


  Maurice goes on to describe the Slav methods of fighting, some of which were adopted by the imperial army. We are told that when raiding their enemies (which could be other Slav tribes) they made


  
    … effective use of ambushes, sudden attacks and raids, devising many different methods by night and by day … when attacking an enemy they have no ordered formations but advance in groups, seeing if the enemy gives way. If not, they retreat and try to lure the enemy into the woods, where they have a great advantage because of their skill in fighting in such cramped quarters.

  


  Rather than follow a predetermined battle plan, the Slav chiefs or “voivodas” relied on mobile and improvised strategies, seeking advantage in heavily wooded terrain where they felt more at home. They also make good use of the waterways.


  
    Their experience in crossing rivers surpasses that of all men, and they are extremely good at spending a lot of time in the water. Often enough, when they are in their own country and are caught by surprise and in a tight spot, they dive to the bottom of a body of water. There they take long hollow reeds they have prepared for such a situation and hold them in their mouths, the reeds extending to the surface of the water. Lying on their backs on the bottom they breathe through them and hold out for many hours without anyone suspecting where they are. An inexperienced person who notices the reeds from above would simply think they were growing there in the water.

  


  As will be seen later, such a method of concealment would continue to be used many centuries later in the waterways of Eastern Europe.


  Before acquiring Roman weapons and armor Slav warriors fought with short spears, usually two to a man. Some carried “good looking but unwieldy shields” for protection purposes, and bows were also used with short poisoned arrows which required a prior antidote to save a man’s life. The Slavs lived in small settlements within a tribal unit but without a hereditary ruling aristocracy, or other permanent authority. As was described by Maurice, this was reflected in their style of warfare which was often conducted against other Slavs.


  
    Owing to their lack of government and their ill feeling toward one another, they are not acquainted with an order of battle…. They are completely faithless and have no regard for treaties which they agree to more out of fear than by gifts. When a difference of opinion prevails among them, either they come to no agreement at all, or when some of them do come to an agreement the others quickly go against what was decided. They are always at odds with each other and nobody is willing to yield to another.

  


  The entrenched traditions amongst the Slavs accounts for their relatively late inter-tribal state formations, as well as their ultimate failure to gain control of Greece and what is today’s Rumania and Albania. Their numerical weakness also made a complete conquest difficult, for although Romanian sources describe the Sclaveni and the Antae as a “numerous people” this refers to the number of settlements and not to the entire population.39 The disorganized and undisciplined nature of Slavic societies is also described some time later by the Jewish traveler and writer from Muslim Spain Ibrahim Ibn-Yakub who had occasion to travel amongst them: “Slavs are a brave people able for war. If it was not for lack of accord amongst their numerous and scattered tribes no nation in the world could measure up to them.”


  Borrowing Slavic methods of small-unit fighting, by 593 the Romanians began to send raiding parties across the Danube issued with “crossbows with short arrows” and “javelins or spears of the Slavic type.”40 A 200-man raiding party, for example, led by Priscus caught the Sclavene “voivoda” Ardagast(us) in a surprise night attack following a Slav celebration, scattering his inebriated men and causing heavy casualties. The raid seems to have been a preemptive strike since Ardagast(us) and his men were also preparing to leave for Imperial Romanian territory. A somewhat larger 3,000-men imperial reconnaissance unit also intercepted and defeated a Sclavene war-party led by one Musoc(ius). Some Slav warriors including Musoc(ius) were taken prisoners and executed on the spot, the survivors escaping into the marshes. The victory was short-lived, however, since the Imperial force was soon attacked in turn and barely managed to escape across the Danube. The following year in 594 Emperor Maurice again launched a campaign against the Sclaves, this time led by his brother Peter. A Romanian advance guard encountered a Sclavene force of some 600 men at Marcianopolis who were returning from a raid in Moesia, wagons loaded with loot. Using “Scythian” tactics the Sclavenes formed a wagon circle, which was breached after stubborn fighting the Slav warriors fighting to the last man in the knowledge that captives would be executed. Peter’s victorious forces continued north and crossed the Danube, with the intention of bringing the fight to enemy territory.


  Maurice’s campaigns seem to have subdued the Sclavenes for a short period of time and Priscus turned his attention to the Avars, led by their Kagan (king) Bayan. With a powerful force he retook Singidunum (Belgrade) on the Danube in 596, and five years later in spite of a peace treaty he crossed the Danube and inflicted a series of defeats on the Avars. Bayan retreated to the Tisza river (today’s Hungary) where followed by Maurice’s commander Priscus he was forced to give battle and again suffered a bad defeat. For the first time in several centuries the army of the Eastern Roman Empire stood in triumph on the opposite side of the Danube. Maurice’s strategy of taking the fight to the enemy and maintaining a constant pressure on the Slavs was beginning to pay off, since neither the Sclavenes nor the Antae could match for long the resources of the Empire. Led by their “voivoda” Apsich the Antae signed a treaty with Constantinople becoming Romanian allies. In the past the Imperial Army had not conducted campaigns in the winter but retired to its southern winter quarters. The Slavs who had no difficulties with winter conditions would simply move in and reoccupy the lost territory. To continue holding the Sclavenes and the Avars at bay, in 602 Emperor Maurice ordered the army to remain north of the Danube rather than retiring to its southern winter quarters. This was a fatal error which would cost him his life. The mainly mercenary army rebelled, marched on Constantinople and overthrew him, naming one Phocas as the successor. Maurice fled with his family but was soon apprehended and beheaded, together with four of his eight sons.


  Phocas was a complete military and political disaster. Though he was put in power by the army he soon alienated most of its commanders. Suspecting his most able commander Narses of treason he lured him to the capital, had him arrested and burned alive at the stake. Sensing the Graeco-Roman Empire’s weakness the Persian King Choesroes struck with a large army the following year, and in four years occupied much of Asia Minor and the Middle East. By 608 his army stood at the Bosphorus, the night fires of its camps in plain view of Constantinople. In a desperate attempt to maintain control Phocas began to resort to mass persecution and executions. He first launched a campaign against the Monophysites and began to forcibly convert Jews to Orthodox Christianity, which resulted in further chaos and a religious conflict. In response to the repression the Jews rose in revolt in Antioch and began to massacre Christians, in the process arresting and inflicting a painful death on Patriarch Anastasius. The hostility between Christians and Jews now erupted into open conflict, with Jews allying themselves with the advancing Persians. By 614 Antioch, Damascus and Jerusalem were captured with hardly any Orthodox Christians left alive. The True Cross and other relics of the Crucifixion such as the True Lance and Sponge were seized and the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, as well as other Christian shrines were destroyed. Next, Egypt fell to the Persian forces and their allies. The Danubian frontier also collapsed, and seeing their opportunity the Sclavenes and Avars attacked and destroyed the Antae who were still allied with Constantinople. With their rear secured the Sclavenes began to move into Romanian and Germanic territory occupying Macedonia, Thesaly, Boetia, Epirus, and the Peloponnese in southern Greece. Others headed west into Illyria and the Dalmatian coast in what is today Slovakia, Slovenia, Croatia and the Czech Republic. Never had the Roman Empire faced such a desperate situation since the collapse of the West two centuries previously.



  Unlike the western part of the Roman Empire, however, the East would demonstrate a powerful resilience against external threat. In response to the Persian advance a large military force was raised in North Africa and put under the command of two young cousins, Heraclius and Nicetus. It proceeded to sail to Constantinople where Phocas was immediately arrested and executed together with his close followers. That same afternoon Heraclius underwent two ceremonies; first he was married, and then became crowned Emperor. He would become the savior of the Empire, introducing fundamental and far-reaching reforms which would ensure its survival for centuries to come. Drawing his inspiration from past practice the foundations of a new type of army and land tenure were laid. All territory was divided into four self-contained “themes,” each governed by a military commander or “strategos.” Many of the refugees were then settled in these territories receiving permanent grants of land in return for hereditary military service. This removed the need for mercenaries and reintroduced the backbone of the traditional army, the citizen-soldier with a vested interest in the defense of the Empire. Secondly, all use of Latin was replaced by Greek, both in the civil and military services, with “Imperator” being replaced by “Basilevs.” This was a symbolic and final break between the East and the West and one which would be reinforced by the Slavic occupations of the Balkan provinces. Henceforth the West would develop as a collection of Germanic kingdoms, while the East would reclaim its status as the Greek European civilization, with large areas under Slav occupation.


  It took several years to assemble and train an army strong enough to face the seasoned Persian forces. To finance the reconquest of the lost territories Heraclius imposed a contribution on the Orthodox Church and placed himself in command of all Romanian forces. For the first time in a century and a half an Emperor would lead his men into battle, and sensing his readiness Heraclius launched the campaign against the Persians on Easter Monday of 622. As Alexander the Great before him he drove through Asia Minor, re-occupied Armenia and began advancing across Azerbaijan towards the Persian capital at Ctesiphon. After capturing and burning the Persian King’s great palace at Ganzak, Heraclius’ forces were cut off by a large Persian army led by their great general Shahr-Baraz. After maneuvering around the western shores of the Caspian Sea and through Asia Minor, in the spring of 625 Heraclius led his men on a long and desperate march towards the Euphrates River. There at Adana a great battle took place. With the Euphrates separating them the Persian army unexpectedly appeared before the imperial forces drawn-up and ready for battle. Gaining control of a bridge the Romanians charged across the Euphrates pushing the enemy back, who began to retreat. This was part of a carefully prepared trap laid by Shahr-Baraz and now the extended Romanian lines found themselves caught in an ambush. Charging the trapped Romanian vanguard the Persians shattered its ranks and proceeded to destroy the enemy. Seeing the desperate situation in which his men found themselves and ignoring the hail of arrows unleashed by the Persian archers Heracles led a charge of the rearguard troops across the bridge. The momentum of the charge broke the Persian attack, forcing them into a retreat. The personal courage exhibited by Heraclius had saved the day and created a legendary fame for the Emperor.


  The war was not yet over, however. In an outflanking move designed to drain Heraclius’ forces the Persian King Chosroes decided to launch a powerful force against Constantinople, aware that the situation had not improved for the Romanians in the Balkan provinces. The capital of Dalmatia on the Adriatic Sea, Salona, had been sacked by the Slavs in 612 contributing to a further depopulation of the Balkans. Like all good barbarians they destroyed towns and cities and settled in the countryside, forming independent territories called Sclavinias by the Greeks. An especially dense area of settlement was in Macedonia in the region of Thessalonica with the city remaining in Imperial hands, its walls having withstood Slav and Avar sieges.41 In a move to consolidate his forces in the early 620s Heraclius undertook a reorganization of the entire defense system. A part of the northern frontier was abandoned and all imperial troops from the Balkans were withdrawn, with the main defenses concentrated nearer to Constantinople in the form of localized but mobile town-based forces. Elsewhere the destruction inflicted by the Slavs was widespread and thorough. Cities of the interior were sacked with only a few seaside ports remaining intact. Most Imperial administration collapsed and Christianity was completely extinguished in many areas for several centuries to come. Entire stretches of countryside became deserted with inhabitants slaughtered, taken as slaves, or forced to flee. Unlike the Christian Goths, who were seeking a place within the Empire, the pagan Slavs were invaders bent on conquering and retaining as much land as they could, and had no wish to become a part of what even remotely resembled a Graeco-Roman state institution.


  Advancing towards Constantinople the Persians now proposed an alliance with the Avars and the Slavs. The plan was to launch a coordinated attack on the city from the east and the west, with the Avars siege machinery forcing the western gates between the Golden Horn and the Sea of Marmara. A Slav fleet of “monoxylas,” or dug-out canoes was also to make its way from the upper end of the Golden Horn and join the Avars by disembarking and attacking the relatively weak Blachernae district. The Persians, in the meantime, were to effect a crossing of the Bosphorus using rafts and the dug-out canoes which the Slavs were to provide once they had disembarked. The Avars had brought advanced siege machinery such as the 50 foot tall Chinese trebuchet catapults which could hurl stones the weight of a small car a distance of ¼ mile, mobile towers to scale walls, and battering rams to break down the thick doors of the gates. This would be the first full-scale attack on Constantinople’s defenses. At first all went well, with the Avar cavalry capturing a part of the Blachernae quarter which at the time lay outside of the main walls. Miraculously, the church of the Theotokos (Mother of God) was not harmed in the fighting, with credit given to the holy relics which were stored within. The dismounted Avar horsemen, however, could not breach the city’s main land-side Theodosian Wall. The original wall and towers designed by the Praetorian Prefect Anthemius and completed in 423 had been destroyed in the great earthquake 34 years later and were replaced by the stronger defenses which were now under siege, and which would prove to be impregnable.42 On the western land-side of the city there were three lines of defense. A besieging force would first come across a moat of 18½ m. (61 feet) wide and 6 m. (20 feet) deep filled with water, with a low wall behind it to allow defenders to harass the enemy as he was attempting to cross. Should the enemy succeed in crossing the moat and breaching the first line the besieged force would retreat to the main (second) outer wall, some 61 feet away and between 2 feet and 6½ feet in thickness, depending on the distance from the ground. It stood some 27½ feet above a paved terrace separating it from the moat wall, intended to be a killing ground.43 By the time the enemy reached the third and last inner wall, casualties would be so great that he would simply not have enough manpower to continue the assault.


  The Avar forces arrived before the land walls on the 29th of July 626. After a two day preparation and advancing behind mobile armored shields they launched an attack all along the walls, concentrating their forces on the central section between the gates of St. Romanus and St. Charisius (Top Kapi and Edirn in today’s Istanbul). This was the so-called “mesoteichion,” and was the most vulnerable part of the land defenses. Here the walls and towers descended into the valley of the Lycus stream which entered the city halfway between the two gates, and lay below the high ground on either side of the valley. The Avars deployed the Chinese trebuchet catapults, the first time they would be used in Europe. Commanded by Magister Bonus the defenders at first sortied daily beyond the walls to challenge the enemy, and “through the efficacy of God, as a result of their superiority our men kept the enemy at a distance.” This, however, did not prevent the Avars from closing in on the walls. Covering their trebuchets and siege towers with hides they advanced almost as far as the outworks between the gates of St. Romanus and St. Polyandrian. The siege continued for the next ten days but the Avar siege machinery was unable to put even a dent into the massive Theodosian Walls. The outer and inner facings of the fortifications were constructed from layers of stone and brick with the inside cavity filled with mortared rubble. This gave the walls strength, enabling them to absorb the shock of the heavy stones striking the outer facing. Another important factor was the religious fervor and morale of the defenders. With the absence of Emperor Heraclius the Patriarch Sergius of the Orthodox Church assumed responsibility, leading a daily procession with the clergy along the whole length of the wall, carrying the “miraculous” icon of the Mother of God.


  The decisive encounter between the besieged and the besiegers came a week later in the waters of the Golden Horn. Some 70-odd warships—the swift “dromones”—had been kept in home waters and sheltered in the harbors behind the protective walls. These large warships, usually propelled by two rows of oars on each side were designed for ramming and grappling with enemy ships. Archers were also stationed in wooden towers and once within range could shower the enemy with an uninterrupted hail of arrows (a few decades later Greek Fire would be installed on the top decks, making the imperial navy virtually invincible). Retaining some of the dromones to face the Persians camped across the Bosphorus, the main fleet was sent against the “Sclavene Wolves” who were advancing towards the city in their dug-out “monoxylas.” The fleets met in the Golden Horn but the Slavs stood little chance against the big warships. Their boarding attacks were repulsed with heavy losses, with the dugouts being either scattered or sunk. The Slav tribes which took part in the sea battle must have counted on their entire resources of “manpower” since we are told by the chronicler Nicephorus that judging from the bodies which washed up on shore women were also fighting in the Slav ranks.


  Deprived of their reinforcements the Avars broke camp and left, burning all their siege machinery. The Theodosian Wall had stood its first major assault and passed the test with flying colors. The Persians, who were to be ferried across in rafts and Slav canoes never had the opportunity to attack the city. Word came of the Persian defeats by Heraclius and in the spring of the following year they struck camp and departed. The main Persian army was destroyed in the battle of Nineveh with their commander Razates killed by Heraclius in single combat. By the spring of 625 the Persians surrendered all conquered territory and were forced to return the True Cross and other relics of the Crucifixion which they had captured in Jerusalem. Heraclius entered Constantinople on 14 September 628 and in a great procession headed towards the St. Sophia Cathedral, with the True Cross leading the way. He had shown that it was possible to rebound from military disaster and loss of territory by able military leadership, a motivated army and a well defended capital. The victories were hailed as a triumph of Christianity over the pagans with the struggles viewed as holy wars, Constantinople being protected by the Mother of God and Europe under a general divine protection. Never since Justinian’s reign was the prestige of the Roman Empire on such a high level.


  The defeat of the Avars and Slavs before the walls of Constantinople marked the peak of Avar power, which began to decline in the following years. The Avar empire had included almost the whole of central Europe with a large part of the Balkan Peninsula, and political influence which extended even further. Using the excellent road system of the Eastern Roman Empire the Slavs in the meantime continued to occupy much of the Balkan Peninsula, leading a Western chronicler-traveler Isidore of Seville, to remark that in the 5th year of Heraclius’ reign the “Slavs took Greece from the Romans.”44 In central Europe, however, the Slavs found themselves in difficulties. Their scattered settlements had fallen under the control of the Avars, to whom they were paying tribute, while their neighbors the Sorbs were subjects of the Frankish Merovingian kings. Soon all this would change when in 623 the Veneti (Wends) elected a merchant from Gaul as their chief. The Merovingian chronicler Fredegar left a record of the events which followed:


  
    In the fortieth year of Chlotar’s reign (Clotaire II) a … Frank named Samo … joined with other merchants in order to go and do business with those Slavs who are known as Wends. The Slavs had already started to rise against the Avars called Huns, and against their ruler, the Kagan…. Every year the Huns wintered with the Slavs, sleeping with their wives and daughters, and in addition, the Slavs paid tribute and endured many other burdens. (They) eventually found this shameful oppression intolerable … [and] refused to obey their lords and started to rise in rebellion. When they took the field against the Huns, Samo the merchant … went with them and his bravery won their admiration. An astonishing number of Huns were put to the sword by the Wends. Recognizing his usefulness the Wends made Samo their King; and he ruled them well for thirty-five years. Several times they fought under his leadership against the Huns and his prudence and courage always brought the Wends victory. Samo had twelve Wendish wives who bore him twenty-two sons and fifteen daughters.45

  


  It has been suggested that Samo’s name identifies him as a Gaul rather than a Frank. Samo could also have been a Slav since he does not appear to have been a Christian, as the Romanized Gauls or Franks were by this time.


  The Franks had not interfered in the Avar-Slav fighting and waited for the final outcome. Their prudence was well-founded and was based on past experience. Some time before, when the Avars and Slavs had begun to penetrate the eastern part of the Frankish Kingdom (today’s Austria), a Frankish force which was sent against them had suffered a bad defeat. A second Frankish force led by King Siegebert suffered an even worse defeat in 562, with the King taken prisoner. A truce was established between the two sides which lasted until 630, but following the defeat of the Avars at the hands of the Slavs, Dagobert I began to demand that Samo pay reparations for the Frankish merchants robbed and killed by the Wends. Samo refused, and as recorded by Fredegar, King Dagobert “ordered the raising of a force throughout his kingdom of Austrasia (Austria), to proceed against Samo and the Wends. Three corps set out against the Wends.” The Lombards and the Allemani provided a corps each, with Dagobert himself leading the Austrasians. The Allemani and Lombards were victorious, but as described by Fredegar:


  
    Dagobert’s Austrasians on the other hand invested the stronghold of Wogastisburg (in today’s Czech Republic?) … and were crushed in a three-day battle. And so they made for home, leaving all their tents and equipment behind them in their flight. After this the Wends made many a plundering sortie into Thuringia and the neighboring districts of the kingdom of the Franks. Furthermore, Dervan the Duke of the Sorbs, a people of Slav origin long subject to the Franks, placed himself and his people under the rule of Samo.46

  


  Samo remained the Slavs’ ruler until his death some 35 years later. No trace remained of the Slavic kingdom that he established when it broke up into separate tribes following his death, and it would take several centuries until the Slavs would establish the Great Moravian Kingdom in central Europe.


  Other Veneti Slavs settled in the Alpine region between the Danube and the Adriatic Sea in what is today Austria and Slovenia while others headed towards north-eastern Italy to the Friulian Marsh, there building villages on piles sunk in the water which would grow into the city of Venice. By the middle of the 7th century the Veneti were launching sea expeditions against Italian cities, and one such raid is described by Paul the Deacon in his 6-volume history of the Germanic Lombards. In 642 a Slav expedition set out against Benevento, a Lombard duchy in southern Italy. The duchy was ruled by one Aio and his brothers, Radoald and Grimoald, who were born and raised in Friuli and spoke fluent Slavic.


  
    … the Slavs came with a greater number of ships and set up their camp not far from the city of Sipontum. They made hidden pit-falls around their camp and when Aio came upon them in the absence of Radoald and Grimoald and attempted to conquer them, his horse fell into one of the pit-falls, the Slavs rushed upon him and he was killed, along with a number of others. When this was announced to Radoald, he came quickly and talked familiarly with these Slavs in their own language.

  


  Having lulled the Slavs into a false sense of security Radoald fell upon them, killing many. Paul the Deacon points out that they had no kings or rulers, and that their political organization did not resemble that of any other people he knew.


  



  The Slavs, the Empire, and the Rise of Islam


  The failure to take Constantinople did not halt the Slavic penetration of imperial territory. Settlements known as “Sclaviniae” began to appear scattered throughout the Balkan Peninsula mainly in river valleys. Rejecting Christianity, the Slavs continued to live in a tribal system based on kinship which set them apart from the local population. As commented by Bishop Amandus, who in 630 led the first known mission to the “Sclavi” on the Danube, they were “sunk in great error, were caught in the devil’s snares,” since apparently he had no success in converting them to Christianity. The absence of state traditions as well as the extensive destruction which they caused also tended to isolate them from cultural assimilation. Not all Slavic tribes were hostile to Constantinople, however, since some such as the Croats and Serbs (Sorbs) seem to have been invited to expel the Avars from Illiricum and settle in their territory. The occupation of Imperial territory had the effect of depriving the Romanian army of its traditional recruits from much of the Balkans, and to cut lines of communication between East and West.


  The sea lanes were open, however, and even as late as the 7th century the Eastern Empire retained Corsica, Sicily, the Greek cities in the Italian “heel” and “toe” (Bruttium) as well as all of north Africa along the Mediterranean coast. Also in the north the cities of Naples, Rome, and Ravenna, and the territories belonging to Perugia and Pentapolis were still under the Imperial authority of Constantinople. Actually in 663, five years before his assassination, Emperor Constans II transferred his capital to Syracuse in southern Italy, together with his entire court. In spite of many heretical Christian sects, particularly in the eastern provinces, the Church was a binding force for the imperial state. Both East and West were still united in Orthodoxy (the “Right Faith”), which was proclaimed to be Catholic (Universal) in the Empire. Nevertheless conflict was inevitable due to political divisions and theological disagreement. In 653 Pope Martin I was arrested on orders from Emperor Constans, brought to Constantinople and thrown in jail. He was released because of illness due to bad treatment, only to die six months later in exile in the Crimea. A reconciliation was arrived at when in 678 Emperor Constantine IV proposed to hold an Ecumenical Council of the Church. Pope Agatho agreed, and in 680 delegates from all parts of Christendom began to gather for what became the 6th Ecumenical Council, held in Constantinople. The first session, attended by 174 delegates was held in great pomp in the domed hall of the imperial palace, and ten months and eighteen sessions later the Council adjourned in complete agreement.


  The reconciliation of the Church came just in time to meet two new challenges to its authority. Monophysitism was gaining in popularity and many bishops in the Middle East and Egypt had become adherents of the heresy which was treasonous and thus subject to persecution. A second threat lay in the new and powerful faith which had arisen in Arabia. Several years before the siege of Constantinople by the Avars and the Slavs a merchant by the name of Mohammed preaching a new faith called Islam (“Submission”) fled from Mecca in 622 to seek refuge in Medina. He died in 632 in his early 60s after a brief illness, and a year later an army of Islam composed of Arab tribesmen began to spread the Word of God by the sword. A root cause for the exodus was probably overpopulation of the arid Arab peninsula, largely composed of desert.


  At first the Arabs were not taken seriously since only a small Romanian force was sent out against them, which was quickly annihilated. Finally a large imperial force reportedly 80,000 strong was sent to block the Muslim army. Led by their commander Khalid and outnumbered, the Arab forces fell back to the Yarmuk River, just south of Galilee. Both armies halted, facing each other for some three months, neither side daring to make the first move. Finally, on 20 August 636 a violent sandstorm broke out, exactly what Khalid had been waiting for, sweeping in and enveloping the imperial Army. The Arab tribesmen were well protected by their clothing, and seeing that the enemy was being blinded by the blowing sand Khalid ordered his desert cavalry to charge, completely routing the Romanian forces. About the same time another Arab army won a decisive victory against the Persians at Qadisiyak in Iraq. Now the Christian and Zoroastrian empires lay open to the armies of Islam. After a prolonged siege the Patriarch of Jerusalem who was in charge of the city’s defense surrendered, and in February 638 Caliph Omar rode into Jerusalem on a white camel. By 640 Syria, Palestine and Mesopotamia had also fallen, and in the mid–640s Egypt, with its Greek center of learning at Alexandria, was in Arab hands. An important role in the conquest was played by the Monophysite and Nestorian Christians who were viewed as heretical and were persecuted by the official Orthodox Church just as the Arians had been a few centuries before. Orthodoxy was firmly established as the official state religion, as expressed in the final verse of the great Graeco-Roman epic poem, “Digenes Akritas,” the half–Arab hero who performs many feats of valor fighting the Muslims, as he gives advice to the Emperor: “So I beseech your glorious majesty: love him who is obedient, pity the poor; deliver the oppressed from malefactors, forgive those who unwittingly make blunders, and heed no slanders, nor accept injustice; sweep heretics out, confirm the Orthodox.” Promised freedom of worship, the “heretics” allied themselves with the Muslim Arabs and greatly contributed to their victory.


  The Arabs’ main objective was Constantinople, the seat of imperial power and its fabled wealth, and by 644 they turned their attention to the sea. A Muslim fleet commanded by Muawiya, the conqueror and governor of Syria, captured Cyprus with its important naval base. Next in 654 the island of Rhodes fell. A fleet commanded by Emperor Constans was also defeated, opening the way to Constantinople and the capital region. Muawiya, however, could not follow up on his victories. Uthman, the fourth and last of Mohammed’s companions to be Caliph (successor), was assassinated in his house in Medina, and disagreement broke out as to the succession. Both Mohammed’s nephew Ali and the Syrian governor Muawiya had strong support amongst their followers, with the Prophet’s favorite wife Ayesha backing the latter. Fighting broke out between the two sides and lasted for almost five years until Ali was also assassinated. Muawiya, like Uthman a member of the Umayyad clan, was confirmed as Caliph but the civil war had divided Islam; a Sunni mainstream, and a Shiite minority continuing to proclaim Ali as the legitimate Caliph.


  Muawiya the founder of the Umayyad dynasty transferred the Muslim capital from Medina to his Syrian city of Damascus, and began to make preparations to move against Constantinople the gateway and capital of Europe. In 672 Muawiya’s fleet entered the Sea of Marmara and captured the coastal territory with the objective of establishing a naval base. After two years of preparation the siege of Constantinople began in earnest, and would last for five years. Never again would the city have to undergo such a test of its defenses. Once again the heavy catapults which were brought up against the city failed to breach the massive fortifications. The defense of the Imperial capital was decided by a secret weapon recently invented and deployed for the first time—Greek Fire, known to the Romanians as Medean Fire. It would save Constantinople and Europe time and time again, yet even today we are unsure of its composition. It seems to have been an oil-based compound used as a modern flame thrower, with the liquid ignited and sprayed on enemy ships, or onto the surrounding waters. Alternatively it could be placed into baked clay pots, ignited and catapulted onto enemy positions. As its name suggests, the main ingredient was probably crude oil which seeped to the surface by the Caspian Sea, then in Persia. The effect on the Muslims was devastating, and by 679 the Arab forces were ready to withdraw. Prophet Mohammed’s prediction that “Rum” (as the Arabs called Constantinople) and the Graeco-Roman Empire would one day be occupied by the armies of Islam would have to wait for a much later date. Muawiya accepted the Christian terms of peace which included the withdrawal from all occupied Aegean islands, and an annual tribute to be paid into Constantinople’s coffers. A year later he was dead, and the Muslim advance against Christendom ground to a temporary halt.


  Muawiya had broken with past Arab practice by installing himself as a royal authority in Damascus, and clearly imagined himself to be the successor to the imperial throne. As pointed out by the great Muslim historian Ibn Khaldun: “The first to use a throne in Islam was Muawiya. (The Muslims) had despised pomp, which has nothing whatever to do with the truth. The Caliphate then came to be royal authority, and the Muslims learned to esteem the splendor and luxury of this world.”


  Before his death Muawiya had also broken with the past by designating his son Yazid to succeed him as Caliph. The traditional clans in Medina, which opposed the undemocratic move encouraged Ali’s son Hussain to rebel but his outnumbered force was surrounded in the desert at Kabala, and refusing to surrender it was annihilated to a man. Hussain became a Shiite martyr and his followers would feel a deep sense of guilt and shame for not being able to come to his assistance. Even to this day Shiites practice a ritual self-flogging with the more devout inflicting wounds on themselves. Yazid died suddenly in 683 and more rebellions and a civil war followed. Muawiya’s cousin succeeded him briefly followed by his son Abd Al-Malik who, by 692, had overcome his rivals and in the process drove back the Romanian armies, who were attempting to recover their lost territory. Under Abd Al-Malik the Muslim empire assumed a more Arabic flavor. Greek was replaced by Arabic as the language of government administration and Islamic coins began to be issued and replaced the minting of Imperial coinage. Many Greek words for which there was no Arabic equivalent dealing with state administration were retained, and made their way into the Arabic language of today. While the Christian Empire was being impoverished by the lost provinces and a civil war, the Islamic state under the Umayyads was beginning to prosper.



  

The rise of Islam and its threat to the Christian Graeco-Roman Empire was accompanied by the pagan Slavic pressure in the Balkans, but due to its commitments in Asia Minor and the Middle East the Romanian emperors had generally adopted a defensive strategy against the Slavs. Now they began to take the initiative. The chronicler Theophanes records that in 658 Emperor Constans II campaigned against the Sklavinias in Macedonia, taking “many prisoners” and bringing “many people under his control.” This seems to have backfired somewhat since there were Slavs who were also serving in the imperial forces, who reacting negatively to Constans’ campaign against their kinfolk began to desert to the Muslims. As commented by Theophanes: “Abd Al-Rahman (an Arab general), the son of Khalid attacked Romania; he wintered there after devastating many towns. The Sklavinoi went over to him and 5,000 went to Syria with him. They were settled in the village of Seleukobolos near Apamea (Syria).”47


  In the west the Imperial forces had their hands full with the Germanic tribes as well, which were pushing into Italy particularly the Lombards who began to control a large part of the Italian Peninsula. As if the Slavs, Lombards and Arabs were not enough, another invader began to threaten the Balkan Peninsula. The Eurasian plain which had long been the home of Indo-European nomads had come under the control of Turkic tribes, who themselves were of a mixed Indo-European and Mongolian (or Ugro-Finnic) background. Like the Scythians and the Sarmatians before them they were mounted archers and lancers, and could cover great distances in a short period of time. The first Asian invaders whose arrival created a stir not seen since the Germanic wars were the Huns, who were followed two centuries later by the powerful Avars. Unable to penetrate the walls of the Roman capital Constantinople, the Huns and the Avars were eventually defeated and little was heard of them again. Now in the 7th century they were replaced by yet a third Turkic group of tribes, the Bulgars, who together with the Slavs would carve out a powerful kingdom in the Balkan Peninsula.


  As part of its foreign policy the Romanian Empire had always used missions to spread Christianity amongst the barbarians, in an attempt to gain some influence over the pagan tribes. In 619 Emperor Heraclius had invited the Onogur king Organa and his nephew Kovrat to Constantinople as guests. Both were baptized as Orthodox Christians, with Heraclius becoming godfather to Organa. When Organa left to join his people in the Pontic Steppe, Kovrat remained behind to be raised in Heraclius’ court, and become a close friend of the Emperor. When Organa died Kovrat assumed command of the Onogurs and began to put the affairs of his people in order. First he rose against the Avars (who had retreated from Europe and were now the Bulgars’ overlords) and expelled them from Onogur territory. Next he confirmed his alliance with Constantinople, in return being made a “patricius” of the Empire by Heraclius to whom he remained loyal until his death in 642. All land stretching from the foothills of the Caucasus Mountains to the Don and Dnipro Rivers was recognized by Constantinople as Onogur territory, and became known as “Old Bulgaria.”


  New Bulgaria would not prove to be as friendly. Soon after Kovrat’s death the alliance broke up, probably due to Constantinople’s failure to come to the Onogurs’ aid against a new Turkic invader, the Khasars. By about 670 Old Bulgaria was smashed, and led by Kovrat’s son Asparuch, a large part of the surviving Bulgar army began to move west toward the Danube delta. Realizing they were no longer allies, a strong Romanian force was sent to prevent them from crossing into imperial territory. Following traditional strategy a flotilla carrying infantry set out towards the Danube in 680 under the command of Emperor Constantine IV, while cavalry units were sent overland from Thrace to meet the fleet. Constantine’s force disembarked on the north shore of the Danube and deployed for battle, but the outnumbered Bulgars retreated behind the swamps and the lagoons of the delta and set up defensive positions. Not being able to advance, Constantine began to move his men out of the area to board ships for a more favorable beachhead. This proved to be a blunder for which he would pay dearly. As his men began to board, Asparuch took advantage of the emperor’s exposed flanks and attacked, inflicting heavy casualties on the Romanian infantry. Constantine barely escaped with what remained of his army and the Bulgars began to cross the Danube at their leisure. Advancing south the Bulgars occupied most of Moesia (today’s southern Rumania and northern Bulgaria) forcing many of the scattered Sclavene into submission. Their presence in Moesia was recognized by a peace treaty concluded in 681 with the Empire which granted the Bulgars an annual tribute.


  Part of the territory which Asparuch occupied was already settled by Slav tribes, each operating independently but not being strong enough to dominate any area of notable size. Unlike the Slavs, the Bulgars (as most Turkic tribes) were governed by hereditary Kagans or kings, and soon a number of Slavic tribes became incorporated into their system. While maintaining their own religion, customs, and most social conditions many Slav boyars now began to owe personal allegiance to the Kagan. This was the beginning of an embryonic state, and elementary though it was it permitted the formation of inter-tribal Slavic military units, backed by the powerful Bulgar cavalry. Asparuch established his capital in Eastern Moesia in the Slavic town of Pliska, resettling some of the Slav tribes along the borders of his kingdom to reinforce the frontiers against the Avars and the Imperial forces. In two or three generations the leadership of the army would pass into Slavic hands and we hear of the Kagan’s military commanders being addressed as “boyars.” Bulgaria would become a Slavic state united in Orthodox Christianity, led by a Tsar, with the boyars forming the military aristocracy.


  The Slavic settlements in the Balkans and the Greek peninsula, particularly the rise of the Bulgarian kingdom introduced a new dimension into the affairs of the Eastern Roman Empire. Unlike the Goths and Vandals who were mainly transient migrants attempting to carve out territory the Slavs and the Bulgars had established themselves as permanent occupiers; and they were still pagans, opposed to any form of Christianity. The fortunes of the Eastern Empire would depend on a hostile kingdom established on its territory, but the reforms which Heraclius had introduced were beginning to pay off. The Themes system proved to be a success with Imperial armies now consisting largely of farmer-soldiers and not mercenaries as had occurred in the West. When Constantine IV died of dysentery in 685 at the age of 33 he was succeeded by his young son Justinian II, who renewed his father’s military activities. First he marched against the Muslims in the Caucasus and the Middle East and forced Caliph Abdul-Malik to sue for peace. Next, during 688–89 he led a successful expedition against the Slavs and Bulgars, making a triumphal entry into Thessalonica which had been taken by the Slavs. Many Slav villages were transported to the Theme of Opsikion on the south shore of the Sea of Marmara, seemingly with their agreement but the expedition ended with an imperial defeat. A record was left by Theophanes.


  
    In this year (688) Justinian campaigned against Sklavinia and Bulgaria. Advancing to Thessalonika, he thrust back as far as possible the Bulgars he encountered. He conquered large hosts of Slavs (some in battle but others went over to him) and settled them in the Opsikion, sending them across by way of Abydos. While he was withdrawing the Bulgars stopped him on the road at the narrow part of a mountain pass. He was barely able to get through, and his army took many casualties.48

  


  Always in need of manpower, the Eastern Empire began to recruit Slavs into its land forces. A “Special Army” of 30,000 men was raised from the re-settled Slavs to fight the Muslims.49 The re-settlement may not have been that voluntary for in 691 many Slavs deserted and joined the Arabs. Justinian reacted by massacring the remaining Slavs of Bithynia (northwestern Turkey) with their wives and children being thrown into the sea from a high cliff.


  
    Justinian, confident in them (the Special Army) wrote to the Arabs that he would not abide by the peace which had been agreed upon in writing. Taking up his Special Army and all the thematic cavalry, he traveled by sea to Sebastopolis (south-eastern shore of the Black Sea)…. They (the Arabs) armed themselves and went to Sebastopolis, though the Emperor had perverted what the two sides had agreed upon with oaths. God would be the judge and avenger of their charges. But since the Emperor would not tolerate hearing any such thing, being instead eager for battle, they dissolved the written peace treaty and rushed against the Romanians. They hung a copy of the treaty from a spear to go before them in place of a banner. Muhammad was their general as they joined battle. At first the Arabs were defeated, but Muhammad bribed the general of the Slavs allied to the Romanians. He sent him a purse loaded with numismata (Romanian gold coins) and, deceiving him with many promises, persuaded him to desert to the Arabs with 20,000 Slavs. Then Justinian massacred the remaining Slavs and their wives and children at Leukate, a precipitous place by the sea on the gulf of Nikomedeia.50

  


  The Romanian army was defeated, and the Arabs and Slavs occupied Armenia and Khorasan (inner Persia). The ArabSlav alliance seems to have lasted, since a few years later in 694 the Arab commander Muhammad “attacked Romania; he had with him the Slavs who had fled, as they had experience of Romania.” The Slavs seem to have converted to Islam following Muhammad’s victory, for Theophanes noticed that there was a slaughter of pigs in Syria where the Slavs had been settled.


  The time of unrest and civil strife continued. Justinian was arrested and executed in Asia Minor in 711 by an upstart, who was followed by two others before Leo III succeeded to capture the throne in 717. With Leo III came a period of internal stability and another attack on the capital. Islam had not given up hope for the capture of Constantinople and a preparation was made for a final assault on the city. The time seemed to be ripe. During the reign of Abd Al-Malik, civil strife had destabilized the Christian empire, and following the Caliph’s death his son and successor Al-Walid laid the finishing touches for the siege of Constantinople which had begun earlier by his brother Suleyman and cousin Umar.


  Led by the Caliph’s brother Maslama a force of reportedly 80,000–120,000 men began advancing on Constantinople from Asia Minor, arriving before the city on 15 August 717. On September 1 an 1800-vessel fleet entered the Sea of Marmara and the second Muslim siege of Constantinople began. The only surviving Christian account of the siege is that of Theophanes. With a south wind blowing the Muslim fleet advanced towards the city, a part of the fleet sailing through to the Bosphorus. Laden with heavy supplies the great ships made slow progress, giving Leo a chance to send lighter Greek Fire ships in pursuit. Maslama’s fleet was attacked and almost totally destroyed depriving the besieging army of reserve food, supplies, and equipment. In addition, the winter of 717–18 was unusually cold, with snow covering the ground. This took a further toll on the men and animals, who were not accustomed to the cold and could only take shelter in flimsy tents. Facing a desperate situation Maslama sent for fresh supplies and reinforcements, and soon a 400-ship fleet from Egypt and 200 ships from Western Africa arrived with men and food. Fearing the Greek Fire, Maslama ordered his vessels to hide in the bays of the Sea of Marmara but their locations were revealed by Christian sailors from Egypt and North Africa who, disenchanted with Muslim rule, “consulted among themselves. That night they took the merchant ships’ light boats and, acclaiming the Emperor, fled to the city.” Trapped in the bays, most of the warships were destroyed, with their supplies falling into Christian hands.


  The land forces besieging the city fared no better. A year before the siege began Emperor Theodosius had signed a treaty with the Bulgar Tsar Tervel, and now a Bulgar-Slav army appeared before Constantinople and proceeded to attack the weakened Muslim forces.51 The result was a devastating defeat for the armies of Islam, and as recorded by Theophanes: “as say those who know such things exactly (Tervel’s army) slaughtered 22,000 Arabs.” As usual with many Chronicles, perhaps an exaggerated number.


  In August 718, Maslama lifted the siege of the city and began to pull out. Loading his men on ships he headed out to the Sea of Marmara, where a great storm broke out and sank most of his fleet. The remaining ships made it out to the Aegean Sea, but fared no better. Most were swept up by huge tidal waves and only ten ships survived the storm. As if this was not enough, they were attacked by a Christian fleet and only five Arab ships managed to make it to safety. In Constantinople the total victory was celebrated as a clear sign from Heaven, the Mother of God once again saving her city. Religious beliefs and attitudes were an important part of a military conflict and a victory was considered as a revelation of God’s preference for the righteous. Conversely, a defeat was a clear sign from Heaven of God’s displeasure with Man’s sins, which had to be uncovered and confessed.


  The Muslim drive to conquer the remaining Christian lands in Asia Minor and the Balkan Peninsula had failed, and their attention was now diverted eastwards. The powerful Abbasid clan in former Persian Iraq which had risen to prominence began to challenge the Umayyad Caliphs. The Abbasid leader al-Saffah was proclaimed Caliph in 749 by his followers, and in February of the following year the Abbasid and Umayyad armies fought it out at the Zab, a tributary of the Tigris River. Led by their Caliph Marwan II the Umayyads were defeated, and al-Saffah was proclaimed Caliph of the entire Muslim world. Following his death four years later amidst rebellions, he was replaced by his younger brother al-Mansur, who after putting down the uprisings decided to move the capital from Damascus to a new site close to Ctesiphon the Persian capital. Called Madinat al-Salam (“city of peace”) it was strategically located on the Tigris River close to the Euphrates, and lay on the junction of the east-west and north-south trade routes. Ships sailed up the Tigris form India, East Africa and Arabia, while from the north came goods from Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Kurdistan as well as valuable fur from Eastern Europe. Also goods traveled down the Euphrates from Syria, the Roman Empire, Egypt and North Africa. Ctesiphon lay on the Silk Road to China which wound its way through the Persian trade centers at Khorasan, Isfahan, and on to Central Asia. The prosperous trade was encouraged by the high quality silver dirhams which began to be minted in large amounts by the Abbasid dynasty. The city soon became known by its Persian name of Baghdad and by the time of al-Mansur’s grandson Harun al-Rashid half a century later, Baghdad rivaled Constantinople in size and prosperity. The silver coins minted in the city would soon play an important role in east European trade. Some of the magical splendor of the city of a million inhabitants has come down to us in the tales of “Arabian Nights,” which probably gives a fairly accurate picture of Baghdad at that time. Unlike the Germanic occupation of the western Roman world, the Arabs preserved most of the classical Greek literature, mathematics, medicine, architecture, construction, and metallurgy.


  Coming into contact with the Graeco-Roman technology and science the Arabs realized the importance of Greek manuscripts, and in the 8th century began to translate some of the texts. It was not until the 9th century that a systematic translation of Greek scrolls began when the Abbasid Caliph al-Mamun wrote to the Eastern Roman Emperor with a request; could he send his scholars to Constantinople to select books on the classical philosophies and sciences? At first he was met with a refusal—the Christians and Muslims were, after all, still enemies—but then the Emperor gave his consent and al-Mamun sent learned scholars to make a selection. So was born the “House of Wisdom,” which began to make translated Greek texts available to Muslim scholars.52 The translations were undertaken by Nestorian Christians, who had escaped to Persia before the Muslim conquest to avoid persecution by the Orthodox Church. Having originally come from Syria the Nestorians spoke Syriac, another Semitic language similar to Arabic, which made the translations an easier task.


  Today we owe a great debt to those who were responsible for the translations of the Greek works, many of which would have been lost otherwise, particularly during the Papal Crusades. We know that mechanics were studied in the universities of Athens and Constantinople, and that the Greeks had developed water-powered machines using gears. Heron of Alexandria had also produced motion using steam, which theoretically could have been developed into a rudimentary steam engine. There is some speculation as to how far classical science could have gone to produce machines to do work. Further development was possible and certainly did occur, but generally it was heading towards a dead end. Certainly there were individuals in the past who were capable of solving complex problems and in fact did so, such as Archimedes, but Classical society was highly stratified with deep class divisions, which made further progress in acquiring knowledge very difficult if not impossible. A constant supply of slaves provided most of the necessary work, removing any incentive to discover and develop other forms of energy. The use of measurements was associated with artisans, builders and construction workers, a class of free men with a low social status. The use of measuring instruments and shop-like experimentation was below the dignity of the philosopher-scholar, thus restricting the application of mathematics mainly to the measurement of land and space.


  Leo III died in 741 and was succeeded by his son Constantine V. The new Emperor was a good tactician, popular with his soldiers, and is credited with temporarily halting the Arabs’ advance. In a series of victories he re-occupied Syria, Armenia and Mesopotamia (Iraq), and with peace established on the eastern borders he turned his attention to the Bulgarian problem. The Empire had signed three peace treaties with Bulgaria, from weakness rather than strength. The area occupied by the pagan barbarians was always considered to be Imperial Romanian territory, and the long-term objective of Constantinople was to recover the lost lands and place them under imperial governance. To be sure, the Kagan of Bulgaria was theoretically a vassal of the Romanian Basilevs (Emperor), but he certainly did not consider himself as such. The pagan Bulgars and Slavs viewed the Graeco-Roman and Christian state with great hostility and did not wish to be any part of it. Constantine’s opportunity came in 763 when a revolt broke out in Bulgaria against the military aristocracy. He was already in possession of Sklavinian Makedonia and he now moved against Bulgaria, both by land and sea. The main events were described by Theophanes with the usual imperial bias and exaggeration.


  
    The Bulgars rose up and murdered their rulers, whom they hanged on a rope. They elevated an evil-minded man named Teletzes, who was thirty years old. Many Slavs fled and went over to the Emperor, who settled them at Artana. On June 15 the Emperor went to Thrace. He also sent a fleet by way of the Black Sea; it had about 800 warships, each of which carried about 12 horses. When Teletzes heard of the movement against him, he made allies of 20,000 men from neighboring tribes and secured himself by putting them in his strongpoints. The Emperor advanced to camp at the fortress of Ankhialos. Teletzes and his host from the tribes appeared on Friday, June 30, of the first indication. The two sides joined battle and cut each other badly, the battle raging from the fifth hour until evening. Large numbers of Bulgars were killed, others were overcome, and still others went over to the Emperor. He was exalted by the victory, and held a triumphal procession at the city because of it. He and his army entered Constantinople under arms; the people acclaimed him as he dragged along the overpowered Bulgars with wooden instruments of torture. He ordered the people to put them to death outside the Golden Gate.53

  


  Christianity had not brought kindness to the Empire. The battle of Ankhialos was one of Constantine’s greatest victories, following which the Bulgars elected a new Kagan who proceeded to make peace with Constantinople. The opposition amongst the Slavs does not seem to have been over, however.


  
    The Emperor secretly sent men into Bulgaria who seized Sklabounos, ruler of the Sebereis (the Slavic Severani tribe), a man who had worked many evils in Thrace. Christianos, an apostate from Christianity who headed the Skamaroi, was also captured. His hands and feet were cut off at the mole of St. Thomas. They brought in doctors who cut him open from his groin to his chest in order to ascertain the constituent parts of man, and then he was burned.54

  


  An interesting description of one of the earliest commando raids, as well as what was a “medical” examination.


  Constantine V died in 775, leaving the empire stronger than it had been since Emperor Maurice. His successors continued the policy of regaining territory lost to the Slavs and Bulgars, and his widow Irene sent a large imperial force against the Slav tribes in the vicinity of Thessalonika. Many prisoners and much booty was taken and the occupied Sklavinias were incorporated into imperial Theme governance. The campaign ended in 783 in another triumphal procession in the chariot racing hippodrome of the capital. Imperial rule in the conquered Sklavinias did not seem to be very firm, however, since in 802 the Peloponnese Slavs revolted and attacked the city of Patras. The revolt was put down with some difficulty and by 805 Emperor Nicephorus I was beginning to resettle the pagan Slavic population, to replace some of it by Christian Greeks. Without an effective kingdom, or some other overall system which could unite the scattered tribes, it was inevitable that the Sklavinias would be overcome, one by one.


  



  The Bulgar and the Frank Kingdoms


  The Bulgarian kingdom proved to be a different matter. Constantine V had inflicted a series of defeats on the Bulgar-Slav forces but Bulgaria survived to fight another day. Early in the 9th century a 30-year-old by the name of Krum assumed the title of “Sublime Khagan of Bulgaria.” His predecessor had taken part in Charlemagne’s destruction of the Avar state thus enlarging the western Bulgar possessions. Krum continued in the same footsteps. He first annihilated what remained of the Avar forces, and in 807 united the lower Danube region and Transylvania under his rule. He could now raise an army strong enough to attack and rebuff the Romanian forces. Following the Imperial example he put the army on a more regular footing. It still had the traditional Bulgar cavalry, but most of the army now consisted of Slav infantry led by their boyars, who by now had become a military aristocracy. His army would also be strengthened by officers deserting from Imperial service. Previous Emperors had constructed a series of defensive fortresses which formed a semi-circle on the northern frontier with Bulgaria, and Krum now proceeded to destroy these strongpoints one by one. By 809 only a single fort remained, the citadel of Serdica (Sofia).


  In the same year an Imperial theme army had gathered by the river Strymon to receive its annual pay. Krum was advised of the situation and advancing quietly he fell on the Romanians in a surprise attack, capturing 1100 pounds of gold and killing a great number of Imperial soldiers and officers, including the commanding general. Many officers from other themes were also present and Theophanes noted “every one of them who was there was lost.” Next Krum fixed his attention on the last remaining Romanian stronghold of Serdica which fell with the loss of 6,000 imperial troops, and Krum’s position was further strengthened by the desertion of seasoned officers from the imperial army. Those officers which had survived the massacre of Strymon were held responsible for the loss of the legions, were refused amnesty by Emperor Nickephoros and to avoid execution went over to Krum’s side.


  In the spring of 811 the empire struck back. While Krum was away a large imperial force left Constantinople and attacked his capital Pliska, which being undefended fell after a short siege. No mercy was shown by the Christian forces and all inhabitants were slaughtered, including women and children, a particular act of savagery being when babies were hurled into threshing machines. Krum found himself largely outnumbered and began to retreat biding his time. His chance lay in luring Nicephorus through the deep gorge which formed the only passage through the mountains separating their two forces. On July 24, confident of his strength, Nicephorus began to lead his army through the rocky pass where they halted to camp for the night. As dawn broke the Romanians realized they were trapped. During the night both narrow ends of the pass had been blocked with wooden palisades, and as the legions began to fight their way out they were annihilated by Krum’s men, many who had lost their women and children in the slaughter of Pliska. Only a few cavalry units managed to break out of the gorge which were pursued by the waiting Bulgar cavalry, with only a handful making it back to Constantinople to tell the tale. Nicephorus himself was killed and his head impaled on a stake in front of Krum’s tent, with his skull converted into a gold-inlaid traditional Scythian drinking cup. Not since Valen’s death at Adrianople in 378 had an Emperor fallen in battle against barbarian forces.


  On 2 October 811 a new Basilevs was crowned in the person of Michael I, as Krum continued his advance south, capturing towns and fortresses along the way with many offering little, if any, resistance. Gathering another army from across his Empire, Michael set out to confront Krum. On 22 June 813 the two armies met on the field of Versinicia near Adrianople. Outnumbered by the Imperial army, Krum held his men back and waited for Michael to make the first move. Taking the initiative, the Romanian forces began to advance and John Aplakes the commander of the Makedonians on the left flank began pressing on the Bulgarian lines. The Slav infantry fell back drawing the Makedonians in, and at the same time Krum charged the Romanian right flank composted of Anatolians led by Leo the Armenian. Without offering serious resistance the Anatolian ranks broke and began to retreat in confusion. Directing a valiant rear-guard action Leo managed to save some of his Anatolians but the Makedonians were surrounded and cut down to a man. Krum had gained another great victory; in the words of Theophanes the Chronicler:


  
    In the battle the Christians failed badly, terribly. The enemy was so overwhelmingly victorious that most of the Christians did not even see their first assault, but incontinently fled. Krum, amazed, thought this happened in order to set the ambush, and checked his men in their pursuit, after a short distance. But when he saw Romanians definitely had fled, he pursued and killed a great many. His men also over-ran the Romanians’ baggage train and took it away as booty.

  


  Michael made it back to Constantinople and abdicated, retiring to a monastery as a monk.


  With the victory at Versinicia Krum had reached the peak of a successful campaign. He was responsible for the death of two Emperors and the downfall of a third, and had defeated two major Imperial armies. Advancing towards Constantinople he halted before the great walls and as the price of peace demanded the customary tribute. In the meantime Michael was replaced by Leo the Armenian, who had managed to make his way back following the battle. Leo V proved to be a treacherous and a vicious choice for Emperor. He now proposed a meeting with Krum to discuss conditions, both men to be unarmed and accompanied by a handful of similarly unarmed retainers. The meeting would take place at the northern part of the wall where it met the Golden Horn, with Krum arriving by land and Leo by water. The Kagan agreed, and arriving at the appointed spot was joined by the Emperor and a court official by the name of Hexabulios. At first all went well. Then, convinced that Krum had been lulled into a false sense of security, Hexabulios made a sudden gesture. Recognizing the move to be a signal Krum jumped on his horse just in time to evade three armed men who had burst from a hiding place and managed to gallop away to safety, suffering a slight wound from a thrown javelin. Krum’s contempt for the Christian Romanians was now complete.


  The following day the Bulgarians began to burn and destroy the city’s suburbs, and collecting booty and slaves Krum headed north to join his brother’s forces which were besieging Adrianople. Gathering a fresh army Emperor Leo also headed north and informed that a Bulgarian army was stationed at Mesembria he ordered his men to advance quietly on the enemy camp. Having suffered bad defeats at the hands of the outnumbered Slav-Bulgar army, the Romanians were not prepared to take a chance on another pitched battle, and waiting until nightfall Leo’s men crept up on the unsuspecting enemy and massacred them in their sleep. Then advancing deep into Bulgarian territory Leo followed his cowardly victory by an act of atrocity which even by the standards of his day would not have been sanctioned by any Christian authority. Sparing the adult population he ordered that all children be seized and killed by having their heads dashed against the rocks. We don’t know the motivation for the senseless slaughter but if it was intended to break the enemy’s morale it backfired. Outraged by the atrocity Krum swore to destroy Constantinople no matter what. By the spring of 814 he had assembled all the necessary equipment to break down and scale the massive walls—numerous ladders, battering rams, towering siege engines and catapults capable of hurling huge boulders and flaming firebrands. The siege, however, was not to be. On 13 April 814, just as his army was preparing to march, Krum suffered a seizure and within minutes was dead, probably a victim of a poison administered in his drink.


  Krum had made Bulgaria one of the great powers of Europe. Following his death civil strife broke out in the form of a revolt by the military aristocracy, and sensing his weakness, Krum’s son Omurtag signed a peace treaty with Constantinople. In 820 Emperor Leo V himself fell victim to treachery, murdered by his close associate Michael who proceeded to ascend the throne as Michael II. In the following year a commander by the name of “Thomas the Slav” rose in revolt claiming to be Constantine, who supposedly had survived his blinding by his mother the Empress Irene. The rebels soon gained control of much of Imperial territory and began to lay siege to Constantinople. Honoring the peace treaty Omurtag decided to come to Michael’s aid. In the spring of 823 the rebel forces were smashed by a Bulgarian army, and a few months later “Thomas the Slav” was handed over to Michael by his own men. In time-honored fashion his hands and feet were cut off and his body impaled on a stake.


  Michael died six years later in his bed and was succeeded by his son Theophilus. Financed by a new supply of gold—probably from a gold mine in the Caucasus—Theophilus spent lavishly, embarking on a great building program and a strengthening of Constantinople’s great walls. An admirer of Caliph Harun al-Rashid and the Islamic culture, most of his reign was ironically spent in conflict with the Caliphate. Theophilus died soon after of dysentery at the age of 38 and his wife Theodora became Regent on behalf of their two-year-old son. The real effective ruler, however, became one Theoctistus who was appointed Caesar. A highly cultured man, he devoted much of his time to improving education, which in the East had always been of great importance. Secular learning was restored, together with an expansion of the University of Constantinople and the appointment of Leo the Mathematician as senior scholar. A man of great learning, besides mathematics he had an interest in the natural sciences and mechanics, becoming rector of the university in 863. To the north Slavic settlements in Macedonia and Greece also began to undergo a change, with Romanian authorities gradually gaining control over the scattered Slavic settlements. Theoctistus and Theodora would also be remembered for launching the first campaign against the Paulician heretics, so-called due to their special devotion to St. Paul.55


  Orthodox Christianity had always been an integral part of the Imperial state, with Patriarchs and Popes basking in extensive temporal powers and Emperors rejoicing in titles such as “God’s Vice-Gerent (assistant manager) on Earth,” the “Elect of Heaven,” and the “Equal of the Apostles.” Popular opposition to imperial Christianity, which had existed since Emperor Constantine, now took on a different interpretation known as the Armenian Paulician Heresy. Drawing their views from what they considered to be the true Christian virtues—social justice, a pity for innocent suffering, and a rigorous moral righteousness—their support came from those who were generally hostile towards the repressive semi-feudal conditions supported by the Church. By the second half of the 9th century their military power had reached a point where they could advance through Asia Minor as far as the Aegean Sea. They were viewed as a threat to the Empire due to their frequent alliances with the Muslims, and Theoctistus proceeded to put together a large military expedition confiscating Paulician land and property and massacring some 100,000 individuals. Ironically some Paulician leaders were executed by crucifixion. Their power was far from broken, however, and their influence would last for several centuries, terminating in the Patarene and Albigensian (Cathar, Bogomil) movements in Italy and France respectively which would require a Papal Crusade to destroy. A Paulician offshoot, the Bogomil movement in Bulgaria and the Balkans would become the first puritanical protestant movement in Europe. Unlike the Paulicians they rejected violence and preached a doctrine of civil disobedience directed against the established order of the Church and State.56


  Theoctistus was assassinated by the Empress’s brother Bardas and her son would become Emperor Michael III. Bardas continued the anti–Muslim and anti–Paulician expeditions with his first victory against Caliph Omar ibn-Abdullah who was killed in the battle with most of his men. Raised in the luxuries of the imperial palaces, Michael proved to be a disappointment preferring a life of pleasure and drinking parties with a circle of companions. One of these was Basil the Macedonian, an illiterate peasant of Armenian parents, reputed to possess great physical strength and a way with horses. It was Basil’s ability to control Michael’s spirited stallion that caught the Emperor’s attention, and he became a close companion. They both decided to get rid of Bardas who was murdered in 865, and the following year Basil was appointed by Michael as co-Emperor. It was only nine years since Basil had left the stables, but he was now making the real decisions with Michael spending most of his time with drinking companions. Basil now decided to get rid of Michael as well, and in September 867 following dinner the drunken Michael was assassinated in his sleep by a group of eight men led by Basil.


  While Michael was still alive the Empire continued to undergo a political and cultural revival. In 863 the Muslims were defeated in a major battle in northern Anatolia which signaled a decline in the power of the Caliphate. The revival of secular education continued, and missionary activity of the Church was stepped up particularly amongst the Slavs. In 852 Boris I became the Kagan of Bulgaria following internal strife and a war with Constantinople. As a ruler of diverse tribes and clans he must have noticed the advantages of the Imperial system when it came to administering a state which was just appearing in Bulgaria. In particular it was difficult to have a unified monarchical state without a common religion since tribal paganism was unsuited for the type of society which was emerging, with a wealthy elite and a widespread peasantry whose conflicting interests were difficult to reconcile. Religion based on the Christian imperial model could fulfill such a function as well as provide unity amongst the various tribes and instill loyalty to the monarch. The Church’s traditional teaching on the source of temporal power was clear as reiterated by the Bulgarian priest Cosmas; “the Tsar (ruler of Bulgaria) and the boyars are established by God.”57


  After some reflection Boris I decided to approach Rome for guidance. He chose the West for strategic reasons, and to renew Krum’s alliance with the Franks. This was a direct challenge to Constantinople and Michael III immediately dispatched a large expeditionary force to Bulgaria forcing Boris I to renounce the alliance. At the time the country was suffering from famine and was unable to offer resistance. Realizing he had little choice Boris I was baptized in 866 by a bishop sent from Constantinople together with many prominent boyars and other subjects. Not all boyars were converted and a pagan revolt broke out. Boris acted to swiftly crush the rebels before they gained in strength, and, advised by the newly arrived Greek clergy, he had 52 of the ringleaders put to death, together with their children—an unnecessary cruelty which he would come to regret. In the same year Boris I decided to renew his contacts with the West, requesting and receiving from the Pope Frankish missionaries and priests to his negotiations with Constantinople for a Bulgarian Patriarch. At the same time he enclosed 106 questions to Pope Nicholas I requesting advice and guidance as to the correct civic and religious practice which a Christian state should observe. Although the questions themselves have been lost they can be inferred from the Pope’s answers which have survived, and which provide an interesting insight into Church thought at the time.58 The Church was theoretically still a single entity but the Pope’s answers indicate the degree to which East and West had drifted apart by the 9th century following Charlemagne’s reign. Boris I, however, had little interest in theology and was interested in daily practice and customs sanctioned by the Church. Was the Patriarch (of Constantinople) right in forbidding baths on Wednesdays and Fridays? Could one take communion without wearing a belt? And was it permissible to wear trousers? Boris’ chief worry was reserved for military affairs. Given Christianity’s theoretical non-violence and stress on mercy and charity as well as humility and forgiveness, how was he to deal with those who disobeyed military rules and discipline? For example, was there any alternative to imposing the death sentence on soldiers who run away in battle, or disobey orders to march against the enemy, or whose horse and weapons didn’t pass inspection before battle? And how is one to extract a confession without the use of torture? Must one forgive adulterers, thieves and murderers? If Boris I had any misgivings about Christianity’s lack of firmness they were quickly laid to rest since in both the East and West Christian teaching was not permitted to interfere with the necessities and practicalities of running the state.


  Pope Nicholas died on 13 November 867 and was succeeded by Hadrian II, who decided to strike a more conciliatory note with Constantinople. When Basil I called for a Church council to heal a schism which was under way the Pope agreed to send delegates, with the impression that they would preside over the meetings. Basil, however, quickly established his authority by taking the chair and imposing Eastern and not Western legal procedures. By 870 Boris I had also broken off relations with Rome and placed the Bulgarian Church under the Patriarchate of Constantinople with Serbia soon following. The Norentani tribe of the Dalmatian coast who had been notorious pirates for years converted to Eastern Christianity, and the defeat of a Muslim fleet in 868 which was laying siege to Dubrovnik restored safe shipping to Venice, an Imperial dependency. While the fleet was fighting in the Adriatic Sea, Basil I also renewed the campaign against the Paulician rebels and the Muslims. The Paulician home base in Armenia was destroyed and several Muslim strongholds captured in the Euphrates valley. Following Justinian’s example Basil I completed the reconquest of Southern Italy, and ordered a revision of the laws to bring them up to date. The great St. Sophia Cathedral which had been damaged in the earthquake of 9 January 869 was restored to its former glory with other civic buildings, and a new gold-domed cathedral the Nea was erected. Finally, barbarians were beginning to fall under the influence of the Romanian-Greek civilization as acknowledged by Emperor Leo VI who followed Basil I in 886:


  
    Our father of blessed memory, Basil, the emperor of the Romans, prevailed upon them (the Slavs) to renounce their ancient customs and, having made Greeks of them and subjected them to governors according to the Roman model and bestowed baptism upon them, he freed them from bondage to their own rulers and taught them to make war on the nations that are hostile to the Romans.59

  


  The conversion to Christian civilization was not always complete. In many areas of Greece and other parts of the Balkans the Slavs retained their language and religion with an insubordination to the Imperial Government, all of which would last for centuries.


  As the Slavs were invading the Eastern Roman Empire, another important development was unrolling in the West, one which would contribute to the future of European society and the Christian world. This was the rapid expansion of the Franks, a Germanic people who inhabited the mouth and the upper stretch of the Rhine River in what is today Belgium, northwestern Germany and Holland. The Franks had a monarchical system and were ruled by hereditary kings, as were most Germanic tribes. In the 2nd half of the 5th century the Salic tribes as they were known began to vacate their territory along the Sala River in Holland (today the Ijssel) and move into Gaul. Their king Clovis of the Merovingian dynasty defeated a mercenary Roman army in 486, and by the end of the century had expanded his domain in northern France up to Brittany. His tolerant treatment of the Christian inhabitants gained him the support of the local population, and soon he himself converted to Christianity having married Chlodilde, a Christian. Thus unlike other Christian Germanic tribes (who espoused anti–Roman Arianism), by adopting the Nicene Creed the Merovingians put themselves firmly in the Roman camp.


  Clovis’ next step was to move south and attack the Arian Goths and Burgundians, who were soon defeated with Imperial help. He then turned his attention north to the Ripuarian Franks, who lived along the banks of the Rhine, and convinced King Sigebert’s son to murder his father. He had the son assassinated in turn as punishment for the patricide, and marching on the Ripuarian capital Cologne he was elected by the assembly of chiefs as hereditary monarch of the Franks. The Church was not displeased with Clovis’ success for as noted by Gregory of Tours in his “History of the Franks”: “he (Clovis) walked with a right heart before the Lord, and did the things that were pleasing in His sight.” More to the point is the assessment of a recent historian:


  
    Christianity seemed to them (the Merovingians) merely an inexpensive agency of rule and population pacification; and in “the triumph of barbarism and religion” barbarism dominated…. Assassination, patricide, fratricide, torture, mutilation, treachery, adultery, and incest mitigated the boredom of the rule.60

  


  Not that the Merovingians distracted themselves with ruling their kingdom. By the time Clotaire II became King much of the administrative duties were performed by the “Major Domus” or the superintendent of the royal household and estates. The power of the “Major Domus” began to increase significantly under Clotaire’s son Dagobert (628–39) who kept himself so busy with his three wives (and many concubines) that he had little time for the affairs of state.


  In 687 Pepin II (“The Younger”) became “Major Domus” of the kingdom, defeating his rivals in the battle of Testry and appointing himself as “Dux et Princeps” (duke and prince) of the realm. It is Pepin’s illegitimate son Charles, however, who would acquire fame. Although Clotaire IV was the official monarch, it is Charles who as “Major Domus” and Duke of Austrasia was in fact the actual ruler. In 732 the Muslim Moors invaded Gaul, and together with the Duke of Aquitaine Charles defeated them in a seven day battle on the plain between Tours and Poitiers. Henceforth he became “Carolus Martellus” or Charles the Hammer and hailed as the savior of Christendom in Western Europe.


  Faced with purely nominal and ineffectual monarchs, Charles Martel’s son Pepin III (“The Short”) decided to get rid of the Merovingian dynasty altogether. In 751 he sent ambassadors to Rome with a question: would it be sinful (and illegitimate) to depose the Merovingian Childeric III and assume power in his place? With the question went an offer of granting central Italian territory (which the Franks controlled) as a papal state, to be placed under the direct control and supervision of the Pope. Armed with the Pope’s agreement Pepin “The Short” called an assembly of nobles and prelates, and in 751 at Soissons he was unanimously elected as King of the Franks. The last Merovingian King Childeric III was safely bundled off to a monastery where he spent the rest of his days. Three years later Pope Stephen II traveled to Gaul and in a ceremony held in the abbey of St. Denis outside of Paris Pepin III was anointed as “King by the Grace of God.” The Carolingian dynasty was born and was to last for over two centuries until 987.


  Pepin III was a capable ruler and Gaul prospered, slowly evolving into what would become medieval France. It is his son Charles, however, who would achieve fame and go down in history as “Carolus Magnus” or Charlemagne, the greatest king in Europe at the time. Ascending the throne in 771 at the age of 29, during his 33-year reign he would create the largest kingdom in Europe, stretching from northern Spain to central Europe including Italy and most of today’s Germany. The territory was gained by a series of military victories over a period of 30 years made possible in large part by Charlemagne’s reforms and method of government. Following old Roman tradition he made owning property conditional on military service, and when a call to arms came every freeman had to report to the local Count with full equipment. In turn, every nobleman was responsible for the military fitness of his people. Good treatment of his subjects was also important to Charlemagne. He established a legal system, whereby regular open assemblies were held in the open air so the king could interact with his subjects and hear their grievances. A “jurata” was also established in every region consisting of groups of sworn men who had the power to enquire into local issues and set right any wrongs committed. This would become the future jury system still practiced in many countries. A Magna Carta was also established in order to protect “the Church, the poor, and wards and widows, and the whole people” from tyranny and other wrong-doing, centuries before a similar document was produced in England for the benefit of the nobility.


  Charlemagne’s historical significance lies in his coronation by Pope Leo III as the first barbarian (i.e., non–Roman) Emperor of the Romans. A close relationship between the Papacy and the Franks had already existed for several centuries, culminating in Pepin’s Donation and the Pope’s acquiescence in the removal of the Merovingians from power. Now it was the Pope who needed help. Charged by his enemies with adultery, perjury, and simony, Leo III sought refuge in Charlemagne’s court. Traditionally only the Emperor of the Romans had the right to accuse and judge a Pope, but with Constantine IV’s death in Constantinople the throne was occupied by his widow Irene; and the Pope would not appeal to a woman whose right to govern was in doubt. Accompanied by the Pope, Charlemagne entered Rome on November 24 in a state procession. The synod agreed to drop all charges if Leo would swear an oath denying them, and on December 23, Pope Leo III swore a solemn oath that he was innocent of all the charges leveled against him. Two days later, on December 25, 800, as Charlemagne knelt before St. Peter’s altar in prayer, Leo placed a jeweled crown on his head and pronounced him “Charles the Augustus, crowned by God, the great and peace-bringing Emperor of the Romans.” Tradition has it that the coronation was unexpected and contrary to Charlemagne’s wishes, but this is unlikely. Charles readily accepted his Imperial status and seized the chance to write to Irene with a proposal of marriage, which would have made him the Augustus of the entire Empire. Nothing came of it and in 802 Irene was deposed by Nicephorus I. A period of hostility between East and West followed and in 815 a treaty was signed whereby Charlemagne was recognized as co-Emperor, in return for a confirmation that Venice and southern Italy still belonged to Constantinople.


  Charlemagne’s coronation also marked a further point of departure between East and West and forms an important watershed in European history. For the past several centuries the Western Empire had gradually been replace by a collection of Germanic kingdoms, ushering in the Dark Ages which would last for the next thousand years. What had taken centuries to develop was now lost within a few generations. Ruled by illiterate kings and an equally illiterate aristocracy education and learning quickly disappeared first with the loss of Greek and mathematics, followed by a collapse of the arts, crafts and most of the technology. Of the major institutions only the Church was preserved. Charlemagne’s conquests had created a Germanic “Roman” Empire, claiming to follow in the footsteps of Imperial Rome. To be sure the Eastern Empire had also lost its Latin character and culture, remaining Roman in name only. But whereas the Hellenization of the East was a natural process of evolution, the West had been replaced by an external and mostly alien culture, and the only beneficiary seems to have been the Papacy. Not only did the Pope possess his own lands thanks to Pepin’s Donation but the Western Imperial crown would become, to all intents and purposes, his own possession and henceforth the Pope would be seen as standing above emperors and kings, bestowing the crown on a candidate of his own choosing.




  Four



  



  Rus: The Early Beginnings


  



  The Raid


  The 18th of June 860 was a fine summer day in Constantinople with nothing unusual occurring that would announce the sudden appearance of a 200-boat fleet at the gates of the great city. The situation had improved in the past few years and the Eastern Roman Empire was witnessing a period of recovery under Michael III and his capable uncle Bardas. Peace had been established with Boris of Bulgaria, the armies of Islam were defeated at the battle of Halys River in Armenia and Crete was back in Imperial hands. No other foe was on the horizon, particularly one that was capable of raising a fleet and threatening the Imperial capital. The court of Constantinople was aware of the distant land of “Rhos” which was inhabited by pagan barbarians but who were certainly incapable of disturbing the peace of the Imperial realm. Yet here they were before the undefended capital, just when the Imperial fleet was fighting Muslim warships in the Mediterranean and Emperor Michael III was marching at the head of an army towards the Syrian border. In his absence the defense of the city fell to the prefect Oryphas and Patriarch Photius and they could only watch as the fleet from Rus (pronounced “Roos”) sailed by with the warriors raising their swords in a challenging defiance.


  Two weeks of looting and devastation followed, with Oryphas being unable to defend the suburbs of the capital or the surrounding areas. All villages in the vicinity were burned, together with the monasteries lining the banks of the Bosphorus. Most of the Rusian ships cast anchor at the entrance of the Golden Horn while others continued into the Sea of Marmara to plunder the Princes’ Islands. After gathering “immense wealth” they left as suddenly as they appeared, before Emperor Michael could arrive with the main army. The size of the raiding party from Rus is not known but it was certainly not big enough to confront Emperor Michael’s forces. Led by the two legendary brothers Askold and Dir of Kyiv the raid was well timed, and indicated that the attackers were acquainted with the main movements of the Imperial forces. This is not surprising given that many Slavs and Scandinavians served as mercenaries in the Imperial army and could easily keep their comrades in Kyiv abreast of the latest developments in the Bosphorus.


  The first major attack on Constantinople from Rus had caught the authorities completely by surprise, but it would not be the last and other major expeditions would follow. An account of the raid and the impression it left on the inhabitants of the city has survived in Patriarch Photius’ sermon which was given in the Cathedral of St. Sophia.


  
    What is this? What is this grievous and heavy blow and wrath? … A people has crept down from the north, as if it were attacking another Jerusalem … the people is fierce and has no mercy; its voice (the battle cry) is as the roaring sea…. Woe is me, that I see a fierce and savage tribe fearlessly poured round the city, ravaging the suburbs, destroying everything, winning everything; fields, houses, herds, beasts of burden, women, children, old men, youths, thrusting their swords through everything, taking pity on nothing, sparing nothing…. O city reigning over nearly the entire universe, what an uncaptained army, equipped in servile fashion, is sneering at thee as at a slave.1

  


  A much later (and fictitious) account from Kyiv has divine intervention saving the city, due to the Patriarch’s and the Emperor’s all-night prayers.


  
    They also sang hymns and carried the sacred vestment of the Mother of God to dip it in the sea. The water was still, and the sea was calm, but a storm of wind came up, and when the great waves straightway rose, confusing the boats of the godless Rus, it threw them upon the shore and broke them up, so that few escaped such destruction and returned to their native land.2

  


  The attack from Rus had apparently come after a negotiated peace treaty with Emperor Theophiles in 839 as claimed by the Bertiniani Annals, and a few years after the raid Emperor Basil I arrived at a new agreement with Kyiv “by giving them attire of gold, silver and silk, and having established peace with them, persuaded (the pagans) to accept baptism.” A bishop was sent to Rus to baptize the pagans, and a part of his presentation to impress the savages was to place a bible in a fire as if intending to burn it. The book was not harmed and this so impressed the spectators that some reportedly agreed to being baptized.3


  



  The Slavs of Eastern Europe


  Who were these raiders and what was the land of Rus? To answer the question and to understand the nature of what became the most powerful medieval kingdom in Eastern Europe we must return to the story of the Slavs. The Slavic conquests of Imperial Romanian and central European territory represented the last major barbarian invasion in Europe. By the beginning of the 8th century Slavic tribes had occupied what is today Poland, eastern and northern Germany, parts of Austria, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, and much of the Balkans, including major areas of Greece. Not all Slavs, however, left Eastern Europe and many tribes remained in what is today northeastern Poland, northern Ukraine, Belarus and western Russia. The Primary Chronicle of Kyiv provides a list of the principal tribes, which were still well-known in the Middle Ages. After describing Slavs in the west and those living along the Danube, the Chronicle continues:


  
    Certain Slavs settled also on the Dniepr, and were likewise called Poliani who lived on the plain. Still others were named Derevlani because they lived in the forest. Some also lived between the Pripet and the Dvina (rivers) and were known as Dregovichi. Other tribes resided along the Dvina and were called Polotsi on account of a small stream called the Polota which flows into the Dvina. The Slovenians also dwelt about Lake Ilmen and were known by their characteristic name. They built a city called Novgorod. Still others had their homes along the Desna, the Sem, and the Sula, and were called Severiani. Thus the Slavic race was divided, and its language was known as Slavic.4

  


  Most Slavic settlements were along waterways of what was then a deep primeval forest. The basic socioeconomic units continued to be the clans, which made up a tribe. “Families” were fairly large due to the traditional practice of polygamy, with men taking several wives depending on their means for providing dowries. “Marriage” was fairly straightforward, with the future bride and groom meeting at annual spring gatherings of the clans and with the groom taking his bride to his parents’ home. Usually this was done after the payment of an agreed-upon dowry. In the southern Ukrainian tribes the females often chose their partners by offering a symbolically painted egg to a young man, and acceptance of the offer signaled both had become betrothed.


  Some customs, however, varied with the different tribes. The Kyiv Primary Chronicle finds the customs of the Poliani especially praiseworthy, these being the author Nestor’s tribe.



  
    These Slavic tribes preserved their own customs, the law of their forefathers, and their traditions, each observing its own usages (practices). For the Poliani retained the mild and peaceful customs of their ancestors, and showed respect for their daughters-in-law and their sisters, as well as for their mothers and fathers. For their mothers-in-law and their brothers-in-law they also entertained great reverence. They observed a fixed custom, under which the groom’s brother did not fetch the bride, but she was brought to the bridegroom in the evening, and on the next morning her dowry was turned over.

  


  Other forest tribes who were still pagan and at odds with the Poliani did not get such a favorable review.


  
    The Derevlani, on the other hand, existed in bestial fashion, and lived like cattle. They killed one another, ate every impure thing, and there was no marriage among them but instead they seized upon the maidens by capture. The Radimichi, the Viatichi, and the Severiani had the same customs. They lived in the forest like any wild beast and ate any unclean thing. They spoke obscenely before their fathers and their daughters-in-law. There were no marriages among them, but simply festivals among the villages. When the people gathered for games, for dancing, and for all other devilish amusements, the men on these occasions carried off wives for themselves, and each took any woman with whom he had arrived at an understanding. In fact, they even had two or three wives apiece.

  


  Given that women outnumbered the men due to constant warfare this was probably a reasonable arrangement. Nestor’s bias was also due to the fact that the forest tribes were still pagan and practiced traditional customs, one of them being the spring meetings of the tribal clans where boys and girls got to know each other and formed couples. Such locations can still be recognized by Slavic names with the root “liub” meaning “love.” Due to their isolation, the dwellers of the forests had a lower cultural development than their southern prairie neighbors which would persist for several centuries.


  An absence of personal hygiene, however, was not one of the shortcomings of the forest dwellers. Due to a lack of salt in the marshy boreal forest, soap would certainly be known to them as the disagreeable byproduct of seasoning boiling soups and stews with ashes. Cleanliness was also maintained by the use of the “bania” (sauna). A shallow pit would be dug inside a wooden log and lined with large boulders, which were heated by a bonfire. Water was then poured on the hot rocks to create steam, which would fill the log structure and provoke intense sweating. The “bania” was also offered to guests as a part of the hospitality practiced by the Slavs, and served as a cleansing ritual before some religious ceremonies. In the summer it would probably also offer a relief from the itching caused by mosquitoes which inhabited the marshes in great swarms. The practice is described in the Kyiv Primary Chronicle, hypothetically recounted by St. Andrew on his legendary visit to Kyiv and the Slav lands.


  
    He then reached the Slovenians where Novgorod is now situated. He saw these people existing according to their customs, and on observing how they bathed and scrubbed themselves, he wondered at them. He went thence among the Varangians and came to Rome where he recounted what he had learned and observed. “Wondrous to relate” said he, “I saw the land of the Slavs and while I was among them I noticed their wooden bathhouses. They warm them to extreme heat then undress and after anointing themselves with an acid liquid (?) they take young branches and lash their bodies. They actually lash themselves so violently that they barely escape alive. Then they drench themselves with cold water and thus are revived. They think nothing of doing this every day, and though tormented by none they actually inflict such voluntary torture upon themselves. Indeed, they make of the act not a mere washing, but a veritable torment.” When his listeners learned of this fact, they marveled. But Andrew, after his stay in Rome, returned to Sinope (Asia Minor).

  


  The practice is confirmed by a similar interesting account given by Ibrahim ibn Yaqub, a 10th century Jewish traveler from Tortosa, Spain.


  
    The lands of the Slavs are the coldest of all lands. The greatest cold is when there is full moon at night and the days are cloudless. Then frost increases and ice increases. The ground hardens like a stone and when people breathe out, there forms on their beards a coat of ice as if it were glass. They have no baths but they use log cabins in which gaps are stuffed with something that appears on their trees and looks like seaweed—they call it “mix” (“moch,” or moss in Slavic). In one corner they put up a stone stove and above it they open up a hole to let the smoke from the stove escape. When the stove is good and hot they close up the opening and close the door of the hut. Inside are vessels with water and they pour out of them water onto the hot stove and steam comes from it. Each has in his hand a tuft of grass with which they make air circulate and draw it to themselves. Then their pores open up, and the unneeded substances from their bodies come out.5

  


  As a guest, ibn Yaqub was no doubt treated gently, with tufts of grass.


  The economy of the early Slavs was based on hunting and gathering, with fish an important part of the diet. Limited agriculture was also practiced in the southern regions where the forest ended and the prairie began, to stretch for hundreds of kilometers to the Black Sea and the Crimean Peninsula. The frequent flooding of the rivers in the great Pripet Marsh prohibited large populations and periodic out-migrations were common. It is not known exactly when the Slavs began to move into the prairie region by following the river systems, as other Indo-Europeans had done before them. The rich prairie soil was particularly suited for agriculture, and by the time of the arrival of the Goths parts of the northern prairie were already farmed by Slavs in what is today northern Ukraine. “They (the Slavs) possess an abundance of all sorts of livestock and produce, which they store in heaps, especially common millet and Italian millet (barley, buckwheat?)”6


  It is from here that the Slav tribes had burst upon the Eastern Roman Empire. The settlements of the Sclavini tribes before they were apparently driven west by the arid conditions of the 5th and 6th centuries have been unearthed in northwestern Ukraine dating to this period, the so-called Korchak Culture. Typical iron fibulae known to be Slavic are found in burials which contain cremated bones. Burials are of two types—low mound barrows and flat graves, each forming small cemeteries. Excavated sites have been found with typically Slavic Prague-Korchak pottery at Korchak and Zhitomir in Ukraine some 200 kilometers west of Kyiv. These are the sites of the Sclavini settlements which are found across central and Eastern Europe from the Elbe River in Germany to the Dnipro River in central Ukraine.


  The excavations at Korchak provide a description of a typical Slavic settlement. It was built on a terrace of the Teteriv River and consisted of semi-subterranean square houses located randomly in an area of about 100 meters by 50 meters. Twelve excavated houses, which were dug about 1 meter into the ground, had typical large stone Slavic ovens in one corner. Similar communities which were probably inhabited by a single clan have also been excavated further to the west in Ukraine and eastern Poland, indicating the Slav’s probable route to the Danube and the Baltic Sea. Some of the settlements of the 5th and 6th centuries of the Slavs who stayed behind were also built on older Gothic-Slavic Cherniakhiv sites, for example at Ripniv in Ukraine. Contacts seem to have been maintained between the Danube and the prairie regions since a coin struck during the reign of Justin I (518–27; or Justinian, 527–65) was found in a small hill-fort at Zimno. Built on a hill for defense and to avoid frequent flooding, the settlement was a center for metal working where excavations reveal iron tools, agricultural implements (sickles, scythes) weapons (knives, daggers, spear and arrowheads), and various ornaments. Korchak-Zhitomir sites represent extended family or clan settlements, usually about 120–200 by 40–60 yards, and rarely more than a dozen houses. They sometimes form groups—for example in the Pripet Valley we find clusters of 3–4 settlements about 1.2 to 3 miles apart.7


  The second group of Slavic settlements in the Ukrainian prairies, roughly of the same period is the so-called Penkivka culture of the Antes tribes. Although distinct from the Korchak culture, it is similar and is mainly distributed to the south of the Korchak-Zhitomir settlements. A series of hoards have been found in the southern Ukrainian prairies, for example at Martynivka on the Ros River, a western tributary of the Dnipro between today’s Kaniv and Cherkasy. The hoard consisted of about 100 silver ornaments, mainly adornments for female costumes, and most certainly originated as booty from Slavic raids on the Eastern Roman Empire. The hoard was found in a settlement cluster in 1907 and today is housed in Kyiv and the British Museum. It contained two silver vases with Imperial staples authenticating purity, as well as wire ornaments, plaques of metal in the shape of lions, horse harnesses, and belt fittings. Similar objects which occur across eastern and central Europe all the way to Italy could also have originated from trade with nomadic tribes. This is confirmed by typical Sarmatian tamga imprints on the harnesses and belt fittings. To date, more than 60 Penkivka sites have been excavated in Ukraine scattered between the Ros River and Zaporozhe, the southern Buh River, and the area between the Buh and the Dnister rivers. The Korchak and Penkivka early Slavic pottery confirms the reported presence of both Sclavini and Antes tribes in the area. Although the settlements are reported to be “numerous,” judging from the excavations they were not highly populated, each containing no more than 10–12 small sunken houses varying in size between 12 and 20 square yards.8 They were usually unprotected but were often located on hilltops close to small rivers, no doubt due to the regular flooding which occurs on the prairies. A few settlements, however, were well fortified, such as the prominent site at Pastyrske near the town of Cherkasy on the Dnipro River. Built on a previous Scythian/Sarmation site, it formed a circular enclosure of some 60 yards in diameter, with a series of internal subdivisions. Thus even if an enemy broke through the outer defenses he would still find defended positions inside. It was a major crafts and manufacturing center, yielding a hoard of ornaments and other metal artifacts of the Martynivka-Penkivka type. We know this from the fragments of furnaces and numerous tools found in what was a blacksmith’s shop, such as hammers, anvils, and tongues. Based on Slavic pottery and a Justinian coin, the site could have been inhabited as early as the beginning of the 6th century.


  Many other burials containing hoards of silver and bronze objects have been found on the Pontic Steppes to the north of the Black Sea. A well-known excavation was carried out at Malé Pereshchepino, where 68 perforated coins were found apparently belonging to a ceremonial (or a marriage) belt. The ethnicity of the inhabitants has at times been disputed and the difficulty has been to identify which assemblages belonged to settled Slavs and which had been deposited by the steppe nomads. Clearly, total discrimination is not possible using artifacts only, due to the raiding and trading that was going on at the time. It has been possible to identify a sharp contrast in the 6th–7th century distribution and composition of the assemblages: all non-burial hoards were found in the Slav forest-steppe zone while burials were confined to the steppe region of the nomads. For some unexplained reason following outdated German historiography, a recent author has attempted to erase all known presence of Slavs in the area. Some of the critique of past findings is based on statistical multivariate analysis—hierarchical clustering and correspondence analysis—but we are unable to learn much from the statistical models. The exercise is a common example of authors attempting to use computerized mathematical models but who are not well versed in such methods.9 We can certainly conclude that the Penkivka settlements emerged from previous Slavic cultures such as the Zarubinets and its successor the Kyiv culture. Centered around the middle and upper Dnipro River in what is today north-central Ukraine and Belarus, the Kyiv culture existed at the same time as the Cherniakhiv settlements to the south. It was in turn replaced by the so-called Kolochin settlements sometime in the first half of the 6th century which stretched from the fringe of the forest zone (just north of Kyiv) to the northeast along the Desna and Seym rivers. The Kolochin culture would provide the springboard for future Slavic settlements east of the Dnipro River, and was the first to become involved in the Islamic silver trade.


  



  The Fur Trade


  In the west, as Slavic tribes continued to raid the Eastern Romanian provinces, trade between the two seems to have been virtually non-existent. There was little incentive to invest effort and resources on commerce when warriors could obtain rich booty for dowries and earn “slava” (glory) through the manly pursuit of arms. To the northeast, however, the situation was different. Here the closest sources of luxury goods were the Persian and Caucasus civilizations rather than the Graeco-Roman world. The Slavic forest dwellers also had something which was sought after in the south; honey, wax, fur, and slaves. Especially fur; and the best fur to be had came from the northern forests, from where the Goths and Slavs had traditionally supplied the Romans and Persians with sable pelts in exchange for silver—thus Roman coins dating to the 2nd century have been found in north-central Ukraine, in the forest-prairie zone. Much of the trade could also have been conducted with the Sarmatian and Turkic nomads, who acted as intermediaries between the northern barbarians and the Graeco-Roman and Persian civilizations. The Slavic Antae inhabited the Pontic Steppe and as imperial allies probably traded with Constantinople and the Black Sea ports.


  Most all of the trade conducted by the Slavs, however, lay to the east. Two events led to the establishment of a major trade network between the Caspian region and Persia: the defeat of the Antes in the lower Danube by the Sclavini and Avars in the middle of the 7th century which terminated Slavic trade in the region, and the Muslim conquest of the Persian Empire and the eastern Caucasus in the middle of the 8th century. The conquests brought the Islamic world and advanced civilizations which it had inherited in direct contact with the Turkic and Sarmatian tribes to the north of the Caspian Sea. Members of the wealthy southern ruling classes placed great value on the high quality northern furs, as observed by the 10th century geographer and traveler al-Masudi: “the kings of the Arabs and the barbarians (that is, foreigners) … (wear) dresses of furs (which) form part of their vanity … the kings wear tiaras, khaftans, and robes of these furs….”10


  On taking power, the Abbasids in Baghdad also began to mint large amounts of high quality silver coins called dirhams, which soon became much sought after throughout northeastern Europe and Central Asia as well as other parts of the world. The furs and silver coins opened up a whole system of long distance trade from the Baltic Sea to Central Asia and the Middle East, which would transform all previous trade and greatly expand artisan crafts in northeastern Europe.


  Other major events were also taking place in the prairies. Turkic tribes emerging from Asia continued to invade and succeed each other on the vast Eurasian plain. Following Attila’s death and the breakup of Hun power the first development of the fur trade in Eastern Europe fell to three ethnic groups: the Ugrian Magyars, the Bulgars, and the recently arrived Khazars. The Magyars settled on the upper Donets River with their center at Verkhny Saltiv (today’s northeastern Ukraine) which controlled the strategic Donets access to the southern trade routes. The Bulgars following their defeat by the Khazars established themselves to the northeast close to Lake Nero, the middle Volga and the Kama rivers. The Volga Bulgars as they were known became the main suppliers of furs to the Muslim world, themselves converting to Islam in the beginning of the 10th century. The area they occupied in the 7th century was of strategic importance. Firstly, it was rich in furbearing animals such as beaver, marten, fox, sable, and squirrel, and we know that by the 8th century pelts obtained by Bulgar hunters were reaching the Persian town of Rey. We also know that active hunting for pelts took place by this time, from the finds of blunted iron and bone arrowheads which were clearly designed to stun but not to penetrate the animal’s skin.11 The fur was then shipped south to the Khazars who as the middle-men exported the pelts from their capital Itil on the Volga delta to other Caspian ports such as Darband and Abaskun. A land route also led east to Central Asia and the Silk Road, connecting the trade all the way to China.


  This was the strategic and second reason for the importance of the middle and lower Volga region—it lay on the crossroads of the north-south fur trade and the east-west caravan route from China to western Europe. How old was the Volga fur trade? We do not know for certain, perhaps it could have gone back to the Sarmatian or Scythian days. It was already well on its way by the 5th century, as revealed by Persian Sassanid coins excavated in the Kama River region of today’s east European Russia. By the 8th century Muslim traders from Central Asia, Persia and the Middle East were bringing silk, brocades, spices, wine, perfume, jewelry and high quality weapons to the north and returning with wax, honey, slaves and furs. The Finno-Ugrian Burta people also provided much of the valuable black fox furs and the red and white fox skins which were as valuable as those of the much sought-after marten. The best skins sporting thick, winter furs came from the far north during the cold months. Bulgar merchants had developed contacts with the Ves, a Finnish people living between lakes Ladoga, Onega and Belo Ozero in northern Russia. In the early summer, after the breakup of the ice, the pelts were shipped south by boat along the Volga, while in the winter months sleds and skis were used on the frozen rivers which acted as natural highways. The destinations were the two main Bulgar clearing-exchange centers on the Volga at Savar and at the capital city of Bulgar. In exchange for the furs the Bulgar merchants offered the much-valued Islamic silver dirhams, which began to replace glass and amber beads as a common currency of exchange. By the early 8th century dirhams were flowing into Eastern Europe and began to make their way into the Baltic region.


  Another Turkic-speaking people who were to play a major role in Eastern Europe were the Khazars, originally a nomadic group which had migrated from Central Asia. They were a multi-ethnic mixture of Sarmatians, Hunno-Bulgars and Ugrians and were initially incorporated into a state in the 570s in the north Caucasus.12 They began attacking Greater Bulgaria which by this time had split into four hordes (armies), forcing some to migrate west towards the Danube and others north along the Volga River. By the middle of the 7th century the Khazars were firmly in control of the north Caucasus region, the Azov area, and the basin and delta of the Volga. Settling down to a sedentary life with capital at Itil on the Volga delta they began to build a powerful feudal state, becoming heavily involved in commerce and foreign trade. An important role was played by fur, which had to pass through their territory to reach the Muslim lands. Charging a tax on goods passing through, the Khazars began to grow wealthy by amassing the valuable silver dirhams, which by now were minted by the Abbasids in great quantities.


  The Khazars, however, were blocking the expansion of Abbasid power, and in 737 the Arab commander Marwan broke through Khazar defenses and began to raid the northern Caucasus and the lower Don Valley. Hostilities ceased when the Emir of Armenia (then under Abbasid rule) married the daughter of the Khazar Kagan (king), and regular trade resumed. To attract trade the Khazars practiced tolerance of the various creeds and religions and allowed full autonomy to the non–Khazar subjects. A unique feature of the Khazar state was the conversion of the Kagan and the feudal aristocracy to Judaism towards the end of the 8th (or beginning of the 9th) century. Rhodanite Jewish merchants were a regular part of long distance trade and the Khazars were well acquainted with Judaism and its practices. By avoiding either Christianity or Islam their aim was clearly to maintain an independence from both and pass laws although they allowed foreigners their own legal procedures. Thus in the capital Itil there were seven judges; two for Judaic law, two for the Muslims, two for Christians, and one for the Slavs and other pagans. To protect their own territory and that of their tribute payers, such as the Volga Bulgars, Magyars, and the Burtas, the Khazars established a standing army of ten thousand men, the main force consisting of heavy cavalry. An important concern was the security of the commercial highways along the lower Volga and the Donets-Don water networks.


  It is this trade system which the Slavs encountered on their eastern expansion, which was well under way by the beginning of the 8th century. This was the Volyntsevo-Romny culture which developed on the eastern edge of the Penkivka settlements in today’s Ukrainian provinces of Poltava and Sumy. An eastern extension of the culture was the Borshevo settlements on the upper Don and Oka rivers in Russia. The Slavic expansion was caused by the need of new land rather than any significant increases in the population. Besides hunting and fishing the Slavs practiced forest agriculture, which required freshly cleared land every few years due to poor soil fertility. Excavated sites occur in small clusters of 3–4 settlements covering some 1000–3000 square yards and probably housed related kin. They were defended by ditches and palisades which were erected on dike-like mounds. Partially-sunken houses allowed about 4–5 individuals and were usually built on high river banks or other inaccessible locations. The Volyntsevo village itself for example, from which the culture takes its name, was located on a sloping bank of the Seym River and was naturally protected by almost impenetrable bogs which surrounded it on three sides. Such natural features were essential to help defend small settlements from powerful neighbors such as the Khazars, Bulgars or the Magyars. Larger settlements were also built in the Romny-Volyntsevo area, which began to specialize in manufacturing and trade, such as the hilltop stronghold excavated at Novotroitske in the Psiol River valley in northeastern Ukraine. It contained about 50 sunken-floor huts dating to the early 8th century and yielded a major hoard of silver dirhams and other silver objects. The hoard seems to have been hidden before a nomad Pecheneg attack, which destroyed the settlement.13


  By this time the eastern Slavs were also involved in regular trade with their neighbors, as is revealed by the excavated cemeteries. We find a rich array of glass beads, massive bracelets, belt decorations, earrings, diadems and silver wire pendants, as well as Greek dishes and silver spoons. A particular feature of the Volyntsevo-type settlements is the amount of Islamic silver rings and bracelets as well as dirham coins which are found, a clear indication that by the early 8th century Slavs were already connected to the Islamic silver trade and we begin to see large quantities of silver dirhams in Slavic sites. A long distance trade system is also indicated by Central Asian (Bactrian) two-humped camel bones excavated in Slavic settlements at Bolshoe Borshevo and Titchykha, as well as a Chinese bronze mirror found in a catacomb at Dmitrivske.14 The simple and uniform lifestyles of the Slavic settlements indicate an absence of a ruling elite or class, and so trade was probably conducted for personal decorations, dowries, or ceremonial functions. Slavic jewelry was made almost exclusively from silver and the metal played an important part in east European and Baltic society.15


  Trade was not the only means by which valuable goods could be obtained from the Khazars and Volga Bulgars. Some of the silver was most certainly obtained by raids on Khazar lands and trading posts, particularly in the early stages of the Slav’s contact with them. Excavations reveal a state of hostility between the kaganate and the forest Slavs, and much has been made at times of the tribute which the Slavs were alleged to pay the Khazars. The only original source for the view is the Kyiv Chronicle, according to which the Severiani tribe paid tribute of a white squirrel pelt from each hearth, while in 885 the Khazars imposed a silver coin, the “shchiliag,” on the Radimichi tribe. This is unlikely to have been the case. Firstly, it is not clear why tribute was paid by a shilling, a western coin of a later date when high quality silver dirhams were abundant in the area. Secondly, Slavic forest settlements facing the Khazar lands were fortified, not a sign of a servile tribute-paying population. Palisade fortifications or “grads” were so common in Slavic territory that Scandinavians referred to the area as “Gardariki,” or Land of Forts. Also nine out of the twelve Khazar limestone fortifications were erected directly opposite Slav settlements as early as the 8th and 9th centuries. The strongholds were built in the middle Don and the upper Donets river valleys at the edge of Khazar territory and bordered on Slavic settlements. By the late 8th and early 9th century we see the rise of the Saltovo-Maiatsky outposts which marked the Khazar western and northwestern frontier with the Slavs, characterized by white limestone fortresses. Facing them were Slav fortified palisade settlements on the Seim, upper Sula, the Psiol and Vorskla rivers, as well as the fortified settlements along stretches of the upper and middle Don. To further strengthen his western frontier against the Slavs in 833 the Khazar Kagan asked Emperor Theophilus for engineers and skilled builders to construct a fort on the Don River, just east of the junction with the Donets. Both the Eastern Christian Empire and the Khazars had a common enemy in the Slavs and the Muslims, and had signed a military treaty in 711. Taking a squadron of the Imperial navy, Petronos Camaterus sailed up the Don, halting at Sarkel. There the Romanians built a brick fortress which became an important part of the Khazar western defensive system.


  Not all Slavic settlements were confined to the northern boreal forest regions. Forested areas were not uncommon on the prairies at the time, and were inhabited by some of the northern migrants. The presence of Slavs in the prairie regions was not recent since we know they formed a part of the Cherniakovian culture during the Gothic period, as confirmed by Procopius: “to the north (of the Utigur Bulgars) the countless tribes of the Antae are settled.”16


  Procopius must have meant clans rather than tribes since archaeological evidence does not support “countless” prairie populations at the time. The Slavs are also known to have occupied the Don basin and probably had settled on the shores of the Sea of Azov. The Muslim writers al-Baladhuri (9th century) and al-Tabari (10th century) describe general Marwan’s 737 Arab campaign. Marwan’s forces advanced across the Caucasus Mountains, past the city of Samandar and attacked the Slavs who lived on lands belonging to the Khazar state along the “River of the Slavs” (as the Arabs called the Don River). With typical exaggeration, 20,000 homes were reportedly destroyed and many prisoners brought back. The Slav presence in the area is also confirmed by another Muslim writer, the geographer al-Masudi (1st half of the 10th century) who observed that “its banks (the Don River) are populated by the numerous Slavic people and other northern people.”17


  The Slavs who lived in the Don Valley and around the Sea of Azov would have been a part of the Khazar state, to whom al-Masudi assigned an important role. Many Slavs served in the Khazar army as infantry, and the Kagan’s personal retinue was mainly composed of Slavs. The geographer Abu-al-Fida (13th, 14th century) reported that there were two distinct types amongst the Khazars, one dark, and one fair.18


  The Volyntsevo-Romny settlements belonged to the Severiani tribe, with the territory to their north around Borshevo occupied by the Viatichi. More to the west the Krivichi and Slovenians also began to expand north in what is today Belarus and northwestern Russia. These territories were inhabited by the Lithuanians and Finno-Ugric tribes which, like the Slavs, were indigenous to Eastern Europe. The Slavic clans were involved in cereal farming and animal husbandry to a greater extent than their neighbors, practicing the basic slash-and-burn method. Once the soil in a clearing was exhausted a new area had to be cleared, which often required displacing other inhabitants. Farming was also made more feasible in the northern lands by the Little Climatic Optimum which raised average temperatures by about 1°C.19 The Slavs also introduced the silver trade to the new areas and the distribution of the first major wave of dirhams (during 770–833) follows closely the Slavic northwestern migration between the Dvina and Volkhov rivers.20


  It was the northern fur trade, however, which would begin to transform east European society. Following the Slavs’ arrival in the Lake Pskov (Peipus) and Velika River areas a century earlier, by the 7th century their settlements begin to appear on the edge of the Finnish Ves lands at Lake Ladoga. Besides the usual weapons and agricultural iron implements, excavations reveal pendants, belt buckles, and glass beads, items which were commonly used as barter in the fur trade. We also find tools for working in wood and metal which indicate that in the beginning of the 8th century the so-called Staraia Ladoga settlements were producing rivets and planks for boats. These were probably of Scandinavian design since Slavic boats or canoes were usually dug out from a single tree trunk and did not require either planks or rivets. The main activity was the production of amber and glass beads for the fur trade where the pelts were bought from local hunters and sold to the Bulgars and Khazars for valuable silver dirhams. In fact, the Staraia Ladoga settlements were initially built as a manufacturing center and to conduct trade in the north and in the Baltic region. This is confirmed by silver dirham finds in some of the earliest log buildings constructed there, as well as women’s broaches and a set of tools of Scandinavian origin.21 The earliest excavated layers are from the 750s while the oldest coin found dates to 768, but the first settlement probably goes back several decades.22 The settlement of Staraia Ladoga was strategically located on the Volkhov River flowing out of Lake Ilmen, and upstream were rapids which allowed experienced pilots passage but prevented any surprise attacks by raiders, while downstream lay Lake Ladoga which at the time was connected to the Baltic Sea through the Gulf of Finland. Being inland the settlement was hidden from marauding sea pirates while the boreal forest provided a shield from the land-side, allowing for easy access to the fur regions and to the southeastern source of the silver dirhams. Starting from the Gulf of Finland a boat could enter Lake Ladoga by the Neva River, traverse the river Svir into Lake Onega, sail to the Beloozero settlement on Lake Beloye, head south on the Sheksna River, and thus reach the Volga and the Caspian Sea. Also once in Lake Onega a boat could easily reach the rich source of northern skins by the White Sea. Other settlements sprang up along the Volkhov, Volkhovets, and Veriazha rivers such as Khlopy Gorodok, Sergovyi Gorodok, Vasilevskeye, Riurikovo Gorodishche, and others. In the Middle Ages the whole area would become known as Novgorod (Newfort), with the city built on a strategic site where the Volkhov and Msta rivers flow out of Lake Ilmen. Another city, Pskov, would also rise on the southern shore of the lake, on the delta of the Velika River.


  Thus by the beginning of the 8th century we find a two-way system of trade linking the Finno-Ugrian hunters of the north, Slavs of Staraia Ladoga and other east European Slavs, the Bulgars along the upper Volga and Kama rivers, and the Khazars on the Caspian and Azov seas. The fur was brought down by Bulgar merchants and sold in the Caspian ports destined for the ruling elites of the Muslim world, while in exchange luxury goods and silver dirhams flowed to the north and west. While Bulgar merchants traveled to the northern tribes in search of sable and black fox pelts, much of the trade was conducted by Slavic tribes. We find consistent hoards of silver dirhams in the tribal areas of the Viatichi, Krivichi, Radimichi, the Severiani, and the Slovenians. In fact by the early 9th century there is a positive correlation between the distribution of silver dirham hoards and areas of Slavic expansion and settlements.23 By contrast relatively few dirham deposits are found in the non–Slavic lands along the Volga and in Khazar territory through which Islamic trade passed on its way north.


  The injection of silver dirhams began to reach a high volume, and was largely responsible for the creation of something approaching a currency-based manufacturing and trading system.24 The expanded volume and standardization of trade is also indicated by the imports of foreign mass produced glass beads, which began to replace those made locally. The manufacture of glass beads was a highly specialized craft practiced by a small number of individuals, with considerable local variation in type and style which were replaced in the early 9th century by the standardized mass production. Easy to transport and in high demand by the northern hunters, the glass (and amber) beads played a key role in the fur trade and together with the silver dirhams formed the currency of exchange.25 Amber was another valuable commodity and by the 9th century we see amber objects being manufactured by the Baltic Slavs in Truso.


  By the late 8th and early 9th centuries the silver dirhams begin to reach the Baltic Sea area, and we see the beginnings of a new type of production and exchange centers such as those at Staraia Ladoga. Known in archaeology as “emporia,” these centers become multi-ethnic ports of trade inhabited by merchants, craftsmen and men-at-arms hired for protection. All excavated emporia are located on lagoons some distance inland, suggesting security from Viking sea raiders was an important consideration.


  The first emporia to appear on the Baltic were amongst the Slavic tribes of the southern coast and it is here in western Pomerania that the densest concentration of silver dirhams are found. Several early 9th century dirham hoards have been unearthed around the mouth of the Vistula at Truso, Reric, and Ralswiek. We are told in Frankish annals of 808 that the Danish king attacked and destroyed the Slavic emporium of the Odobrites at Reric and the craftsmen and merchants were taken to Hedeby near Schleswig where a center was built especially for them.26 Evidently trade and crafts manufacturing was becoming an important source of revenue for monarchs and their men-at-arms. The main trade centers, however, were inland at Staraia Ladoga and the Bulgar city of Sarsky Fort, where we find the earliest and largest silver hoards. Here the trade activity also caught the attention of Scandinavian traders and adventurers where excavations reveal the presence of Scandinavian settlements on the eastern shores of the Baltic by the 6th century and beginning in the 8th century the eastern Baltic coast had been incorporated into King Iver’s Danish and Swedish kingdom. The widespread introduction of rye into northern Europe had caused an increase in the population and by the 8th century Denmark, Norway, and Sweden had become overpopulated. The struggle for land and the resulting civil strife forced many armed men off the land and naval raiding parties resulting in the well-known Viking raids of western and southern Europe.


  The situation in Eastern Europe was somewhat different. With a lack of cities or major towns to loot, a cold climate and a wild hostile terrain, the main attraction was amber from the Baltic coast, slaves, and the fur of the interior. The fur could be traded with northern hunters for beads and metal tools obtained from the Baltic emporia, and the pelts in turn exchanged for the precious silver dirhams which were beginning to reach the area. Northern slaves were also high in demand in both the Muslim and Christian civilizations of western Asia and southern Europe. Another valuable item of trade was dark-blue glass jewelry obtained from the south, such as the rare pendants found in Sweden and the northern Caucasus. The Scandinavians possessed a means of transport which the other inhabitants of Eastern Europe did not—maneuverable longboats. Powered by wind and oars these boats could easily negotiate both the Baltic Sea and the river systems of the interior. A typical Scandinavian longboat carried about 30 men together with supplies, and some could carry more. A boat excavated at Skuldelev in Denmark for example was 98 feet long, 12 feet wide and could accommodate 65 armed men!27 The influence of Norse boat technology can also be seen from two rare Scandinavian words in eastern Slavic—“shigla” and “yakor” taken from the Old Norse, “sigla” and “akkari,” meaning “mast” and “anchor.”28 Although the Norsemen did not originate the emporia or the fur trade they became a part of the distribution system throughout the Baltic region, and many hired themselves as mercenaries to protect the trade.


  A question often asked concerns the extent of Scandinavian “colonization” of Eastern Europe. Norsemen are known to have been present in the main emporia and trading centers in Slavic and Bulgar territory as merchants and armed escort, who were often one and the same. Most Scandinavian presence was limited. Thus at the key trading emporia in the Ladoga region excavations reveal only 30 out of some 700 burials can be considered to be Norse. Also the small Scandinavian settlements on the southeastern shores of Lake Ladoga on the Tikhvin plain date to the 9th century when the fur trade was already in full swing. A rare example of a Scandinavian settlement has been found at Plakun on the right bank of the Volkhov River, where an excavated cemetery revealed some 60 Norse burials including 8 longboat cremations. The “settlement,” however, was a military outpost not far away from what would become known as “Rurikovo Gorodishehe,” or Rurik’s Fort and then Novgorod.29 The center of the Norse outposts occurs among the Finnish Ves people on the fringe of Slavic tribal territory and were mainly used as storage and clearing centers. Early Scandinavian artifacts also come from the Krutnik settlement to the northeast on the shores of Lake Beloozero, and further south in the Bulgarian Sarsky Fort and the fortification of Timerevo. Again these sites were exchange centers on the major trade routes leading to the Muslim world, and the only evidence of trade on the Dnipro River at this time was an emporium at Gnesdovo not far from Smolensk and Polatsk in today’s Belarus, indicating little trade was entering the Black Sea from these locations.30 A partial clue as to the trading activities of the Norse can also be gleaned from coins found in Scandinavia, particularly Sweden. Finds from the 6th to the 8th centuries indicate trade was scant since no local coins were minted at this time, and there are only 18 eastern Roman coins found in Sweden from this period. Earlier, during the 4th, 5th and 6th centuries the only coin hoards found in Scandinavia are Eastern Roman, probably brought by soldiers serving in the imperial armies.31 The import of coins really begins in the 8th century, with the first Arab dirhams reaching Scandinavia at the beginning of the 9th which coincides with the expansion of the fur trade to the northern Baltic. Thus of the 250,000 coins found in Scandinavia from the Viking Age, 35 percent were mainly Arab dirhams. The largest hoards of dirhams were deposited in the middle of the 10th century and were struck during 895–920. This is also the period when state power was being established by princes of Kyiv and the beginning of trade with Constantinople. Some of the hoards contained several thousand coins, particularly on the island of Gotland strategically located in the middle of the Baltic Sea.32


  



  Slavs, Varangians, and the Rise of Rus


  A number of events occurred during the first quarter of the 9th century, which would signal a sharp break with past practice. The flow of silver dirhams to Eastern Europe ceased, introducing a shortage of silver currency that would reach all the way to the Baltic region. At the same time large amounts of glass beads of a simpler make began to make their way to the Baltic wiping out most of the local production. It seems as if access to the Khazar market had also ceased causing a sharp drop in trade which revived an interest in the Black Sea trade routes. The presence of Scandinavian merchant-raiders also became more marked and towns with defensive walls began to spring up. Unattached bands of armed Norsemen, owing their allegiance to no one except their chieftains, began to hire themselves out to trading emporia for protection purposes. A Frank from the second half of the 9th century by the name of Rimbert informs us that a Swedish force had landed at Libau on the eastern shores of the Baltic, traveled to Skuadas and captured a Lithuanian fortress on the river Apuala. About the same time in 859 a Varangian (Scandinavian) force had occupied the Staraia Ladoga area as well as the neighboring Finnish territory. They were later driven out but Varangian men-at-arms led by one Rurik were later hired for protection and to maintain order. This was the famous “coming of Varangians to Novgorod” in the early 9th century which would play an important role in the rise of Rus. After describing the Slavic origin of Novgorod, the Primary Chronicle makes the following somewhat contradictory claim:


  
    The Varangians from beyond the sea imposed tribute (tax) upon the Chuds (Finnish tribes), the Slavs, the Merians, the Ves (Finnish tribes) and Krivichi (Slavic tribe). But the Khazars imposed it upon the Polyanians, the Severians, and the Vyatichians (Slavic tribes), and collected a white squirrel skin from each hearth. The tributaries (tribute payers) of the Varangians drove them back beyond the sea and, refusing them further tribute, set out to govern themselves. There was no law among them, but tribe rose against tribe. Discord thus ensued among them, and they began to war one against another. They said to themselves, “Let us seek a prince who may rule over us and judge us according to the law.” They accordingly went overseas to the Varangian Russes: these particular Varangians were known as Russes (“Rusins”) just as some are called Swedes, and others Normans, English, and Gotlanders, for they were thus named. The Chuds, the Slavs (Slovenians), the Krivichi, and the Ves then said to the people of Rus, “Our land is great and rich, but there is no order in it. Come to rule and reign over us.” They thus selected three brothers, with their kinfolk, who took with them all the Russes and migrated. The oldest, Rurik, located himself in Novgorod; the second, Sineus, at Beloozero (White Lake); third, Truvor, in Izborsk. On account of these Varangians the district of Novgorod became known as the land of Rus. The present inhabitants of Novgorod are descended from the Varangian race, but aforetime they were Slavs.33

  


  This much quoted passage from the Kyiv Primary Chronicle written some two centuries after the fact is often taken that “the Rus” were Scandinavians who had migrated to “Novgorod” (which did not exist at the time). Elsewhere the Chronicle also reports that the great raid on Constantinople of 860 (stated incorrectly as 863–66) was led by the Scandinavians (Varangians) Askhold and Dir of Kyiv, and it is at times taken as a “typical Viking raid.” This, however, is highly unlikely if the Chronicle is correct that the Varangians were driven out of “Novgorod” (Staraia Ladoga) at this time. A force which was unable to hold a Slavic town certainly could not have mounted the expedition such as appeared before the walls of Constantinople. The force that attacked the area around Constantinople was mainly Slavic with Scandinavians and Finns probably taking part. Taken at face value the Primary Chronicle has also become a basis of the so-called “Normanist Theory” of the founding of Rus, which still enjoys some popularity. The “theory,” however, is nothing more than a hypothesis which is not supported by the relevant evidence. The original Rus, so the argument goes, were powerful Norsemen who had migrated south and established a ruling elite over the conquered, primitive Slav multitudes.34 More recent authors, less racist in tone, attempt to provide an objective and more factual basis for the Normanist hypothesis:


  
    According to Normanists, the East Slavic “Rus” is a borrowing either directly from Scandinavian, where we find such terms as the Old Icelandic “ropps-menn,” “raps-karlar” (oarsmen, seamen) and the Swedish “Ros-lagen” (the coastal area of Uppland, across the Baltic from the Gulf of Finland) or, what is likelier, from Finnish, where “Ruotsi” (West Finnic “Rotsi”) is the name of Sweden and “Ruotsalainen” denotes a Swede. In this explanation, the people who in Slavic were called “Rus,” in Greek “Rhos,” and in Arabic “Rūs” were Norsemen involved in trade with the Orient and Byzantium.35

  


  An early reference to “Rhos” is found in the Carolingian annals of St. Bertin, an abbey near Constance. An embassy from Constantinople sent by Emperor Theophiles in 839 arrived at the court of the Holy Roman Emperor Louis the Pious, at Ingelheim on the Rhine.


  
    (Emperor Theophiles) sent with them (the embassy) some men who called themselves, that is the people to which they belonged, Rhos. According to them, their king, called Chacanus sent them to (Theophiles) in friendship…. The Emperor asked in his letter that Louis graciously give them permission and help to return to their country … because the roads by which they had traveled to Constantinople fell into the hands of the barbarian and exceedingly wild tribes…. Having diligently investigated the reasons for their arrival, the emperor (Louis) established that they belonged to the people of the Sueni (Swedes).36

  


  “Chacanus” was a corruption of Kagan, a Turkic king with a higher status and more powerful than a Slavic “kniaz” or prince, and as such was at times used in Eastern Europe to designate a Grand Prince.


  Early references to Rus can also be found in the Muslim literature of the 10th century, such as the writing of Ibn-Dast.


  
    Between the country of the Badzhaks (Pechenegs) and the country of the Slavs there is ten day’s distance; at the beginning of the Slav country is the city of Kuyab (Kyiv)…. The country of the Slavs is a flat and woody land; they live in the woods, too…. If a son is born unto a family, the father takes a naked sword, places it before the newly-born infant and says: “I leave you no inheritance except this sword, and you will have but that which you will be able to conquer with it.” They have a great number of cities which are quite dispersed.37

  


  An eyewitness account was left by the geographer ibn-Rusta dating to the 970s.


  
    I have seen (a tradepost) of the Rus as they came on their merchant journey and encamped by the Atil (Volga). Never have I seen a people of such perfect physique. They are as tall as date-palms and reddish in colour. They wear neither coat nor kaftan, but each man carries a cape, which covers one half of his body, leaving one hand free. No one is ever parted from his axe, sword and knife. Their swords are broad and grooved of the Frankish sort. They are the filthiest of God’s creatures … as lousy as donkeys. They arrive from their distant lands and lay their ships alongside the banks of the Volga … and there they build big houses on its shore. On beaching their vessels each man goes ashore carrying bread, meat, onions, milk and “nabid” and takes these to a large post with a face like that of a man (Perun, Slav God of War) surrounded by smaller figures, and behind them are tall poles set in the ground. Each man prostrates himself before the large post and recites; “O Lord, I have come from distant parts with so many girls, so many sable furs (and whatever other commodities he carries).” I now bring you this offering…. Please send me a merchant who has many dinars and who will trade favourably with me.38

  


  Not only were “the Rus” not a Norse tribe (or some other grouping as described in the Kyiv Chronicle) but the term has nothing to do with Scandinavians as such, who were referred to as “Varangians” by the eastern Slavs. There are several other references in Arabic and Greek accounts which refer to “Slavs” and “Ruses” as if they were separate people, which seems to support the Normanist hypothesis. This, however, is based on a misinterpretation, since the terms do not refer to ethnicities but to social groupings or political affiliations. The word “Slav” is used to refer to Slavic tribesmen while “Ruses” are people or individuals who are associated with the princely Kyiv state irrespective of ethnicity. When abroad they would be merchants, or representatives of a prince of Rus, or his military circle as is evident from foreign sources. The Kyiv Primary Chronicle confirms this, but also contradicts its initial description of the Ruses being Scandinavians: “The Varangians, Slavs, and others who accompanied him (Prince Oleg) were called Ruses (Rusins).”


  Written in the 11th century in Kyiv by the monk Nestor (and copied many times), the Chronicle has been responsible for much speculation. It begins with the biblical account of the origin of the world and the human race, and proceeds to describe the origin and geographical distribution of the Slavic tribes. The account of Rurik being invited by the people of Novgorod (sic) to “…seek a prince who may rule over us and judge us according to the law” is, interestingly, similar to the biblical story of the people of Israel inviting an outsider to rule over them (Book of Samuel).39 It must also be kept in mind that the Kyiv Chronicle was intended as a record of the Rurik Dynasty and the Kyiv State. It simply establishes Rurik (and his two brothers) as the legitimate prince and not some chieftain of a band of men hired by the merchants of “Novgorod” (Staraia Ladoga) to provide military protection and civic order. The incorrect identification of “the Rus” as Scandinavians could also have been made intentionally to satisfy a bias of the Rurik Dynasty. With time, the princely descendants of Rurik began to distance themselves from the common population—not only were they a different class, they were also a different people. Such a disassociation of a ruling dynasty or class from their “lower” subjects was not uncommon. The nobility of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, for example, claimed to be descended exclusively from the Sarmatians while the Spanish aristocracy considered itself to be of Visigoth lineage and not related to any previous Spanish stock. Also, with the arrival of university education in the second half of the 15th century many young Lithuanian noblemen adopted the view that they were not Baltic tribesmen but were descended from the Latin Romans, when Pompey and his people came to Lithuania to escape Julius Caesar’s tyranny. Perhaps Nestor was also of Varangian descent, since by that time many Scandinavians in Rus were already Christians.


  It is possible to reconstruct the events that led to Rurik’s arrival in the northern Slavic lands. Fueled by overpopulation and civil war in Scandinavia, the presence of surplus manpower equipped with fast maneuverable longboats had become a common occurrence in the Baltic. These were a new type of professional military units which did not exist among the Slavic, Finnish, or Lithuanian populations. While some hired themselves out for pay others became bent on conquest; we know that the king of Denmark occupied parts of Latvian-Lithuanian territory early in the 9th century. The Primary Chronicle also states that the inhabitants of Novgorod (Staraia Lodoga), with the neighboring Finnish tribes were forced to pay tribute to the Varangians before they were driven out. Having expelled an occupying force, the merchants of Staraia Ladoga would need military mercenaries for protection, such as that offered by Rurik and his two brothers. The manufacturing-trading emporia had maintained much of the traditional Slavic democratic practices in the form of the town assembly or “Veche” which decided all matters of importance. The protective force was to reside outside of the town, since we know that about 890 Rurik built his own stronghold, “Rurikovo Gorodishche” (Rurik’s Fortress) on Lake Ilmen. Before that in 870, after several years Rurik left Staraia Ladoga and during his three-year absence an uprising broke out led by Vadim the Brave. It was defeated by Rurik on his return but it must have been of some magnitude, since excavations reveal that Staraia Ladoga was completely burned down about this time.


  If “the Rus” cannot be identified with Scandinavia, the same cannot be said of “the Varangians.” Based on archaeology and the historic record we can offer an explanation of the Varangians and their first recorded chief, Rurik. Although there is no mention of a people or a tribe by that name in any Norse saga or record, the term “Varagi” is of Scandinavian origin and first appears in medieval east Slavic literature. Were the Varangians exclusively Scandinavians? Probably not, judging from the name “Rurik” which could very well have been of Slavic origin. It may have denoted a man from Rerik, the Slavic emporium destroyed by the Danish king around 800. Rurik’s brother, Sineus, has an even more Slavic name, literally meaning “blue mustache.” What is significant is also that neither Rurik nor his brothers had any difficulties conversing with the Slavs of “Novgorod.” The term “Varag,” however, is generally accepted to be of Germanic origin although given the similarities between the Indo-European languages this cannot be certain. In old Norse “varig” meant “an ally,” or someone who had sworn an oath of alliance or friendship. Also, “waroegi” in Old Norse (“vaeringi” in Old Icelandic) meant “those who seek protection” or “those who find shelter,” with the same meaning given to the Old English “waergenga.” In Frankish Germanic a stranger was also referred to as a “wargensus.” A version of the Primary Chronicle describes the Varangians by a Slavic word which meant “those who came from outside.” What cannot be done, however, is to equate the Varangians with the Vikings of western Europe as is commonly done in some popular expositions.


  The second major argument offered for the Normanist hypothesis lies in linguistics. The term Rus, it is claimed, is derived from the Finish “Ruotsi” which means “rowers.”40 Apart from the fact that the terms exhibit little resemblance to each other, it is difficult to see why a Finnish word would be used by Slavs to denote Scandinavians, or why the latter would choose a Finnish word to describe themselves. Also, Finnish was not spoken in the south (the territory around Kyiv and Chernihiv) to which the term “Rus” applied. The Swedish area of “Roslagen” is closer, but there is no lack of similar names—for example the Danish town of Roskilde, the Slavic settlement of “Russen” in Polabia, and the southern French territory of “Rousillon.”


  What then is the origin of the proper noun “Rus”? It is of southern and not northern origin, and designates a location or territory rather than a people. The linguistic confusion is probably the most telling argument against the Normanist hypothesis and seems to arise from the introduction of the article “the” as in “the Rus.” Slavic languages do not have articles, and to designate a people suffixes such as “Rusky,” “Rusov” or “Rusin” are used to mean “of Rus” and “Rusian.”41 The fact that Rus was mainly a Slavic land is noted by the 9th century Persian postmaster general ibn Khurardadbih, who was probably also responsible for gathering intelligence for the Caliphate. In his “The Book of Routes and Realms” he writes:


  
    The Rus merchants are a sort of Saqaliba (Slavs). They take beaver skins and the pelts of polar foxes, and swords from the most distant parts of the Slav country to the sea of the Rum (Black Sea), and the tithe is levied on them by the king of Rum. If they wish, they go along the Don, the river of the Slavs, and go through the straits of the capital of the Khazars, their ruler levies the tithe.42

  


  The Slavs were well known in the Muslim world from the beginning of the 7th century, when they were conducting wars with Constantinople and the Khazars. Many slaves sold in the Muslim markets were Slavs, and they also provided the praetorian guard of the Umayyad Caliphs of Cordoba, Spain.


  If Rus was a territory, then where was it located? Medieval chronicles are consistent when referring to it and when indicating its location which identify Rus to be in north central Ukraine. Thus we have, in chronological order43;


  1018: “After collecting Rusins, Varangians and Slavs (tribesmen, or alternatively Slovenians), Yaroslav marched forth against Boleslav (of Poland) and Sviatopolk (his brother), and upon arriving at Volyn (northwestern Ukraine) they camped on both sides of the river Bug.”


  1132: “In this year Vsevolod went forth (from Novgorod) to Rus, to Pereyaslav” (Ukraine, east of the Dnipro River).


  1140: “Mstislav, Prince of Kyiv, summoned the Prince of Polatsk (Belarus) to Rus.”


  1141: “Fleeing from Novgorod, Sviataslav went to Rus, to his brother.”


  1145: “The whole land of Rus marched forth against Galich” (Galicia, now western Ukraine).


  1148: “Rostislav arrived … with all the troops of Rus and Smolensk.”


  1149: “Neither I (Yuri, Prince of Rostov and Suzdal) nor my children have any share in the land of Rus.”


  1152: “Prince Izyaslav (of Kyiv) met the King of Hungary, and they went away, the king to his country, Hungary, and Izyaslav to the land of Rus.”


  1152: “Yuri went forth with the men of Rostov, Suzdal and Ryazan … to Rus.”


  1155: “When Grand Prince Iuri Dolgoruky of Suzdal learned that his nephew … had passed away he began to consider campaigning in Rus: and, preparing his army, he marched into Rus.”


  1175: “The men of Rostov and Suzdal had assembled in Vladimir on the Klyasma River to hold council as to whom they should elect as Kniaz (Prince). ‘Our nearest neighbours are the Princes of Murom and Ryazan, but we fear their cunning … (their envoys) should go to Rus to ask for a Kniaz.’”


  1175: (Prince Michael left Vladimir on the Klyasma) “and went forth to Rus, and the people of Vladimir accompanied him with lamentation.”


  1180: “Prince Sviatoslav, son of Vsevolod … marched from Rus to Suzdal.”


  1193: “Sviatoslav sent his envoys to Rurik (to Ovruch) and said to him: ‘come now to Rus…’ Rurik … came with all his troops to Rus.”


  1202: “Roman, having gathered the troops of Galich and Vladimir invaded the land of Rus.”


  1231: “Danilo (Prince Daniel of Galicia) captured the town of Torchesk, belonging to the land of Rus.”


  A direct description of Rus is also provided by the Kyiv Primary Chronicle: “Yaroslav recruited many soldiers and arrived at Kyiv, where he made peace with his brother Mstislav near Gorodets. They divided Rus according to the course of the Dnipro. Yaroslav took the Kyiv side and Mstislav the other.”44


  The “land of Rus” occupied a specific area and location and was identified as such right up to the sack of Kyiv by the Mongols in the middle of the 13th century. The territory consisted of what is today north-central Ukraine and southern Belarus, with the three medieval cities of Kyiv, Chenihiv and Pereyaslav. It is incorrect therefore to refer to the entire eastern Slavic territory as “Rus” or “Russia,” particularly since the latter name was only introduced in the 18th century. Far from being of Scandinavian origin, the name “Rus,” together with the north-central Ukrainian rivers such as the “Ros,” “Rsha,” “Rusa” and “Ruska” predate Slavic presence, and is of Sarmatian origin. This is also the case for the other major rivers in the eastern prairies such as the Don, Donets, Dnipro (Don Prau) and the Danube, as well as many place names. The Ukrainian prairies were occupied by the Roxolani tribes, the Rokhs-Alani or the Western Alans, the term being derived from “rakh” (“rokh”) meaning “white” or “light,” and could also have meant “west,” as the western tributary of the Dnipro which was referred to as “Ros.” The relationship between light and the prairie setting sun was of importance to the sun worshipping Roxolani who, incidentally, also gave their name to the Rousillon region of south-western France. Their influence on the Slavs can still be seen in Ukrainian and Russian names such as “Roxoliana,” “Roxana” and “Ruslan,” to name but a few. Also Polish records written in Latin refer to the people of Rus as “Roxolani.” Their presence in early Rus is indicated by burial mounds such as the Chorna Mohila (Black Grave) mound excavated during 1872–74 in the Chernihiv province of Ukraine. It was a typical prairie kurgan, some 11 yards tall and 40 yards in diameter and covered the remains of a wooden funeral house which contained the burnt remains of an adult male, a female, and a young warrior. It contained two sets of swords, helmets, scale armor, a saddle, spears, arrowheads and knives, as well as a drinking horn with decorative mythical mount-reliefs and a Scythian-Sarmatian cauldron.


  The nature of the Norse presence amongst the eastern Slavs can also be seen from archaeology. Most of the Scandinavian grave finds date from about 930 onwards, mainly in specific clusters in the north and the northeast. Cemeteries are found around Novgorod and Pskov in the Ladoga region, the upper Volga around Jaroslavl and north of Lake Nero, and around the city of Suzdal. Rich Scandinavian artifacts and burials have been unearthed in the Gnezdovo-Smolensk area, but only isolated finds in Rus itself around Kyiv and Chenihiv. Most of the finds are made in frontier areas around Kyiv, just where one would expect to find task forces.45 Not all Scandinavians were mercenaries, however, since some served in the Princes’ retinues, who themselves were part Scandinavian through intermarriage. Other Norse were merchants trading with the Muslim and Christian civilizations whose presence was probably taken as evidence that “the Rus” were exclusively a Scandinavian people. With trade between Rus and the Eastern Roman Empire showing a sharp increase towards the end of the 10th century most of the merchandise heading north was passing through the Black Sea and Kyiv. It is not surprising therefore that Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus would have learned of Scandinavian names for some of the rapids on the Dnipro River, together with their Slavic equivalents (see Chapter 5). Again, their description as being “Rus” does not imply ethnicity but simply that they were Scandinavians trading on behalf of the Rus prince or his relations, or were simply members of his retinue. Scandinavians also had their own names for Slavic towns and territory. Novgorod, for example, was known as Holmgard (Island Stronghold), Ladoga as Aldeigaborg, while the Slavic lands were generally referred to as “Gardarike” (Realm of Strongholds). An important feature of the 9th century was the growth of towns in the Slavic tribal areas. Many of the walled strongholds began to take part in trade and the storing of merchandise, and metalworking was followed by handicrafts as a common activity in the defended enclosures. At first the towns grew their own produce but with time they began to specialize in non-agricultural production. We know that from the beginning of the 8th century Pskov had become an urban center, and during the 9th century Rostov sprang up on Lake Nero while Gnezdovo (Smolensk) was already a citadel inhabited by craftsmen and traders by the 9th century. Other fortified enclosures also began to spring up in the tribal areas. As we saw the fortress which was strategically located on the Dnipro River would be destined to grow into one of the greatest cities in Europe, the metropolis of Kyiv.


  On the level of east European culture, Norman elements are even less significant. Scandinavian terms in Ukrainian (or Bielorusian), once supposed to be numerous, actually number only six or seven known words. Russian and Old Ukrainian terms dealing with navigation often came from Greek, and those related to trade were usually Slavic or Oriental. To quote N. Riasanovsky:


  
    Written literature in Kiev preceded written literature in Scandinavia, and it experienced clear Byzantine and Bulgarian rather than Nordic influences … persistent efforts to link it to the Scandinavian epics fail to carry conviction. Claims of Norman contributions to Russian (that is, Kyivan Rus) law have suffered a fiasco; while at one time scholars believed in the Scandinavian foundation of Russian (Kyivan Rus) jurisprudence, it has in fact proved impossible to trace elements of Kievan law back to Norman prototypes. Similarly there is no sound evidence for Norman influence on Kievan paganism.46

  


  Scandinavia located in the far north lay much father from centers of civilization than did north central Ukraine and Southern Belarus. The culture of Kievan Rus developed more richly and rapidly than that of Scandinavia, be it written literature, written law, the minting of coins or architecture. All of these made their appearance in Kiev a considerable time before their arrival in Scandinavia. And given the contacts between the two cultures, that of Kyiv-Rus must have had an important influence on Scandinavian development.




  Five



  



  The Rise of the Kyiv State


  



  Kyiv: The Early Years


  While Slavs, Finns and Scandinavians were expanding their long-distance trade routes with the Judaic Khazars and the Muslims of Persia, Central Asia, and the Middle East, another fortified settlement was growing to the south of Staraia Ladoga. Between the northern boreal forest and the prairies to the south lay a mixed zone where tall grasses were interspersed by patches and stands of deciduous trees and woods. Land was more fertile here, and Slavic clans had begun to expand south by the beginning of the millennium as witnessed by the Kyiv culture and the Cherniakhiv settlements. The Dnipro and the Desna rivers as well as many forest clearings provided the early agriculturalists with rich fishing grounds and plentiful game such as red deer, moose, boar, and forest bison to supplement agricultural produce. By about the 6th century the forest-steppe zone in what is today north-central Ukraine came under the control of the Poliani tribe, the “People of the Plains”1 who were certainly of mixed Slavic-Gothic origin, as witnessed by Gothic place-names such as Oster, and Hermanivka.


  A particular attraction was a remarkable feature on the west bank of the Dnipro just to the south of its tributary with the Desna River, a steep hilly plateau which rises above the surrounding flat plain to dominate the countryside. The only high ground in the entire area and easy to defend, it was immune to annual spring flooding and was a natural site for a permanent settlement.2 One story has it that the initial site was known as “Kyov lov” or “Kyi’s catch,” a rich fishing location with a plentiful supply of fish, such as the large sturgeon and giant catfish. The importance of fishing is illustrated by an excavated contemporary spinning whorl which depicts a trident, or a three-pronged implement used to spear large fish.3 While the hilly plateau was not unknown to the Scythians and later the Goths it was not occupied before the 7th–8th centuries, when a settlement was built on today’s Starokyivska (Old Kyiv) Hill. The two-hectare site was protected by wooden fortifications and earth ramparts, and by the 8th century it had become the tribal center of the Poliani tribe. An added feature was its strategic location since it was located where several tribal territories met.4 The oldest reference to the founding of Kyiv is found in the Kyiv Primary Chronicle.


  
    While the Poliani lived apart and governed their families (for before the time of these brothers there were already Polianians, and each one lived with his clan on his own lands ruling over his kinfolk) there were three brothers, Kyi, Shchek, and Khoriv, and their sister was named Lebed. Kyi lived upon the hill where the Borichev trail now is, and Shchek dwelt upon the hill now named Shchekovitsa while on the third resided Khoriv, after whom this hill is named Khorevitsa. They built a town and named it Kyov after their oldest brother. Around the town lay a wood and a great pine forest in which they used to catch wild beasts. These men were wise and prudent; they were called Polianians, and there are Polianians descended from them living in Kyov to this day.5

  


  The legend is probably based on some fact, and makes it clear that Kyiv was settled by the Poliani tribe. A far-fetched hypothesis that Kyiv was founded by the Khazars has also been proposed but can safely be rejected.6


  The initial rise in Kyiv’s importance was also due to its strategic location. The Arab conquest of the Middle East, Egypt and North Africa had cut the long-distance trade routes between what had been the Western Roman Empire and Asia. Trade began to shift to the north establishing an east-west route from Central Asia, north of the Caspian Sea, and along the Desna River to Chernihiv and Kyiv. From there the merchandise proceeded to Regensburgh on the Danube in today’s southern Germany. Following the civil war in the Khazar kaghanate begun by the Kobars of the northern Caucasus in the 820s, which for a time blocked access to the Caspian Sea the Slav and Scandinavian traders began to divert their attention to the Roman Empire. This was the beginning of the north-south trade route, “from the Varangians to the Greeks” as it became known to the Slavs, from the Baltic to Staraia Ladoga, through Kyiv, down the Dnipro River and along the Black Sea coast to Constantinople. The region of Rus, today’s north-central Ukraine, found itself at the crossroads of two major mercantile routes which would turn its capital Kyiv into the greatest city of Europe, outside of Greece and Italy.


  Trade, however, was interspersed by a common side activity, periodic raids which made Rus well known to the Christian and Moslem worlds. The raids were no doubt a continuation of the Slavic Severian and Viatichi forest tribes’ practice of raiding Khazar territory, and by the late 8th and early 9th centuries the Polanians of Rus were involved in raiding the coast of the Black Sea. The major attack which shook Constantinople in 860 was not an isolated incident but was preceded by other smaller raids, most of which were not recorded. Two raids, however, are mentioned in Greek manuscripts describing the miracles (supposedly) wrought by two saints—St. George of Amastris and St. Stephen of Saugdaia (Surozh). The first raid occurred on the northern stretch of the shore of Asia Minor from the Propontis (off the Sea of Marmara) to Amastris, today’s Amasra near Sinope, Turkey. The attack is described in a Greek manuscript, “The Life of St. George of Amastris,” which states that the attack was carried out by “barbarians of Rus, a people as all know (who) are cruel and unkind, who show no mercy to people, regardless of rank or age.” After much slaughter of the population the (unknown) barbarian leader supposedly entered St. George’s crypt where a miracle occurred, which completely altered the fierce leader’s disposition and stopped the raiders in their tracks. The chief immediately converted to Christianity and the event was treated as a great miracle.


  Another account is in “The Life of St. Stephen of Saugdaia,” today’s Sudak in the Crimea. Within a few years of St. Stephen’s death (about 786), a large force from Rus led by Prince Bravlin attacked the country between Chersonesus (southern Crimea) and Kerch (Sea of Azov). After ten days of fighting, Bravlin took Saugdaia and immediately after looting the Church of St. Stephen he fell ill. Bravlin’s health immediately returned, however, when he agreed to give the treasure back. Only the Slavic translation of the document has survived and the original Greek probably dates to the early 9th century. There is no mention of other ethnic groups being present, although some could clearly have participated in the expedition—extra manpower was never frowned upon. Not all raids were successful, however. The Persian historian Ibn Isfandiyar, writing in 1216–17, mentions a raid from Rus during the reign of Hasan ben Zayd (882–884) on the southeastern Caspian port of Abeskun. The Rusian force was defeated and driven off.7


  During the 9th century the fertile region between the Desna and the Seym rivers, as well as the middle Dnipro area began to support a growing population. By the early part of the century Kyiv had spread to the other nearby four hills, and beginning in the 2nd half Chernihiv began to expand as well, surrounded by satellite settlements such as the well-excavated Shestovitsy site, some 12 kilometers to the southwest. The arrival of the Turkic Pechenegs on Khazar territory, however, had a marked effect on communications and trade, so that by 900 there is virtually a complete lack of silver dirhams being excavated in Slavic lands. This opened another route along the Dnipro River, which began to gain prominence as a trade route to the southern markets, in spite of the imposing cataracts; and Kyiv lay closer to the Christian imperial trade centers than the more established emporium at Staraia Ladoga, giving it an added strategic advantage. Soon Kyiv’s location began to attract northern merchants and Varangian (Scandinavian) and Slavic adventurers often hired as men-at-arms to protect the convoys. Of course, if trade was not forthcoming then raiding parties would be launched on Christian and Muslim lands in search of loot and merchandise.


  The Varangian-Slavic joint venture to open the route to Constantinople and the Eastern Roman Empire was led by Scandinavians and their longboats which were ideally suited for river navigation. There were Varangians who were born of Scandinavian fathers in the service of the manufacturing and trading settlements that would become Novgorod and Slavic mothers, which would have been particularly true of Scandinavian leaders marrying daughters of Slavic chieftains to cement alliances. The multi-ethnic composition of the military-commercial enterprise that became Rus was observed by the Persian geographer al-Istarhi:


  
    The Rusians are of three kinds. The king of those nearest to Bulghar lives in a city called Kuyabah (Kyiv). It is larger than Bulghar. Another kind, farther off than these is called Slawiyah (Novgorod, the Slavic tribes?), and there is a kind called Arthaniyah, whose king lives in Artha (Scandinavia?). The people come to trade in Kyiv…. They descend by water to trade and say nothing of their affairs and merchandise.8

  


  The first raiding expeditions from Rus against Constantinople occurred in the summer of 860 led by the two legendary chieftains Askold and Dir. They are at times held to be Scandinavians but there is a source which describes them to be natives of Rus. It must also be kept in mind that archaeological evidence indicates that Scandinavian (Ostro) Goths had settled in the Kyiv region several centuries previously (Chapter 3). The Polish medieval chronicler Jan Dlugosz writes: “After the death of Kyg (Kyi), Szczyek (Shchek), and Korew Khoriv), their sons and grandsons ruled among the Ruthenians in a direct line of succession for many years, and then the succession passed to two full brothers, namely Oszkold and Dyr.”9 While the method of succession is not stated the chronicler’s tone suggests it occurred fairly naturally and not by a military takeover. According to the Muslim writer al-Masudi it was only Dir who was the ruler of Rus, and his brother Askold may have been his co-ruler and a commander of the armed forces. “The first among the Slavic kings … was King al-Dir, who had large cities and numerous populated lands. He was known from the Muslim merchants who went to trade to his capital with various goods.”10 Given the presence of both Slavs and Scandinavians in the region both Askold and Dyr were probably of mixed ethnic backgrounds which is consistent with their Slavicized names of Scandinavian origin, Hoskuldr and Diri, respectively.


  In 9th-century east European Slavic society the basic units were the clans, which in turn made up tribes, each with its own authority based on general democratic practice, as was noted by many observers who came in contact with the pagan Slavs. The tribal divisions stood in the way of formation of any larger, longer-lasting political structures such as kingdoms, which could unite the various tribes into a more powerful force. This is confirmed by the 10th century Moslem writer al-Masudi:


  
    They are divided into many people, some of whom are Christians and some are pagans who worship the sun as their god…. Heretofore we mentioned a king to whom in times past were subjected other kings. This king was Madzak, King of Valynania (Volynia), a people who were one of the principal Slav peoples and who, held in high esteem by the other peoples, were commonly regarded as the strongest of all. But, when dissention spread among their people, their power was destroyed. They declined in strength and were divided, each tribe electing its own king, the reasons for all of which are too lengthy to recount here.11

  


  Another 10th century writer, Ibn-Yakub, observed that “In general the Slavs are a brave people, capable of making enduring military raids, and if it would not be for the dissention that exists among the various tribes, no people in the world could resist them.”12


  The independent self-rule of the Slavic tribes, however, would soon come to an end. A contribution of the Scandinavians to the eastern Slavs, it was seen, were their swift and maneuverable longboats which played an important role in trade and in the raids on southern Christian and Muslim ports. The second and perhaps more important influence was a kingly (princely) non-tribal model of political rule based on a standing military force consisting of the chief’s armed followers. The idea was to impose a tribute (in kind, usually furs) on a population, and then trade or sell the tribute to raise revenue, which in turn could be used to support the men-at-arms and the princely system. Since loyalty was pledged to an individual prince, the system was inter-tribal allowing for the formation of much larger pools of manpower and resources. A professional military force was foreign to the Slavs, where every tribesman was also a warrior. Another enduring influence which came from Constantinople was the adoption of Orthodox Christianity as the official religion of Rus.13 The idea was for the Church to provide ideological cement for the princely semi-monarchical state and help unite the various Slavic tribes under a God-given ruler. The entire social order was enshrined in the law of the “kniaz” or prince, and was administered by his senior military “druzhina,” the comrades-in-arms.14 Some forms of Slavic tribal democracy still persisted, such as the Veche system of public gatherings practiced in cities like Kyiv, Chernihiv and Novgorod and social mobility based on personal merit would also remain a characteristic feature of Kyiv “feudalism.”


  



  Oleg’s Takeover of Rus


  By about the first half of the 9th century Rurik was in control of the military forces of the Staraia Ladoga region, and seeking to gain greater control of the trade routes his successors began to move south. Kyiv was developing into an important trade hub as well as a rallying point for raiding expeditions against the Eastern Roman territories and their Khazar allies. After Rurik’s death command fell to one Oleg, the guardian of Rurik’s young son Igor. The Slavicized Scandinavian names of “Helgi” and “Ingvar” again imply that both Oleg and Igor were probably of mixed Slavic and Norse backgrounds, probably related to the chiefs of the Krivichi tribe. The Kyiv Primary Chronicle tells us that Oleg “took warriors from the Varangians, the Chud (Estonian Finns), the Slavs (Slovenians), the Merians, and all the Krivichi,”15 and began to head south. “With his Krivichi” Oleg captured Smolensk and then in 882 Lybech, and sailing down the Dnipro arrived at Kyiv perched on the high hills overlooking the river. Realizing that his forces were insufficient to capture the timber-walled settlement by a frontal assault he decided on a treacherous ruse. According to the Kyiv Primary Chronicle, Oleg hid most of his men in the longboats and lured Askold and Dir outside of the stockade, and when they emerged from the fort they were attacked and killed.16 The deed was justified by the claim that “‘You are not princes nor even of princely stock, but I am of princely birth.’ Igor was then brought forward and Oleg announced that he was the son of Rurik. They killed Askold and Dir,”17 a somewhat contradictory account of Oleg’s (and Igor’s) status. It was imperative for the Kyiv Primary Chronicle however, to record the legitimacy of Igor’s direct descent from Rurik and Oleg’s right to rule.


  With Kyiv secured as his base Oleg began to assemble a large kingdom. Leaving Staraia Ladoga to be guarded by a force of paid Varangians—“he commanded that Novgorod (sic) should pay Varangians tribute for the preservation of peace”—Oleg proceeded to subjugate the neighboring Slavic tribes. The following year after taking Kyiv he marched against the Derevlani tribe and defeated them, imposing a tribute of one black marten skin per household (“per plough”). Next he conquered the Severiani and the Radimichi, who agreed to pay a one “shilling” tribute per household.18 He then waged war with the Ulichi and the Tivertsi tribes but was unable to overcome them. The Ulichi lived along the Dnipro River with their main town Peresichen to the south of the Poliani, with the Tivertsi occupying prairie territory somewhere in the vicinity of the Dnister or Buh rivers. Sometime later, no doubt to avoid tribute, the Ulichi migrated to the west around the Dnister River and being hostile to the rulers of Kyiv they no doubt joined the Pecheneg nomads in raiding Rus territory. Although the first Pecheneg force which appeared in the Ukrainian Steppe was destroyed by Askold and Dir, we are told that half a century later they had become a powerful force.


  Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus (905–59) observed, when describing the Pechenegs, “In the region of (Old) Bulgaria is also settled a folk of the Pechenegs, towards the region of the Danapri (Dnipro) and the Donastri (Dnister) and other rivers of these parts.” That these are “a folk of the Pechenegs” (and not Pechenegs) and are described separately from them seems to imply a different people. The Emperor continues:


  
    … and when he has found them, the Imperial agent sends a message to them … carrying with him and guarding in the ships of war the Imperial goods. And they come down to him … (and) the Imperial agent gives them hostages of his men, and himself takes other hostages of these Pechenegs … and then he makes agreement with them; and when the Pechenegs have taken their oaths to the Imperial agent according to their “zakana,” he presents them with the imperial gifts, and takes from them as many “friends” as he sees fit, and returns.19

  


  “Zakan” (zakon) is a Slavic word meaning “law” and it is unlikely that the Turkic Pechenegs would use a Slavic term rather than one of their own. Also the “friends” who were taken aboard the ships were probably Slavic “drughs” or comrades, brought back to serve in the Imperial armies. We know that by the time Oleg fought the Ulichi, the Pechenegs had already crossed the Dnipro heading westwards, putting them in touch with the Slavs around the Dnister and Buh rivers.


  Oleg’s seizure of Kyiv was only a means to an end, the establishment of a trade link with the wealth of Constantinople and other centers of the Eastern Roman Empire. Kyiv had become of strategic importance since it controlled the middle-upper reaches of the Dnipro, which led directly to the Black Sea. Besides the Pechenegs, however, there was a major physical obstacle to negotiate. After Kyiv the Dnipro flows to the east for some distance before turning west and entering the Black Sea. Just before its furthest eastern point the river becomes full of rapids, a set of seven obstacles spread over a distance of some 67 kilometers (40 miles).20 While some could be navigated by unloading the boats, others could only be bypassed by lengthy portages. The other main trade route besides the “way from the Varangians to the Greeks” was the “Khazar way,” following the Desna River from Kyiv to Chernihiv, and then by the Seym and Donets rivers to the Don. From there the boats could either proceed south to the Sea of Azov or continue to the closest point between the Don and the Volga, portage and head to the Khazar capital Itil on the Caspian delta of the Volga River.


  Trade with the Eastern Roman Empire for some reason was not forthcoming and in 907 Oleg launched a major expedition against Constantinople. The Kyiv Chronicle tells us (with some exaggeration) that 2000 boats attempted to approach the city but could not continue, due to the fortified strait between the Marmara and the Black Seas.


  
    Oleg disembarked upon the shore, and ordered his soldiery to beach the ships. They waged war around the city and accomplished much slaughter of the Greeks. They also destroyed many palaces and burned the churches. Of the prisoners they captured, some they beheaded, some they tortured, some they shot, and still others they cast into the sea. The Rusians (“Rusichi”) inflicted many other woes upon the Greeks, after the usual manner of soldiers. Oleg commanded his warriors to make wheels which they attached to the ships, and when the wind was favorable they spread the sails and bore down upon the city from the open country. When the Greeks beheld this, they were afraid, and sending messengers to Oleg, they implored him not to destroy the city and offered to submit to such tribute as he should desire … so Oleg demanded that they pay tribute for his two thousand ships at the rate of twelve grivna per man, with forty men reckoned to a ship.21

  


  The claim that Oleg used wheels to move his ships over land is unusual for the time but not impossible since attaching wheels to ships was also practiced elsewhere at a later date. The purpose would have been to bypass the great chain that blocked access to the Golden Horn. Whether Oleg did in fact sail over land, the claim of 80,000 men is certainly an exaggeration and was virtually impossible for the period given the population of Eastern Europe. With such a force, Oleg could have overrun the whole Balkan Peninsula, which did not occur. Oleg’s raid has been discounted by many historians, who point out that there is no Romanian record of the event, as for example with the raid of 860. If such a great expedition did take place it surely would have been recorded by the Imperial authorities in Constantinople. There is, however, an indirect mention by Leo the Deacon of the treaty, who quotes the Emperor in a letter to Sviatoslav in 970: “We do not think it is right to break the peace that God mediated and has come down to us intact from our fathers … it is not we, but you, who will be breaking the treaties formulated of old.”22 Also the significance of the claim by the Kyiv Primary Chronicle that Oleg nailed his shield to the great gates of Constantinople as a sign of victory has been misunderstood by the Chronicle. It was a Scandinavian practice to often raise or hang a shield when concluding a peace agreement, and Oleg may simply have made use of this borrowed tradition.


  If we can trust the Kyiv Primary Chronicle, a trade treaty was signed in 911 between the envoys of Rus and those of the Emperor Leo the Wise. The treaty stipulated the number of merchants from Rus that could enter Constantinople (50 at any one time), which part of the city they could set up their quarters, and the disciplinary action which would be taken in case of theft or a killing. Also the Emperor was to have first choice when purchasing the valuable furs. Judging by the names of the individual signatories of the treaty on behalf of Oleg (and Rus) his closest associates were Scandinavian Varangians, probably members of his personal retinue.23 The treaty was the first to open the main southern trade route between Staraia Ladoga, Kyiv and Constantinople, but it would take more raids from Rus before Kyiv would be taken seriously.


  



  Igor and Olga


  On Oleg’s death in 912 the “Great Kniaz” was succeeded by Igor, supposedly Rurik’s son, which is unlikely given the chronology.24 Oleg had created an embryonic state under Kyiv’s control, a territory some 328,000 square kilometers of about a 350–400 kilometer radius around Kyiv.25 Either due to a breakdown in trade or other reasons, raids from Rus continued after Oleg’s death, with varying success. Three have been recorded, one of which ended in defeat. The first raid, as described by al-Masudi, occurred in 912 on the Caspian Sea ports, although there is no record of it either in the Kyiv Primary Chronicle or those of Constantinople. The size of the raids is also difficult to assess since virtually all medieval records tend to exaggerate the size of the forces involved, including al-Masudi’s. The account is also interesting because it confirms that natural crude oil was known in the Baku area (today’s Azerbaijan) at this time.


  
    After 912 some 500 ships, each carrying 100 men, arrived at the Strait of Nitas (Strait of Kerch) adjoining the Khazar (Caspian) Sea. Here there are men of the Khazar king, strong and well supplied with equipment … to oppose anyone coming from this sea or from that side of the land…. When the Rusian ships reached the Khazar troops posted at the entrance to the strait, they sent an envoy to the Khazar King to pass through his country, sail down his river (the Don), enter the river of the Khazars (Volga) and so reach the Khazar (Caspian) Sea … on condition that they should give him half of the booty captured…. He allowed them to do so and they penetrated into the strait, reached the estuary of the (Don) river and began to ascent that branch until (having crossed the portage at Sarkel) they came to the Khazar river, by which they descended to the city of Amol (Atil, the Khazar capital). They sailed past it, reached the estuary where the river (Volga) flows out of the Khazar Sea…. The ships of the Rusians scattered over the sea and carried out raids in Gilan, Daylam, Tabanistan, Abaskun, the oil-bearing areas, and the lands lying in the direction of Adarbaijan, for from the territory of Ardabit in Adarbaijan, to this sea there is a three day’s distance. The Rusians shed blood, captured women and children and seized the property (of people). They sent out raiding parties and burned (villages)…. Then they came to the oil-bearing coast of the kingdom of Sarwan known as Bakuh. On their return, the Rusians sought shelter on the islands, which are only a few miles distant from the oil-bearing area.26

  


  
    Having made their preparations, the inhabitants in their boats and trading ships sailed towards these islands. The Rusians turned upon them and thousands of the Muslims were killed and drowned. The Rusians remained many months on that sea … and none of the peoples adjacent to that sea could find a way to reach them. The people were afraid of them and on their guard because the sea reaches up to the peoples living around it. When the Rusians were laden down with booty and had enough of their adventure they sailed to the estuary of the Khazar River and sent messengers to the Khazar king carrying to him money and booty, as had been stipulated between them. The Khazar king has no (sea-going) ships and his men have no habit of using them. Were it not so, there would be calamities in store for the Muslims (non–Khazar inhabitants of the Caspian Sea). The Arsiya and other Muslims in the (Khazar) kingdom heard what the Rusians had done and said to the (Khazar) king: leave us (to deal) with these people who have attacked our Muslim brothers and shed their blood and captured their women and children. The king, unable to oppose them, sent to warn the Rusians that the Muslims had decided to fight them. When they came face-to-face, the Rusians left their ships. The Muslims were about 15,000 with horses and equipment and some of the Christians living in the city of Amol (Atil) were with them. The battle lasted three days and God granted victory to the Muslims. The Rusians were put to the sword and killed and drowned and only some 5,000 escaped, who in their ships sailed to the bank (of the Volga) which lies towards the Burtas. They (the Rusians) left their ships and proceeded by land. Some of them were killed by the Burtas, others fell (into the hands) of the (Volga) Burgar (Bulgar) Muslims who also killed them. So far as could be estimated, the number of whom the Muslims killed on the banks of the Khazar River was about 30,000.”27

  


  Evidently the Khazar “king” had not kept his end of the bargain and had betrayed the raiding party from Rus. The effort did not seem to have ended in a complete fiasco for the Rusian forces, since al-Masudi’s account admits that, while they suffered casualties, many made it back to Rus.


  Two raids were launched against Constantinople by Prince Igor of Rus. Gathering an army of Slav tribesmen and Varangians he arrived in the Bosphorus in June 941, while Emperor Romanus I was away campaigning against the Muslims. To protect the capital, commander Theophanes blocked the Bosphorus on its northern end with 15 ships, each armed with Greek Fire. The forward ships of the attacking Rusian fleet began to burn, and the remaining ships turned towards Bithynia where they landed and began to pillage. The looting continued for several weeks, with the commander Bardas Phocas unable to put a halt to the devastation. Finally the main Imperial fleet arrived and blockaded the Rusian ships in the Sea of Marmara and “The army came out of the east, Panthenius the domesticos with 40,000 men … surrounded the Rusians [who] threw themselves upon the Greeks, and as the conflict between them was desperate, the Greeks experienced difficulty in winning the upper hand.”


  Having beaten back the Imperial army the raiders decided to force the naval blockade and head for the Black Sea. It was now September, and as the Rusian ships tried to break out they were attacked with Greek fire. Many boats were burned with Prince Igor barely managing to break through with the remaining fleet. The Kyiv Chronicle describes the effect the Greek fire had on the Rusians:


  
    When they came once more to their native land, each one recounted to his kinfolk the cause of events and described the fire launched from the ships, they related that the Greeks had in their possession the lightning from heaven, and had set them on fire by pouring it forth, so that the Rusians could not conquer them.28

  


  The substance known as “Greek fire” was a highly flammable liquid whose composition was a closely guarded secret, known only to a select few in the Eastern Roman Empire. It was brought to Constantinople in the 7th century AD from Heliopolis, Syria, by an engineer named Calinicus, and today it is thought to have been a mixture of naphtha, quicklime, sulphur, and saltpeter. It could be pumped from a flamethrower against a ship. On land it could be squirted from a handheld device or delivered in a ceramic hand grenade. It was difficult to extinguish even on water, and caused much fear amongst Igor’s men, who thought the fire was supernatural.


  Igor’s attack is also confirmed by Imperial records but the conflict must have been more extensive than described in the Christian chronicles, which downplay the pagan successes. Thus we know that in 943 Igor received tribute from both Constantinople and Bulgaria, implying a measure of military success. The Kyiv Chronicle also describes a second and larger expedition led by Igor in 944 but one which is doubted by most historians. This, however, could have been a part of the same conflict with Igor receiving reinforcements. In any case a treaty was ratified in 944 by representatives of the Imperial government in the St. Sophie Cathedral, while Igor swore an oath by the Slav god of war Perun on a hill outside of Kyiv. Scandinavians continued to play a prominent role in the prince’s entourage as is revealed from the names of the envoys that were sent by Igor to Constantinople. They had become a part of the growing princely state as well as the mercantile class, and many had become Christians, which perhaps made them more acceptable to Romanian authorities as Igor’s representatives.


  Boat traffic from Kyiv along the Dnipro River was becoming so frequent that the Black Sea became known to some Muslim writers as “the Sea of the Rusians,” and to secure the flow of merchandise Kyiv began to establish outposts in the mouths of the Dnipro and Don River entrances to the Black Sea. A detailed description of the voyages from Kyiv to Constantinople by the merchant fleets has been left by Emperor Constantine (VII) Porphyrogenitus, known as the Scholar Emperor, who ascended the throne in 945.


  
    The “monoxyla” (Slavic boats) which come down from outer Rosiaz (Rus) to Constantinople are from Novgorod where Sviatoslav son of Igor, prince of Rosiaz had his seat, and others from the city of Smolensk and from Teliutza (?) and Chernigov and from Vyshegrad. All these come down the river Danaprin (Dnipro) and are collected together at the city of Kioba (Kyiv) also called Sambatas. Their Slav tributaries, the so-called Krivichi, and the Lenzanenes (?), and the rest of the Slavonic regions cut the “monoxyla” on their mountains (sic) in time for winter, and when they have prepared them as spring approaches and the ice melts they bring them on to the neighboring lakes. And since these lakes debauch into the river Danaprin, they enter thence on to this same river and come down to Kioba and draw the ships along to be finished and sell them to Rosiaz. Rosiaz buy these bottoms only, furnishing them with oars and rowlocks and other tackle from their “monoxyla” which they dismantle; and so they fit them out, and in the month of June they move off down the river Danaprin and come to Bitetzeb (Vitichev) which is a tributary city of Rosiaz, and there they gather during two or three days; and when all the “monoxyla” are collected together, then they set out and come down the said Danaprin river. And first they come to the first barrage, called Essoupi which means in Roz (Rusian) and Slavonic “do not sleep”; the barrage itself is as narrow as the width of the Pologrounds; in the middle of it are rooted high rocks, which stand out like islands…. Therefore the Roz do not venture to pass between them but put in to the bank hard by, disembarking the men on the dry land leaving the rest of the goods on board the “monoxyla”; then they strip, and feeling with their feet to avoid striking on a rock … they pass this first barrage, edging round under the riverbank. When they have passed this barrage they re-embark the others from the dry land and sail away and come down to the second barrage, called in Roz Oulvorsi and in Slavonic Ostrovouni prach, which means “the island of the barrage”…. Similarly, they pass the third barrage also, called Gelandri which in Slavonic means “noise” (of the thing), and then the fourth barrage, the big one, called in Roz Aeifor and in Slavonic Neasit because the pelicans nest in the stones in the barrage. At this barrage all put into land, prow foremost, and those who are deputed to keep watch for the Pechenegs. The remainder, taking up the goods which they have on board the “monoxyla,” conduct the slaves in their chains past by land, six miles, until they are through the barrage…. When they come to the fifth barrage, called in Roz “Varouforos” and in Slavonic “Voulniprach” because it forms a large lake, they again convey their “monoxyla” through at the edges of the river … and arrive at the sixth barrage, called in Roz “Leanti” and in Slavonic “Veroutzi,” that is the “boiling of the water” … the seventh barrage called in Roz Stroukoun and in Slavonic Naprezi which means “Little Barrage.” This they pass at the so-called ford Vrar…. It is at this point, therefore, that the Pechenegs come down and attack the Roz. After traversing this place, they reach the island called St. Gregory, on which island they perform their sacrifices because a gigantic oak tree stands there…. From this island onwards the Roz do not fear the Pechenegs until they reach the river Selinas … to the so-called branch of the Danube River. And until they are past the river Salinas, the Pechenegs keep pace with them. And if it happens that the sea casts a “monoxyla” on shore, they all put to land in order to present a united opposition to the Pechenegs. But after the Selinas they fear nobody…. From the Ditsina (river in Bulgaria), they reach the district of Mesembria, and there at last their voyage, fraught with such travail and terror, such difficulty and danger, is at an end.”29

  


  Once on Imperial territory the convoy proceeded to the markets of Constantinople, where they would hope to sell their merchandise at a favorable price. The famous rapids and “St. Gregory’s” island, with its giant oak tree, would figure prominently in future Ukrainian history.


  Emperor Constantine goes into great detail to describe the merchant’s progress from Kyiv to the Imperial markets, giving both Slavic and “Roz” (Rusian) names for the cataracts. Since the latter names are Scandinavian it might be interpreted that the “Rusiaz” were a Varangian tribe or people and not Slavs. Such a conclusion, however, would be somewhat careless since the term “Rusian” does not designate ethnicity at this time but simply political or social affiliation. One would be “of Rus” if one was a member or a mercantile representative of the Kyiv princely system, many of whom as we have seen were Scandinavians and unlike the “Slavs” not directly affiliated to a tribal authority. This can also be seen from Emperor Constantine’s concluding observations:


  
    The severe manner of life of these same Roz in winter time is as follows. When the month of November begins, their chiefs together with all the Roz at once leave Kyiv, and go off on the “poliudia” which means “rounds,” that is to the Slavonic regions of the Vervians (?) and Drugovichi and Krivichi and Severiani and the rest of the Slavs who are tributaries of Rusiaz. There they are maintained throughout the winter, but then once more, starting from the month of April when the ice of the Dnipro River melts they come back to Kyiv. They then pick up their “monoxyla” and fit them out, and come down to Romania.30

  


  A final point of interest is the use of the Slavic “prach” (“prag”)—as in “Voulniprach”—to denote the Dnipro rapids or cataracts. Since the Slavs had no knowledge of rapids in their wetland forest homeland they chose the word which means “threshold” to denote the cataracts. This is fairly revealing and implies the rapids were considered to be the southern border or the threshold of Rus, after which all territory was deemed to belong to the Pecheneg nomads. Constantine Porphyrogenitus’ account also describes the boats stopping on the island called “St. Gregory,” on which sacrifices were performed by a “gigantic oak tree.” Was there a defensive palisade on the island to guard the convoys from Pecheneg raids? Perhaps, for this was where the Cossacks would establish their defensive fortifications in the centuries to come.


  Having established new trade relations with the Graeco-Roman Empire, Prince Igor turned his attention to the Slavic tribal situation closer to home. He had married Princess Olga (Helga) from Pskov, which consolidated his position amongst the Krivichi tribe since Olga was a member of the same Slavic-Scandinavian class as Igor, and could have been related to Oleg. Apparently responding to his own druzhina’s complaint that the druzhina of his voivoda (commander) Sveneld were better rewarded and attired, Igor attacked and defeated the Derevlani tribe in search of more booty for his comrades and retainers. He probably would have marched against them anyway since the tribe had refused to pay any tribute after Oleg’s death, and Igor now fixed the tribute at a higher rate. On the road back to Kyiv he apparently had second thoughts either due to his financial difficulties or to his greed, as implied by the Chronicle. Ordering his main force to continue their march he himself returned with a small druzhina to demand more than what had been agreed upon. The outraged Derevlani attacked and killed Igor’s men, with the prince himself meeting a quick but gruesome death; each leg was supposedly tied to a bent birch tree, which when released tore him apart.


  Following Igor’s death in 945, Olga assumed the position of Princess and ruler of Rus on behalf of her 3–4-year-old son Sviatoslav. Refusing the Derevlani chief’s proposal for marriage Olga besieged their capital Iskorosten but to no avail. Unable to take the stronghold by siege or by storm, Olga hit upon a ruse. She would lift the siege if the Derevlani gave her the modest tribute of 3 pigeons and 3 sparrows from each house. The besieged tribesmen agreed readily, and on receiving the offering Olga had her men attach a piece of sulphur bound in cloth to each bird. When night fell the sulphur was ignited and the birds released to return to their nests in the stronghold setting it on fire. The Derevlani were quickly overrun with some prisoners killed to avenge Igor’s death, others given to her followers as slaves, and the remaining left to pay tribute. This somewhat fanciful account of Olga’s victory was probably intended to impress the reader with her wisdom and intelligence, which became legendary during her lifetime, particularly to future chroniclers such as Nestor when she converted to Christianity. This was Olga’s first and last military venture, and for more than a decade and a half her domain was at peace and prospered. The “polyudye” system by which the prince and his men traveled amongst the tribes to collect tribute and settle disputes and grievances had been responsible for her husband’s death. Now Olga had it replaced by the more effective “pogosty” system, by which trusted men were placed in strongholds amongst the tribes and were made responsible for collecting a fixed tribute, as well as for the administration of the area. By placing her administrators in tribal territory Princess Olga’s rule began to assume a more local character, something which would grow and challenge Kyiv’s dominance of the vast land.


  A significant feature of Igor’s rule had been the conversion of many senior members of his “druzhina” into a nascent feudal ruling class. Receiving large grants of land, members of the “druzhina” shared in the tribute, the power and decision-making with the prince, as well as providing the administration for his large domain. The individual tribes still maintained their local independence and traditions, but military power and the maintenance of law and order had become the responsibility of the prince, particularly in the towns and cities. Olga continued the process her husband had begun, amassing agricultural land, forest hunting preserves, a small personal fortune, and a well-stocked state treasury. Her policy was one of diplomacy rather than conquest, and she kept abreast of events by traveling throughout her domain and abroad. One of her trips took her to Constantinople in 957 shortly before Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus’ death to reaffirm the peace treaty between Rus and the Roman Empire. That she was received by Europe’s most powerful ruler can be taken as a measure of Kyiv’s rising influence, although apparently she was kept waiting for weeks before receiving an audience. Olga had also been baptized as a Christian in the Crimea in 955, and no doubt the learned Constantine was curious to meet an Orthodox Christian barbarian queen who ruled such a vast domain.



  



  Sviatoslav the Conqueror


  The peaceful diplomacy Olga pursued would come to an abrupt end. Some time in the early 960s her son, Sviatoslav, assumed the position of kniaz (prince) of Novgorod, moving to Kyiv some time later to become the Great Prince. Resisting his mother’s insistence to convert to Christianity—“my followers will laugh at that”—Sviatoslav threw himself into a career of battle and conquest, helped by the full coffers which his mother had amassed. He adopted the Sarmatian method of stealth and rapid advance, as well as their code of chivalry. Disdaining ambushes and surprise attacks, however, he always sent an envoy ahead of him with a simple message—“I march on you.”


  
    When Prince Sviatoslav had grown up and matured, he began to collect a numerous and valiant army. Stepping light as a leopard, he undertook many campaigns. Upon his expeditions he carried with him neither wagon nor kettles, and boiled no meat, but cut off small strips of horseflesh, game or beef and ate it after roasting it on the coals. Nor did he have a tent, but he spread out a horse-blanket under him, and set his saddle under his head; and all his druzhina did likewise. He sent messengers to the other lands announcing his intention to attack them.31

  


  We know more about Sviatoslav’s campaigns than those of his predecessors. Trained by his father’s commander Sveneld who would accompany him on his military exploits Sviatoslav first moved to secure the eastern trade routes. In 964 the 21-year-old prince moved against the Viatichi tribe along the Oka and Volga rivers, the only Slavic tribe still independent from Kyiv.32 Defeating the tribe and imposing tribute, Sviatoslav advanced south along the Volga River and attacked the Bulgars, capturing their capital Bolgary. He next devastated the land of the Finno-Ugric Burtas and continuing south stormed the Khazar fortress of Sarkel. With his rear secured, Sviatoslav now advanced on the main prize, the wealthy Khazar capital Itil. He was met by their main army under the Kaghan himself, which had moved to block his way to the capital city, and in a pitched battle the Khazars suffered a heavy defeat. Itil and the city of Samandar on the Caspian Sea were looted and devastated, with much of the urban population expelled and dispersed. Writing in the 970s the contemporary Muslim geographer ibn-Hawqal left a brief account of the war which he confirms took place during 964–66.


  
    Today not a trace remains of Bulghar, nor of Burtas, nor of Khazar because the Rusians destroyed them all, took from them all their lands and made them their own. Those who survived fled to neighboring cities in order to remain close to their homes in the hope that they would make peace with the Rusians and submit to them.33

  


  Perhaps the destruction was not as great as ibn-Hawqal described, since the Khazar Kaghanate was obliterated only some 2–3 years later during a second attack from Rus. Also, the Volga Bulgars recovered from their defeat and remained a prosperous trading society for a few centuries to come. Wishing to control all the trade in the area, Sviatoslav next turned his attention to the northern Caucasus and the lower Don region, where he defeated and subjugated the Iasy and the Kasogians.34 These steppe tribes would have an important impact on the military formations and strategies of Rus, particularly on the cavalry and the introduction of lancers and mounted archers.


  Having secured the Caspian and Caucasus trade routes Sviatoslav returned to Kyiv with much booty, but he would soon be provided with an opportunity to gain an even richer prize. The Bulgarian Emperor Symeon I had conquered a large part of the Balkans and following his death in 927 from a heart attack he was succeeded by Tsar Peter I, who proceeded to sign a victor’s peace treaty with Emperor Romanus I. Constantinople was compelled to recognize Symeon’s crowning and the title “Basileus Bulgarias” (Emperor of the Bulgarians), Bulgaria was granted a Patriarch with full independence for the Bulgarian Church, and on 8 October, 927 Peter married the Roman Emperor’s granddaughter Maria Lekapena. Upon his granddaughter’s marriage Emperor Romanus arranged for payments to be made to the Bulgarian Emperor, probably to last only his granddaughter’s lifetime so she could live in some comfort amongst the barbarians. In any case when the payments ceased Peter sent emissaries to Constantinople in 965 demanding their restitution. The new Roman Emperor Nikephoros II Phokas (963–69) refused to pay the tribute, perhaps taking advantage of the fact that the Bulgarian Empire had been divided into an eastern kingdom under Peter and a western kingdom under Shishman. When Peter’s envoys appeared before Nikephoros II, they were dismissed insultingly by the Emperor who, turning to his father Bardas, asked rhetorically, “Did you unawares beget me as a slave? Shall I, the revered Emperor of the Romans, be reduced to paying tribute to a most wretched and abominable peoples?”35 The ambassadors were then slapped in the face and sent back with a declaration of war.


  Not waiting for a response, Emperor Nikephoros moved his troops towards Bulgaria seizing border strongholds along the way. The bulk of his army, however was in the Middle East fighting Muslims, and rather than risk his limited manpower in the narrow mountain passes (or withdraw men from the Middle East), Nikephoros hit upon a scheme. He had heard of Sviatoslav’s victorious campaigns in the east against his Khazar allies, and he recalled that in the time of Sviatoslav’s father Igor, Constantinople had signed a peace treaty with Rus. To take the pressure off his troops in Europe he decided to send Kalokyres, the son of the ruler of Cherson in the Crimea, to Kyiv, with a proposal.36 For the payment of a substantial amount of gold, Sviatoslav would attack Bulgaria from the north and occupy as much land as he could. As described by Leo the Deacon: “he sent him (Kalokyres) to the Tauroscythians (who are usually called Rusians in their proper language) to distribute to them the gold that he entrusted to him, a sum of 15 kentenaria (1500 lbs.) and to lead them to Mysian (Bulgarian) territory to conquer it.”37


  The passage seems to hide more than it reveals. Did Kalokyres bring the gold with him to pay Sviatoslav in Kyiv, as the passage suggests? If so, this would have been a premature move since there was no guarantee of Sviatoslav’s success—he could have been defeated by the Bulgarians at the outset. The payment is also contradicted by a later passage from the same source.


  
    As for Sviatoslav, the leader of the Rus army, he (the next emperor, John Tzimiskes–see below) decided to negotiate with him; and he sent ambassadors to tell him that he should take the pay promised by the Emperor Nikephoros for attacking the Mysians (Bulgarians), and should return to his town territory and the Cimmerian Bosporos (the Strait of Krech).38

  


  In any case Sviatoslav, together with by now his firm friend Kalokyres, developed a plan for the Eastern Roman Empire. Sviatoslav would conquer Bulgaria and claim it as his own, proceed to defeat the Romanian army and install Kalokyres as Emperor. The “passionate and bold, courageous and active” prince, as Leo the Deacon described him, then proceeded to raise an army to march into Bulgaria. We do not know the size of his forces but Leo the Deacon’s claim that Sviatoslav assembled an army of 60,000 men, not counting the service units, is certainly an exaggeration.39 The armed forces at Sviatoslav’s disposal were essentially those which he had inherited from his father, and consisted of three main parts. The closest to the prince was his personal “druzhina” or comrades-in-arms. These were his mounted retainers, the regular or standing part of the entire host hand-picked by the prince himself, with the senior members or the boyars serving as civil administrators and “voivodas” or army commanders. In battle the “druzhina” fought as a unit and acted as the prince’s bodyguard, while in peacetime they were responsible for maintaining order in the main cities where the prince had a seat.


  The second and main part of the army was the “polk,” which consisted of tribal warriors who had volunteered to serve the prince in time of war. The largest unit was the “tysiacha” or a thousand men commanded by a “tysiatsky,” which in later years would become the title of an army commander and senior administrator. The thousand-man units were divided into “sotni” or companies consisting of a hundred men led by a “sotnik,” and these were sub-divided further into “desiatini” or squads of ten men led by a “desiatnik.” These ten-man squads usually consisted of related clansmen and formed the basic fighting unit of a company. If one of them was killed or wounded the rest would stand their ground to the last man, if need be in order to recover the wounded man or his dead body. The prince’s army would be “topped up” by hired mercenaries, Varangian infantry and Turkic or Sarmatian cavalry, as the need arose. Later, prairie nomads seeking protection against invading Turkic tribes would seek refuge in Rus and settle as border guards in the southern prairie regions. The equipment and weapons varied depending on the type of unit. The prince’s druzhina were highly trained fighting men and were supplied from the prince’s treasury with weapons such as lances, broadswords, battleaxes and maces. The defensive equipment consisted of conical helmets, chain mail or plate armor, and shields suitable for horseback. The Varangian mercenaries carried similar arms at their own expense, while the tribesmen equipped themselves with traditional spears, axes and broadswords. After a battle the victors would arm themselves with the enemy’s weaponry and equipment, should superior weapons also be captured. Archery was widely practiced, and Rusian archers would become proficient with the composite bow, as witnessed by the invading Crusader knights in the 12th and 13th centuries. Every infantryman carried a kite-shaped shield that reached down to his feet and protected most of his body.


  Sviatoslav arrived on the Danube towards the end of 968 where he was met by a hostile Bulgarian force as he was disembarking on the Istra River near Dorostolon (now Silistra). Once on shore the men of Rus raised their great shields, drew their swords and charged, cutting down the Bulgarian ranks.40 Many of Sviatoslav’s men had come from their conquests in the east and were battle-hardened veterans. Unable to withstand the assault the Bulgarians withdrew to the fortress of Dorostolon, which soon fell along with other towns along the Danube. The method of attack which became known as the Rusian Charge, probably developed by Sviatoslav himself, was to use the entire infantry in a powerful first-strike assault on the enemy’s forces with intimidating war-cries and a loud clashing of broadswords on the long shields. The idea was to break the enemy formations and send him into an irreversible retreat where he would suffer heavy casualties and be destroyed. Should the initial charge fail the Rusian infantry would still continue to press the attack, failing which it would retire to a defensive position. Pereyaslavets on the Danube delta was next to fall to the Rusian army and Sviatoslav proceeded to occupy most of eastern Bulgaria. On hearing of the defeats the East Bulgarian ruler Peter suffered what seemed to be an epileptic stroke and died on 30 January, 969, in the capital Preslav. The rest of the Bulgarian forces went over to Sviatoslav who announced that all of Bulgaria was now a part of his domain, with Pereyaslavets as the capital.


  The Bulgarian defection raises an interesting question which is often overlooked—the role played by two popular heretical movements, the Paulicians and the Bogomils. The less aggressive of the two, the followers of the priest Bogomil (Theophilus), who preached just before Sviatoslav’s invasion, would certainly not have sided with Tsar Peter and the Orthodox Church. Indeed they may have been involved in Sviatoslav’s victories and the rapid occupation of eastern Bulgaria. The Bogomils, like the Paulicians, were Menachean dualist Christians with their own interpretation of the New Testament. The Judaeo-Christian tradition holds that the whole world, both the visible and the invisible, is the creation of God, who is the source of all perfection and is both all-powerful and all-merciful. These essential characteristics of God become inconsistent when confronting the actual world, particularly the one which existed during Bogomil’s time. Suffering, injustice, and oppression of the poor by the rich was widespread, with the peasantry under the exploitative power of the big landlords, which included many Orthodox bishops of the Church. Clearly God could not be both, and although he was merciful and the creator of the invisible world (including the human soul) he had no power in the world of matter This was in radical opposition to the Judeo-Christian resolution of the problem, which taught that God gave man free will, and evil was due to man’s disobedience of God’s will. The Bogomils also believed that the world was created by Satanael, the first son of God who had been rejected with his angels by his Father because he revolted against him. Satanael also created Man’s body, but the soul was the product of God the Father. To save the human race God send his second son—the Word—into the world. He entered Mary’s body through the ear, was born and taught men how to defeat Satanael and his world. Through his suffering (which wasn’t real since He was Son of God) he liberated man, deprived Satanael of his divine nature and took his place on the right side of God the Father. Bogomils rejected the Mass, the Sacraments, and all images including the cross, and only accepted the New Testament and the Psalms, the Old Testament being the work of Satanael. Marriage and human procreation—indeed the entire human body—was seen as unclean and the work of Satan, seeking to tempt the soul to sin.


  The Bogomils were great proselytizers and traveled from village to village, discreetly spreading their heretical views. The Church, they stressed, had lost the right to claim true Christianity due to immoral behavior such as idleness, drinking and robbery of the village people. At first, on entering a village they would try not to draw excessive attention to themselves, as commented by Cosmas, a contemporary Orthodox priest:


  
    In appearance the heretics are lamb-like, gentle, modest and silent, and pale from hypocritical fasting. They do not talk idly, nor laugh loudly, nor give themselves airs … outwardly they do everything so as not to be distinguished from Orthodox Christians…. Wherever they meet any simple or uneducated man, they sow the tares of their teaching, blaspheming the traditions and rules of the Holy Church.

  


  Their main appeal, however, lay in a moral and ethical criticism of the Church and a denunciation of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, as well as in a message of civil disobedience. As Cosmas comments: “They teach their own people not to obey their lords, they revile the wealthy, hate the Tsar, ridicule the elders, condemn the boyars (the military aristocracy), regard as vile in the sight of God those who serve the Tsar, and forbid every servant to work for his master.”41 It is likely that their civil disobedience took a more active form when they saw the established order of the Tsar and the Church collapse under the pagan invasion.


  Alarmed at Sviatoslav’s victories, the Roman Emperor Nikephoros withdrew his forces to the defense of Constantinople (“since he was always careful and vigilant throughout his entire life”), mounting catapults on the walls and stretching the giant chain to block the Golden Horn. He realized that he couldn’t defeat Sviatoslav’s combined force and that his plans had gone awry. He only intended the Rus army to attack and weaken Bulgaria, not expecting that Sviatoslav would conquer a large part of the country and gain control of the Bulgarian forces. There was another option open to Nikephoros and this was to attack Rus itself, while the bulk of its army was busy in Bulgaria. This would weaken Sviatoslav’s position and buy Nikephoros time until more forces could be withdrawn from the Middle East, especially since news arrived that Antioch had been recaptured from the Muslims by the Imperial forces. Eastern Roman Emperors had long realized it was important to not only keep good relations with the Khazars but also with the Pechenegs, who in an emergency could play a strategic role. The Imperial policy is revealed by Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus in a secret testament to his son:


  
    So long as the emperor of the Romans is at peace with the Pechenegs, neither Rus nor Turks can come upon the Roman dominion by force of arms, nor can they exact from the Romans large and inflated sums in money and goods as the price of peace, for they fear the strength of this nation which the emperor can turn against them while they are campaigning against the Romans. For the Pechenegs, if they are leagued in friendship with the emperor and won over by him through letters and gifts, can easily come upon the country both of the Rusians and the Turks, and enslave their women and children and ravage their country.42

  


  Now Sviatoslav learned that taking advantage of his absence the Pechenegs had laid siege to Kyiv and were devastating the surrounding countryside. This was the first time the Pechenegs had invaded Rus and they were most certainly prompted to do so by Constantinople. Hurrying back to Kyiv Sviatoslav arrived with his main force and lifted the siege, driving the Pechenegs back into the steppe.


  His mother Olga was on her deathbed and Sviatoslav lingered in Kyiv until her death, followed by the Christian burial she had insisted upon. Leaving his three sons to govern in his stead he left a few months later for Bulgaria with the intention of moving his capital from Kyiv to Pereyaslavets.43 Before leaving he made his intentions clear:


  
    I do not care to remain in Kyiv but should prefer to live in Pereyaslavets on the Danube since that is the center of my realm where all riches are brought together; gold, silks, wine, and various fruits from Greece, silver and horses from Hungary and Bohemia, and from Rus furs, wax, honey and slaves.44

  


  On returning to Bulgaria, Sviatoslav discovered that during his absence Nikephoros had opened negotiations with the Bulgarian boyars, hoping to win them over as their protector. On the 10th of December 969, however, he was assassinated in his sleep on John Tzimiskes’ orders who, on the next day, was proclaimed Emperor. Forty-five years old and born in Armenia, he was an able commander and administrator, and though extremely short of stature he is described by Leo the Deacon as broad-shouldered and of great strength, with blond hair thin at the forehead and a red moustache.



  Sviatoslav’s second Bulgarian campaign opened in the summer of 969, when he appeared in the mouth of the Danube with fresh forces. Did he leave most of his force behind in Bulgaria when he returned to Kyiv or had he taken his men with him to counter the Pecheneg threat? Imperial sources are silent on the point. Since he intended to return to Bulgaria he had probably left some of his army to garrison the captured towns and cities, particularly Pereyaslavets which he had made his new seat. Now, with fresh reinforcements Sviatoslav continued the conquest of Bulgaria. The Prince’s first objective was the Bulgarian capital Preslav where, arriving with his men, he was met by the defenders, who had sortied from the city walls.45 In typical fashion, disdaining the advantage of surprise Sviatoslav had sent his usual message, “I march on you” much to his enemies’ surprise, who began to reinforce the defenses. A battle and a “great carnage” followed with the Bulgarians beginning to gain the upper hand. Then rising in his stirrups and with the famous words “Here is where we fall! Let us fight bravely, brothers and comrades,” Sviatoslav charged the Bulgarian ranks, followed by his men. The tide of battle turned and towards evening the Rusians had gained the upper hand, routing the enemy and breaking into the city by storm. With Preslav secured Sviatoslav headed south across the Haemus Mountains capturing the strategic city of Philipoli’s (modern Plovdiv) in late autumn. Not waiting until spring, Sviatoslav continued along the Marica River and invaded Imperial territory. The important communications center of Adrianople fell and the road to Constantinople lay open. Even the great Bulgarian Tsar Simeon had not penetrated so deeply into Imperial territory, and so close to the imperial capital. All of eastern Bulgaria and Thrace were now in Sviatoslav’s hands, conquered with an army of between ten and twenty thousand men, contrary to Leo the Deacon’s claim of a much larger force. Sviatoslav was an able tactician who knew how to inspire his men, the hallmarks of a great leader.46


  



  The Empire Strikes Back


  The main Imperial army was in Asia (today’s Middle East) and the new Emperor John Tzimiskes decided to negotiate with Sviatoslav, offering to pay the amount of gold he was promised from Nikephoros, for attacking Bulgaria. The offer demonstrates that Constantinople had in fact reneged on the promised gold payment, which may explain Sviatoslav’s extensive conquest of Bulgarian territory and his hostile attitude towards Constantinople. His reply was that he would only renounce his claim to the conquered “fertile land” for the payment together with the ransom for the cities and prisoners he had taken. This was their final offer and “if the Romans were not willing to pay, then they should quickly withdraw from Europe, which did not belong to them, and move to Asia.” Taken aback by Sviatoslav’s defiant answer Tzimiskes advised Sviatoslav to withdraw to his country, otherwise they would all be killed by the Roman army. In reply Sviatoslav sent Emperor Tzimiskes his famous challenge for the supremacy of the Balkans.


  
    I see no urgent need for the emperor of the Romans to come to us. Therefore let him not tire himself out by coming to this land; for we will soon pitch our tents before the gates of Constantinople, will surround this (city) with a mighty palisade, and will meet him bravely when he sallies forth, if he should dare to undertake such a great struggle. We will teach him with very deeds that we are not mere manual laborers who live by the work of our hands, but bloodthirsty warriors who fight our foes with weapons, although the emperor believes in ignorance that Rus soldiers are like pampered women, and tries to frighten us with these threats, as if we were suckling infants to be frightened by hobgoblins.47

  


  Anticipating the enemy’s advance Tzimiskes began to gather troops for the defense of the capital, especially the iron-clad heavy cavalry or the “kataphraktoi” dubbed by him as “the immortals.” Apparently of his own creation and with Sviatoslav’s lack of a striking cavalry force, the armored cavalry would play a key role in the fighting to come. Appointing his former brother-in-law, Bardas Skleros, and the eunuch Stratopedarkes as generals, Tzimiskes ordered them to move to the fortifications at Arkadiapolis, close to Bulgarian territory and keep an eye on the Rusians and their allies. Their job was to protect the region from raids and gather intelligence by sending bilingual spies dressed in Rusian garb into Sviatoslav’s camp. Also during the slow winter months the commanders were to drill their men and keep them in readiness for any future eventuality.


  In 970 with the arrival of spring Sviatoslav continued his advance, sending a part of the army with Bulgarian and “Hun” (Magyar) allies against Bardas Skleros. The two forces met somewhere near Arkadiopolis (today’s Luleburgas) near Adrianople and we have two brief but somewhat inconsistent accounts of the battle, by the Chroniclers John Skylitzes and Leo the Deacon. Writing at the turn of the 11th century, Skylitzes begins his account by describing Bardas Skleros’ men besieged behind fortified walls, presumably in Arkadiopolis:


  
    … he (Bardas Skleros) decided to overcome the enemy with stratagems and to operate against such great numbers methodically and resourcefully…. He closed himself up inside the walls with his army and paid no heed to the frequent challenges from the enemy to come out and decide the whole issue in one battle. Instead he waited … watching to see how his antagonists … conducted themselves. This decision produced great contempt in the barbarians. Because they believed that…. Skleros (was) in the grip of terror … they wandered about without fear, camped negligently and disregarded proper security, spending their nights with excessive drinking, the music of flutes and cymbals and savage dancing, without attending to any necessities.

  


  Having lulled the “Scythians” (Rusians) into a false sense of security Bardas Skleros took his men out at night and placed them in ambush in the thickets outside of the walls in key locations. A small cavalry force led by John Alakaseus (a name of Pecheneg origin) was sent to report back on the enemy’s position and to lure the first units they encountered into an ambush.


  
    The barbarians were divided into three groups. The Bulgars and Rusians made up the first body, while the Turks (Magyars) were isolated on their own, as were the Patzinaks (Pechenegs) … and exactly as he had been instructed, pretended to flee while making an unhurried retreat. The Patzinaks broke ranks and pressed on with their attack … (but John Alakaseus’) men, however, first fleeing in order, then wheeling about to defend themselves hastened on towards the places of ambush. When they came among these they gave full reign to their horses and fled without restraint, and the dispersed Patzinaks gave chase in no order.

  


  The fleeing men led the Pecheneg cavalry straight into the waiting Imperial army, which began to close in on the pursuers. The Pechenegs “did not seek recourse to flight [but waited] to receive an attack. When with a violent rush the men with the magistros (Bardas Skleros) closed with them as the rest of his force followed up behind in proper array and battle order.” Drawn deeper into the encircling ambush the Pecheneg cavalry was destroyed and only a few managed to escape. Following the ambush


  
    [t]hey (the barbarians) nevertheless collected themselves and rallied the men scattered in flight and attacked the Romans, the horsemen forging ahead and the foot soldiers coming up behind. When at (the) first assault the horsemen were stopped … they withdrew and streamed back towards the foot soldiers … and awaited the onrushing Romans. For a time the issue of battle remained in doubt until one of the Scyths (Rusian) vaunting his great size and courage emerged from the rest and bore down on the magistros (Bardas Skleros) himself … and struck him on the helmet with his sword. The sword glanced off and the blow was without effect. The magistros in turn struck him on the helmet with his sword. With the weight of his hand and the temper of the iron the blow was so mighty that the Scythian was cloven wholly in two.48

  


  To show that this was no accident the “Scyth’s” companion (his “drugh”) who accompanied the giant was also brought down by Skleros’ brother Constantine, who missed the rider and struck his horse’s neck severing the animal’s head. The fallen “Scyth” was then killed by Constantine, causing the Rusians and Bulgarians (who were filled “with dread and terror”), to flee in disgrace, and followed by the Romans they covered the entire field with their corpses. Most, however, seem to have been captured, with very few not wounded and only 25 Romans killed.


  Leo the Deacon, however, begins his account of the battle with John Alakas (Alakaseus?) being sent to reconnoiter enemy positions, but no mention is made of Pechenegs or the fact that Skleros’ army was secured behind defensive walls of the city.


  
    Taking the picked men who were following him, John rode off quickly toward the Scythians (Rusians); and the next day he sent to the magistros (Bardas Skleros), urging him to come with the army, for the Scythians were encamped not far away but nearby. When he heard this message, he deployed the army in three sections, ordering one to follow him in the van, the other to lie in wait in the thickets on either side. They were to sally forth from the place of ambush when they heard the trumpet sound the call to battle.49

  


  In Skylitzes’ account it is the barbarian army which is divided into three groups. Actually comparing the two accounts, there is little in common between them—even less when it comes to the main battle, a scanty account of which is given by Skylitzes. As the two sides clashed a mounted Rusian champion of great size charged Bardas Skleros, sword in hand, and struck him on the head. The blow was deflected by the helmet but the Romanian commander must have been knocked down from his horse since he was only saved by his young brother Constantine, also a large and strong young man who rode up to attack the Rusian. Unable to deliver a blow to the rider Constantine struck at the horse’s head, severing it and sending the Rusian to the ground, who was then killed by Constantine. The main battle continued indecisively with the advantage going first to one side and then to the other. As the tide of battle was shifting to the Rusians and their allies, Bardas ordered the drums to roll signaling the third group to emerge from hiding and to attack. They struck the Rusians in the rear, who began to retreat, but “one of the prominent ‘Scythians’” distinguished from the others by the size of the body and the gleam of his armor went around the battlefield encouraging his companions to fight bravely.” As the Rusian forces were rallying, their commander was charged and struck down by Bardas Skleros, whose sword penetrated both the Rusian’s helmet and breastplate killing him instantly. His death seems to have broken the morale of the Rusians, who then turned to flight. The final outcome of the battle is again not very reliable since we are to believe that more than twenty thousand Rusians and their allies were killed whereas only fifty Romans died. Moreover, Bardas Skleros achieved this remarkable victory with only a force of ten thousand men while confronting an enemy army of thirty thousand, which was probably Sviatoslav’s entire force in the Balkans. Both accounts were written by men of the Church and the purpose for the obvious exaggeration was not to demonstrate the greater manliness of the Romanians but to remind civil authorities that victory was not possible without God’s help. No mention is made of Greek fire although it most certainly was used, probably propelled in ceramic hand grenades.


  Other factual descriptions also don’t ring true. Firstly, the Pechenegs were masters of the ambush themselves and it is unlikely they would have fallen for the Romanian deception no matter how hard Skylitzes tries to convince us. Also the notion of a blow on Skleros’ helmet from a Rusian champion of “great size” not having any effect is very doubtful since even if the magistros’ helmet was not penetrated the force would have knocked him senseless to the ground. Furthermore, that the large “Scythian” was “cloven wholly in two,” including helmet, leather clothing and armor, would be a near impossibility. And finally, the two chroniclers don’t seem to agree on the date of the battle, implying their knowledge was gleaned from secondhand sources. While according to Leo the Deacon the battle occurred in the spring of 970, Skylitzes places it later in the autumn of that year.50


  Interestingly, the Kyiv Primary Chronicle also has an account of a battle which took place about this time with the Imperial “Greek” forces, but the sizes of the two forces are exaggerated in the opposite direction and Sviatoslav emerges the victor. After proposing to pay Sviatoslav tribute, they (“the Greeks”) asked the Rusians to notify them how many men he had so they would know how much to pay per head.


  
    The Greeks made this proposition to deceive the Rusichi, for the Greeks are crafty even to this present day. Sviatoslav replied that his force numbered twenty thousand, adding ten thousand to the actual number, for there were really but ten thousand Rusichi. So the Greeks armed one hundred thousand men to attack Sviatoslav, and paid no tribute. Sviatoslav advanced against the Greeks, who came out to meet the Rusichi. When the Rusichi perceived their approach, they were terrified at the multitude of the Greek soldiery, and Sviatoslav declared, “now we have no place whither we may flee. Whether we will or no, we must give battle. Let us not disgrace Rus, but rather sacrifice our lives lest we be dishonored. For if we flee, we shall be disgraced. We must not take to flight, but we will resist boldly, and I will march before you. If my head falls, then look to yourselves.” Then his warriors replied, “wherever your head falls, there too we will lay down our own.” So the Rusichi went into battle and the carnage was great. Sviatoslav came out victor, but the Greeks fled. Then Sviatoslav advanced toward the capital, fighting as he went, and destroyed towns that stand deserted even to the present time.51

  


  If the battle of Arkadiopolis was a great victory for the Imperial army and a great defeat for Rus then it is surprising that Bardas Skleros did not follow through with the advantage and pursue the enemy, as most certainly he would have been done in practice. It is also not clear why, with the defeat of the enemy, Emperor Tzymiskes began to bring more troops from Asia to Thrace and Makedonia until he could “attack the Tauroscythians (Rusians) with all his forces.”52 Either the battle of Arkadiopolis was a minor encounter which failed to clear the area of Sviatoslav’s men, or if a full-fledged battle did take place it did not go well for the Imperial army.


  The Rusians and their allies also did not seem to have fared too well, for they retreated from Adrianopolis and continued to devastate Macedonia and Thrace. Then news arrived from Asia Minor that Bardas Phocas, the nephew of the assassinated Emperor Nikephoros, had risen in revolt against Tzimiskes, and Bardas Skleros was dispatched to deal with the situation. Emperor Tzimiskes himself remained in Constantinople with his elite mounted bodyguard to solidify his rule, by handing out public largesse and organizing games in the Hippodrome. The occasion was also his marriage to Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus’ daughter, who although “not exceptionally distinguished for her beauty and physical grace, nevertheless surpassed all other women in prudence and in every kind of virtue.” The revolt soon fizzled out, and in 971 Bardas Skleros returned to winter quarters in Europe where the men began to be drilled daily in maneuvers and mock battles. The Imperial forces were basically the same as those which emerged from Heraclius’ reforms some two centuries ago. They consisted of two main groups, the “themata” or provincial call-up troops, and the “tagmata” or the professional army stationed around Constantinople. The number of themes had been increased but they were reduced in size, particularly along the eastern frontier where they were largely manned by Armenians. Military service in the “themata” was hereditary since a family’s land was held conditionally on being enrolled in the military register or the “strateia.” An army consisted of either “tagmata” or “themata” troops, or both, and was under the command of the “domestikos of the schools.” Although the “thematas” were locally raised, the professional “tagmata” units included mercenaries from Armenia, Syria, Scandinavia, Rus, Bulgaria, Hungary, and Arabs.


  The most prestigious units were the cavalry, particularly the heavy cavalry known as the “kataphraktoi.” The cavalry had been largely modeled on the Sarmatians, and in the 10th century consisted of three main types. The light cavalry composed of scouts and skirmishers was equipped with bows, javelins and swords and their job was to go ahead of the main body of men to reconnoiter, harass and otherwise to unnerve the enemy. Most of the Imperial cavalry, however, was of the medium or regular type, equipped with light armor and divided into archers and lancers, and carrying swords and maces. By the second half of the 10th century the striking core of the cavalry were the “kataphraktoi” lancers, with both rider and horse covered in heavy armor and carrying large iron maces and heavy swords. These were the predecessors of the medieval armored knights, and due to the heavy armor were virtually unstoppable. Taken together the cavalry made up about a third of a 10th-century Imperial Roman army, the remainder consisting of infantry which was the main fighting part. The basic infantry unit was a squad of 10 men under the command of a “dekarches.” They were formed similarly to the Slavic custom on the basis of kinship or friendship and shared the same tent and cooking utensils. The squads were grouped into a “bandon” of 50 and then 100 men to make up a “taxiarchy” of 1000 led by the “taxiarch.” A taxiarchy usually consisted of 400 heavy infantry armed with spears and protected by shields and leather armor, 300 archers, 200 light infantry with javelins and slings, and 100 “menavlatoi.” The latter were the stronger and braver men, equipped with thick heavy spears whose job was to go ahead of the taxiarch to meet and hopefully break up an enemy cavalry charge.


  

Two main innovations were also introduced in the first half of the 10th century, one for the infantry and the other for the cavalry. A defensive formation was developed, a hollow square formed by 12 taxiarchs 3 per side, with the baggage trains and reserve horses placed in the middle. Intervals or gaps could also be formed between the taxiarchs to allow worn out or defeated cavalry to enter and fresh units to sortie out. The second innovation was to add a third line of cavalry, with the middle of the first line composed of the heavy “kataphraktoi.” The iron-clad cavalry was also placed ahead of the left and right wings of the first line, to charge at an approaching enemy in a blunt wedge-like formation. They would be followed by the lighter mounted lancers and archers firing over their heads into the enemy ranks.53 Unlike Sviatoslav’s men who slept under the stars, the Imperial army followed traditional Roman practice by encamping at night and setting up tents. A camp would be divided into four equal areas each under its own command, with the overall commander’s tent and standard placed in the middle. Mobility was important, and given good roads and favorable terrain the infantry could march up to 30 miles on a good day. The cavalry could cover greater distances—40–50 miles per day—provided the horses were well fed and watered. In columns of three or five abreast a marching Romanian army was vulnerable, and scouts were deployed to give warning of any enemy forces nearby.


  With the wedding festivities over and the revolt in Asia subdued Tzimiskes turned his full attention to the threat posed by Sviatoslav. It would take almost his entire armed forces to deal with the enemy who still occupied most of Bulgaria. Waiting until the spring of 971 Tzimiskes raised the standard of the cross and prepared to march against the pagan Rus. Supplies of weapons and provisions had already been sent inland to Adrianople along the Hebros River to supplement the army, which would reach a force of some 40,000 strong. As the Imperial army moved north Tzimiskes realized the Rusians were not expecting a large-scale attack and had left the narrow and treacherous mountain passes open. Perhaps they thought an attack would not occur during the April Easter festivities or, as is more likely the case, they were not aware of Tzimiskes’ buildup. In any case the mountain passes were left not only unfortified but completely unmanned and unguarded allowing the Imperial army free passage. The lack of preparedness on the part of the Rusians was also remarked by Skylitzes: “they … camped negligently and disregarded proper security.” The imperial commanders were reluctant to take advantage of the apparently unguarded passes, recalling the terrible massacres which they had suffered at the hands of the Bulgarians. Seeing his opportunity Tzimiskes finally convinced his reluctant commanders that their only chance lay in the element of surprise: they were to slip through the mountain passes and with quick marches advance on the Bulgarian capital Preslav, which was manned by only a part of the Rusian army. Surrounded by his ironclad “immortals” and followed by 15,000 of his best heavy-armed infantry and 13,000 cavalry Tzymiskes led the advance units by forced marches through the narrow passes. Once through, and the entrances secured, they were followed by the rest of the army with the equipment and siege machinery.54


  The entire Imperial army continued to advance north without the enemy being aware of their presence, with an advance force of 28,000 men arriving at Preslav a few days before the Easter of 971. Roused at the crack of dawn, the Imperial troops formed into formations seven deep and began to advance on the city. Leo the Deacon has left us a vivid account of the advance.


  
    As soon as full light dawned, he (Tzimiskes) roused the solders and deployed them into deep formations, and advanced on Preslav, ordering the trumpets to sound the call to battle frequently, and the cymbals to clash and the drums to roll. And thus an indescribable clamor burst forth, as the mountains there echoed the drums, and the weapons clanked in response, and the horses whinnied, and the men shouted and encouraged each other for the battle, as was fitting.

  


  The defenders were caught by surprise and off guard but they quickly rallied and proceeded to attack the advancing enemy.


  
    … they quickly seized their weapons and shouldered their shields (these were very strong, and made so that they reached to their feet, for greater protection) and drew up into a strong close formation and advanced against the Romans on the plain before the town (which is suitable for cavalry), roaring like wild beasts and uttering strange and weird howls.55

  


  The two sides clashed and the fighting went on for the whole day but the massed Romanian infantry was unable to break the Rusian ranks. The cavalry had not yet played a major role, and seeing he was not making much headway, Tzymiskes released his ironclad “immortals” against the Rusian left wing. With their long heavy spears in front of them and virtually immune against enemy archers, the charge of the heavy “kataphraktoi” pierced the Rusian left flank and to prevent encirclement their commanders ordered a retreat to the protective walls of the city as described by Leo the Deacon: “Since the Scythians (Rusians) were on foot (for they are not accustomed to fight from horseback, since they are not trained for this) they were not able to withstand the spears of the Romans, but turned to flight and shut themselves up within the walls of the town.”56


  The lack of heavy cavalry was proving to be the Rusian Achilles Heel. As night fell the battlefield became silent, with the defenders awaiting the morning onslaught. By now the siege machines had come up with the rest of the Imperial army, but Preslav was not surrounded by heavy defenses. Also, seeing the enemy’s weak numerical strength Tzimiskes decided to storm the city and take it by a quick frontal assault. In the morning of April 13 the trumpets sounded and units of close unbroken formations of the Imperial army proceeded to launch a massive attack on the city. Encouraged by Emperor Tzimiskes and covered from below by a hail of arrows, javelins, and stone-throwing catapults the Romanians began to scale the walls, stubbornly resisted by the defenders and led by Sviatoslav’s mentor and second-in-command, Sveinald.57 The walls were thinly defended, and led by one Theodosios Mesonyktes from Anatolia, the Romanians succeeded in scaling the battlements and opening a breach in the defenses. Driven from the battlements as the Imperial infantry began to pour into the city the defenders retreated to the walled inner palace of the Bulgarian Tsars. The rest of the attacking force, which had remained outside of the city walls, also began to enter through the dismantled gates and proceeded to attack the palace while others spread throughout the city, looting and killing any Bulgarian suspected of siding with the enemy. Realizing they were outnumbered and not strong enough to hold the palace, Sveinald ordered a gate be opened to lure the enemy inside the compound. As the Romanians rushed through the opened gate they were met by the defenders and cut down to a man. Suffering heavy casualties and unable to take the compound, Tzimiskes ordered a halt to the assault, and his men began to set the palace on fire with flaming arrows. As the palace burst into flames the Rusians and their Bulgarian allies emerged from the burning structure forming battle lines to meet the enemy. Surrounded by Bardas Skleros’ “unit of most valiant men … the Rus force fought bravely, not turning their backs to the enemy.”58 Unable to subdue the defenders, Bardas Skleros ordered his archers to shoot them down. A group led by Sveinald, and probably no more than a few hundred men, successfully fought their way out of the compound and joined Sviatoslav’s main army at Dorostolon. Preslav fell on Good Friday, April 14, 971, and the Imperial army settled down for a brief rest and to celebrate Easter. As an act of mercy Tzimiskes released some of the prisoners, and instructed them to go tell Sviatoslav that if he did not depart from Bulgaria he would be attacked by the entire Imperial army. Also Tzimiskes recognized Boris as Tsar with himself as the protector of Bulgaria.


  With the usual disdain, Sviatoslav announced his intention to fight “the Greeks” at Dorostolon and on the Danube River. A fleet of “dromones” warships with Greek fire had already been sent into the Danube to block the Rusian fleet from leaving, and Tzimiskes began to make his way north capturing the old Bulgarian capital Pliska and other towns along the way. In the meantime Sviatoslav strengthened the city’s defenses and waited for the arrival of the Romanian army. On hearing their Tsar was restored most of the Bulgarians deserted his ranks and the men of Rus were left alone to face the powerful Imperial forces.59 They didn’t have long to wait. In July of 971, word came from scouts that the Imperial army was approaching Dorostolon and local skirmishes began almost at once as Sviatoslav’s forces sortied from behind the walls to meet the enemy. “And while the Emperor was approaching them at a deliberate pace, certain bold souls, spurred on by reckless courage, separated off from the Rus army, set up an ambush and then attacked some of the (Imperial) advance scouts … and killed them.”60


  We know Tzimiskes’ battle plan as he approached the Rusian front ranks. The archers were stationed behind the infantry to maintain a steady stream of arrows on the enemy while the ironclad Immortals, together with the light cavalry, were placed on both wings. Their job was to protect the infantry’s and the archers’ flanks, to prevent encirclement, to sally forth in a charge when given the order. The Rusians closed ranks and protected by their long shields, and spears in hand they broke into the usual assault. We can imagine the wild Rusian ranks with great shields lifted, weapons in hand, charging the calm disciplined Imperial infantry.


  As the two lines of infantry met fierce fighting broke out, developing into savage hand-to-hand combat as the conflict continued for the whole day, with neither side gaining the upper hand. The Rusian infantry was unable to make much headway against the heavily armed Romanian infantry while the latter could not penetrate the Rusian ranks. The (first) battle of Dorostolon became an extremely hard fought contest and reportedly went back and forth twelve times:


  
    … during the first assault, the contest was equal on both sides for awhile. For the Rusians fought furiously, considering it a terrible and shocking thing, if, when they had the reputation with neighboring peoples of always prevailing over their enemies in battle, they were now to be shamefully defeated by the Romans and lose this (reputation). The Romans, on the other hand, were overcome by shame and anger, lest they, who prevailed over every enemy by force of arms and their own valor, should now have to withdraw, as if inexperienced in battle, overwhelmed by a people who fought on foot, and knew nothing of riding on horseback, and lest their great glory should vanish in a moment. So the soldiers fought valiantly, nourishing in their hearts such concerns for their reputation. The Rusians, who were directed by their habitual ferocity and passion, attacked the Romans with a charge, bellowing as if possessed, but the Romans rushed to meet them with discipline and practical skill; and many men fell on both sides.61

  


  By late afternoon victory was still in the balance and as the sun was setting Emperor Tzimiskes decided to use his trump card, the ironclad cavalry which had won him the battle of Preslav. Charging in force they struck the Rusian lines which unable to stop the heavy cavalry began to break and retreat towards the city walls. Without a heavy cavalry to counteract the Immortals Sviatoslav’s infantry would be unable to carry the day, no matter how hard the men fought.


  The siege of Dorostolon was under way and would last for the next four months. Heavy siege equipment was brought into play but did not have much effect against the five-foot thick walls. Frontal assaults continued with archers and catapults providing covering fire for the infantry as they attempted to scale the walls, only to be met by a hail of arrows and other projectiles released by the Rusians manning the battlements. The Romanian siege machinery was nevertheless taking a toll on the defenders, many of whom were struck by the flying projectiles. It was decided to destroy the siege machinery, and a raiding party was sent out for the task. The “magistros” John Kourkouas who was guarding the equipment was caught by surprise by the Rusian task force, and the catapults were completely destroyed.62 John Kourkouas himself was killed, his head impaled on a spear and brought back to the city, to be displayed on the walls of a tower. Leo the Deacon claims this was done because due to his rich armor the Rusians thought they had killed the Emperor himself. The defenders, however, were beginning to find themselves in dire straits and were running low on food and manpower. We know from John Skylitzes that when Tzimiskes’ men were clearing the fields and removing clothes and armor from the Rusian dead they found women among them.63 Leo the Deacon explains the inability of the Rusians to defeat the Imperial army by a continual (and certainly fictional) citing of Rus leaders and champions who were killed in dual combat, and thus destroying the Rusian morale to fight. The real reason was of course Sviatoslav’s dwindling supply of men and particularly a lack of cavalry, which could counteract Tzimiskes’ ironclad Immortals.


  The critical factor was also the supply of food, which was running low and Sviatoslav and his men were weakening due to hunger. A task force that had succeeded in getting by the Romanians guarding the banks of the Danube and bringing back supplies had simply prolonged the desperate defense. Realizing the difficulty of the situation Sviatoslav called a meeting of his “druzhina” comrades and tribal commanders to find a way out of the predicament. Some of Sviatoslav’s comrades proposed to steal away in the middle of the night on their boats which had been saved from the Imperial flotilla while others counseled to come to terms with Tzimiskes. The waterways, including the Danube, were blockaded by the Greek fire ships of which the Rusians had a great fear, and before coming to terms Sviatoslav decided on a last all-out assault on the Imperial army. If they routed the enemy the siege would be lifted and booty and glory would be earned by all; and if victory proved to be beyond their reach Sviatoslav would propose a peace treaty with Emperor Tzimiskes. The second battle of Dorostolon took place on 24 July, 971. Sviatoslav rode out in front of the assembled men and delivered his famous speech:


  
    If we now yield ignobly to the Romans, gone will be the glory that has attended upon the arms of Rus. Rather let us again manifest the valor of our ancestors, and, remembering that up til now the might of Rus has been unvanquished, let us fight ardently for our safety. For it is not our custom to return to our fatherland as fugitives, but either to be victorious and live, or die gloriously, after displaying deeds of brave men.64

  


  Waiting until late afternoon, probably due to the heat of the sun, the Rusians marched out of the city “with all their forces,” and assuming battle formations began to advance on the Roman camp. It is probably in this battle that women were allowed to join the sortie in order to bolster the numbers of the attacking force. Once again Leo offers a mythical account of a duel fought on horseback between Sviatoslav and one Anemas, whereby the former received a deep wound and was knocked down from his horse. Indeed, if a duel had been fought then it is Sviatoslav who emerged the victor, since during a later meeting between Sviatoslav and the Emperor no mention was made of any wounds which Leo claims Sviatoslav had received in the duel. Leading his men in a charge Sviatoslav struck the Romanian infantry who broke ranks “and began to retreat at headlong speed to avoid the extraordinary assault of the Scythians.” A basic practice of Romanian tactics has long been to maintain a second line of cavalry in reserve to counter any enemy breakthrough. They served a double purpose, since in the event of a victory fresh mounted troops could be used in the pursuit, while in case of a defeat they could be used to rally the infantry.65 Leo the Deacon described what happened next:


  
    At this point, when the emperor perceived that the Roman army was giving way, he was afraid that in its terror at the extraordinary onslaught of the Scythians it might fall into mortal danger, so he encouraged his companions (the ironclad Immortals) and brandishing his spear mightily, and advanced against the enemy…. At the same time a wind and rainstorm broke out, pouring down heavily from the sky, and struck the enemy, and the dust that was stirred up irritated their eyes.

  


  With visored helmets the Immortals were immune to the swirling dust. That they were led by the Emperor himself indicates the seriousness of the Rusian breakthrough. Rallied by the Emperor the Romanian cavalry counterattacked, halting the Rusian advance while Bardas Skleros struck the pursuing Rusian infantry in the rear. Sviatoslav had walked into a trap and without enough men to form a reserve he began to fight his way out of the encirclement. Leo the Deacon also credits Tzymiskes’ victory to the intervention of the great martyr Theodore, who was brought by the Mother of God to lead the Christian troops against the heathens, a sure admission of a narrowly avoided defeat.


  In spite of Leo’s impossible claims the Imperial army had suffered heavy casualties as well.66 The chronicler Skylitzes relates that Emperor Tzimiskes had challenged Prince Sviatoslav to end the war (and the casualties) by fighting a duel with him. No doubt aware of the Emperor’s short stature Sviatoslav replied that “if the emperor had tired of life, he was free to choose any one of a thousand ways to die.”67


  Sviatoslav’s last attempt to break the siege had failed, and his shrinking army was beginning to suffer from hunger. Resistance would only prolong the inevitable and Sviatoslav decided to send emissaries with a peace proposal. Sviatoslav and his men were to be guaranteed safe passage to Rus without being attacked by Greek fire, and his starving men were to be supplied with provisions. In return, Sviatoslav would renounce his claim to Bulgaria and the Crimea, become an Imperial ally and recognize all previous trade agreements. The proposals were readily accepted by Emperor Tzimiskes, who must have sighed in relief since his army had also suffered heavy casualties, and storming the walls of Dorostolon would only have added to the list. His army was also needed in Asia Minor against the Muslims. After the agreement was concluded Emperor Tzimiskes and Prince Sviatoslav met face to face, and we have the unique description of the Prince of Rus as recorded by Leo the Deacon.


  
    After the treaties were arranged, Sphendosthlavos (Sviatoslav) asked to come and speak with the emperor. And the latter came without delay on horseback to the bank of the Istros, clad in armor ornamented with gold. Sphendosthlavos arrived sailing along the river in a Scythian (sic) light boat, grasping an oar and rowing with his companions as if he were one of them. His appearance was as follows: he was of moderate height, neither taller than average, nor particularly short; his eyebrows were thick; he had grey eyes and a snub nose; his beard was clean-shaven, but he let the hair grow abundantly on his upper lip where it was bushy and long; and he shaved his head completely, except for a lock of hair that hung down on one side, as a mark of the nobility of his ancestry; he was solid in the neck, broad in the chest and very well articulated in the rest of his body; he had a rather angry and savage appearance; on one ear was fastened a gold earring, adorned with two pearls with a red gemstone between them; his clothing was white, no different from that of his companions except in cleanliness. After talking briefly with the emperor about their reconciliation, he departed sitting on the helmsman’s seat of the boat. Thus the war of the Romans with the Scythians (Rusians) came to an end.68

  


  The origin of the hairlock, which became common among the Ukrainian Cossacks, is not known.


  Sviatoslav’s campaign, however, was not yet over. The purpose of the meeting may be explained by the chronicler John Skylitzes who wrote that Sviatoslav had asked Tzimiskes to intercede with the Pechenegs to grant him safe passage through the Dnipro rapids. As part of the agreement Sviatoslav was allowed to keep the spoils of war, and the only way to transport the bulky and heavy booty was by longboat. Was Sviatoslav intending to return to Bulgaria with a fresh force and try to retake all he had lost? Probably, for the booty was essential to raise an army, both as an indication of the spoils which could be gained in the wealthy Graeco-Roman empire and as payment for supplies and provisions. Tzimiskes was certainly shrewd enough to realize that Sviatoslav had not given up and would try again to establish himself in Bulgaria and now informed the Pechenegs of the large booty Sviatoslav was bringing back, with few men. Tzimiskes was certainly aware of how his predecessor Nikephoros Phokas had used the Pecheneg card to force Sviatoslav back to Rus and buy valuable time. Sviatoslav and his men were intercepted by a large Pecheneg force and unable to portage the rapids, and not willing to abandon the valuable baggage and the infantry by breaking through with his mounted druzhina, he returned to the mouth of the Dnipro by the Black Sea to spend the winter months.


  In the spring of 972, Sviatoslav once again attempted to sail up the Dnipro, but reaching the rapids he found the Pechenegs lining both banks of the river in wait. With even fewer men than he had the previous autumn Sviatoslav decided to break through. He was attacked by the Pechenegs and fighting from behind beached longboats the Rusian force was overpowered and Sviatoslav himself was killed, perhaps by a well-aimed arrow from a powerful Pecheneg composite bow. A few survivors led by Svenald managed to break through on horseback and bring the sad news of the Prince’s death to Kyiv. A prince for only ten years, Sviatoslav died at the age of just over thirty years old. Elated at his victory over the famous prince the Pecheneg Khan Kurya had Sviatoslav’s skull overlaid with gold and, in keeping with the ancient Scythian custom, used it as a ceremonial drinking cup during feasts.69




  Six



  



  Civilization Comes to Rus


  



  Volodimer the Great


  When Sviatoslav rushed back from Bulgaria to defend Kyiv from the Pechenegs he entrusted his domain to his three young sons to represent his authority, under the tutelage of trusted “voivodas.” The eldest son Iaropolk received Kyiv, Oleg was given Dereva on the Pripet River, and the youngest, Volodimer, was invited to rule in Novgorod, apparently by the citizens’ popular demand. Military authority and the princely rule which went with it was by now established to be the prerogative of Rurik’s descendants, and although this was not yet totally accepted by the Slav tribesmen the legitimacy of the succession was recognized and maintained by the “boyars” and the prince’s “druzhina” retinue. Primogeniture as it was practiced in some parts of Europe was not a part of the setup, and princely rule in Rus was to be shared by all male members of the family. Although the eldest son was made responsible for Kyiv there is no indication that he was recognized as the supreme ruler of all of Sviatoslav’s possessions. Perhaps Sviatoslav meant the appointments to be a temporary measure until his conflict with Bulgaria and the Romanian Empire was resolved but most likely he was ensuring that his entire domain remained in family hands. Sviatoslav’s chief commander Sveneld had survived the Pecheneg ambush and the oldest son Iaropolk’s “voivoda.” His council would lead to war between the brothers to secure Iaropolk’s supremacy and the deadly struggle between the brothers would establish a precedent for the next two centuries, preventing any form of political unity.


  By 975, a few years into the brothers’ rule, disagreement broke out between Iaropolk and Oleg. The conflict had arisen over territory, with both brothers claiming exclusive hunting rights in a particular area. When Sveneld’s son Liut had gone hunting in the disputed wooded terrain he was attacked by Oleg and his men, and killed. Liut and Iaropolk were childhood friends and Sveneld had little difficulty in convincing Iaropolk to attack his brother and avenge Liut’s death. Here was an opportunity for Iaropolk to replace his younger brothers as the sole ruler of his father’s two domains. Marching on Dereva, he defeated Oleg in battle, who fled with his “druzhina” and the remaining men to the fortified town of Vruchy (Ovruch). They began to crowd the bridge leading across the moat and Oleg and members of his “druzhina” were pushed off the narrow causeway and crushed under the weight of the falling men and horses. Wrongly informed that Oleg had been killed by his brother, and believing that he would be next, Volodimer fled to Norway to seek refuge in the king’s court, where he began to recruit a mercenary force. By about 978 Volodimer was ready to return. Reinforced by local troops he first re-occupied Novgorod which in the meantime had been taken over by Iaropolk’s lieutenants. The captive lieutenants were sent back to Kyiv with a message to Iaropolk that Volodimer “was marching on him” as his father was in the habit of doing. First he struck against his brother’s ally the principality of Polotsk, which lay some 600 kilometers north of Kyiv and blocked the way to the city.1 Before beginning the advance Volodimer had sought an alliance with the Polotsk Prince Rogvolod through marriage to his daughter Rogneda to upset Rogvolod’s alliance with Kyiv, since Rogneda was betrothed to Iaropolk.


  
    He (Volodimer) remained in Novgorod and sent word to Rogvolod in Polotsk that he desired his daughter to wife. Rogvolod inquired of his daughter whether she wished to marry Volodimer. “I will not,” she replied, “draw off the boots of a slave’s son, but I want Iaropolk instead.” … The servants of Volodimer returned and reported to him all the words of Rogneda, the daughter of Rogvolod, Prince of Polotsk. Volodimer then collected a large army … and marched against Rogvolod. At this time the intention was that Rogneda should marry Iaropolk. But Volodimer attacked Polotsk, killed Rogvolod and his two sons, and after marrying the prince’s daughter he proceeded against Iaropolk.2

  


  He would not forget Rogneda’s unkind words which referred to the fact that his mother was Sviatoslav’s servant. Further reinforced by troops from Polotsk, Volodimer marched on Kyiv where Iaropolk had taken refuge. After several assaults and unable to penetrate the city’s defenses Volodimer decided on treachery. He first tried to have Iaropolk assassinated but to no avail. Iaropolk was popular and widely respected, and no one came forward for the task in spite of a handsome reward. He next opened secret negotiations with Iaropolk’s voivoda Blud, persuading him that Iaropolk’s case was lost and that he should throw in his lot with him, Volodimer. Blud agreed, and proceeded to convince his prince that the citizens of Kyiv had gone over to Volodimer’s side and were prepared to hand him over to his half-brother. Heeding the treacherous advice, Iaropolk fled the city and headed south to the fortress of Rodnia, at the mouth of the Ros River.3 Volodimer followed and besieged the stronghold which was not intended for such a large force and soon began to run out of food and supplies. Ignoring his advisor Variazhko to break out and join the Pechenegs, Iaropolk once again put his faith on Blud and opened negotiations with Volodimer. The talks were to take place in their father’s stone hall, and as Iaroslav walked through the entrance two hired Varangians closed the door and killed him with their swords. His loyal advisor Variazhko managed to fight his way out and escape, and joining the Pechenegs he would take part in many raids on Volodimer’s domain.


  Claiming Kyiv as their prize, the Varangians in Volodimer’s army who had been recruited in Norway now presented him with an ultimatum: either he pay two gold grivny for every resident in Kyiv, or they would pillage the city according to rules of war.4 Volodimer had no intentions to meet their demand and once again resorted to trickery. If they would wait for a month a tribute in the form of marten pelts would be due, and they would then be paid. Instead, Volodimer used the time to bring in local Slav forces, and seeing that they had been tricked, the Varangian rebels asked to be allowed to depart for Constantinople to serve in the Imperial army. The episode is described by the Chronicle:


  
    The prince urged them to go on their way. He then selected from their number the good, the wise and the brave men, to whom he assigned cities, while the rest departed for Tsargrad (Constantinople) in Greece. But in advance of them Volodimer sent couriers bearing this message. Varangians are on their way to your country. Do not keep many of them in your city or else they will cause such harm as they have done here. Scatter them therefore in various localities and do not let a single one return this way.5

  


  Seven years had passed between gaining power and his father’s death at the hands of the Pechenegs. Volodimer was now the sole ruler of Rus and its dependent outlying territories, an area of some 330,000 square kilometers stretching from what is today north central Ukraine, southern Belarus, to the Gulf of Finland and part of the Volga region in the east.6 Towns in the northeast, such as Moscow, Suzdal, Iaroslav and Vladimir, which would become the centers of Moscovy, were not yet established but the area was beginning to be colonized by Slavs. Volodimer realized that to enhance princely prestige and power he had to introduce a greater degree of unity to his widespread domain. After putting his uncle Dobrynia (his mother’s brother) in charge of Novgorod he turned his attention to religion, or more precisely to building a state.


  Concepts familiar to us today, such as patriotism, nationalism and political ideology, did not exist in the Middle Ages, and loyalty was largely directed towards one’s clan and tribe. Ancestor worship and other tribal religious cults and practices also played an important part, but not all gods were common to all tribes. To unify religious practice Volodimer began to establish an official state pantheon of deities. Six gods were selected and their statues erected in Kyiv, to be worshipped by all inhabitants and visitors: Perun the god of war and thunder, made of oak with a silver head and a gold moustache, followed by gods associated with prosperity such as Dazhbog, Stribog, Khors, Simargl and Mokosh. Similar statues were also erected in other towns and although tribal gods were permitted all other religions such as Christianity, Judaism and Islam were banned. Under Volodimer religion in Rus began to take on a political character but by his time eastern Christianity had established a presence in Kyiv. Volodimer’s grandmother Olga was a Christian, and by the first half of the 10th century we know there was a Christian cemetery in the city, as well as the public parish church (the Greek “katolike eklesia”) of St. Elias in the commercial lower part of Kyiv called Podol.


  On a more personal note, Volodimer began to develop a great interest in women, four of which would bear him 12 sons and an unknown number of daughters. The Kyiv Primary Chronicle describes the Prince’s womanizing with some typical exaggeration for effect:


  
    Now Volodimer was overcome by lust for women. His lawful wife was Rogned whom he settled in Lybed (now a part of Kyiv). By her he had four sons: Izyslav, Mstislav, Yaroslav, and Vsevolod, and two daughters. The Greek woman bore him Sviatoslav; by one Czech (woman) he had a son Vysheslav; by another, Sviatoslav and Mstislav; and by a Bulgarian woman, Boris and Gleb. He had three hundred concubines at Vyshgorod, three hundred at Belgorod and two hundred at Berestovo…. He was insatiable in vice. He even seduced married women and violated young girls, for he was a libertine like Solomon.7

  


  Trade was the only means by which ruling elites of Rus obtained goods which could not be produced or grown locally. Revenue from trade was also crucial in maintaining the men-at-arms and the military forces which provided defense and access to lucrative trade routes. Although Volodimer had expelled most of the mercenary Varangians he could still rely on his personal “druzhina” retainers as well as Rus warriors from the Slav Poliani tribe of the middle Dnipro (today’s north central Ukraine). Following his father’s military policy he began to secure access to the western trade routes leading to the basin of the Vistula River and the Baltic Sea. Setting out with his men he defeated the Liakhs (Poles) on his western border in 981 in what later became Galicia, seizing the towns of Buzhsk, Belz, and Volyn on the Western Buh River, as well as Cherven and Przemysl (Peremysl) further to the west. Next he turned his attention to Slavic and Lithuanian tribes, some of which had seized the opportunity presented by his conflict with his brother Iaropolk to break away from Kyiv’s authority. “In the same year he conquered the Viatichi and imposed upon them tribute according to the number of their ploughs, just as his father had done. (The year after) the Viatichi went to war, but Volodimer … conquered them a second time.”8


  The Viatichi were the most northeastern Slavic tribe on the mouth of the Oka River, just to the south of where Moscow would be built, and controlled access to the Volga River trade route which led to the Caspian Sea and the Moslem civilization. Another river, the Nieman, which drains from the great Pripet marsh, also provided a trade route to the southeastern Baltic area. Its upper reaches flowed through the land of the Iatvigians and in 983 Volodimer conquered the Lithuanian tribe and seized its territory. A year later when the Slavic Radimichi tribe from the upper Dnipro and the Desna rivers revolted they were defeated in the battle of the Pishcha River.9


  Otherwise the Great Prince’s rule was not intrusive, and as long as tribute was paid the defeated tribes could conduct their affairs in any way they wished. With the interior territory secured and with access to a greater reserve of manpower, Volodimer next set out against the wealthy Volga Bulgars. His father Sviatoslav had defeated the Bulgars twenty years before, sacking their wealthy capital Bolgary near the junction of the Volga and Kama rivers. Enlisting the nomad Tork cavalry, which was to advance overland, Volodimer’s men set out on boats on the Oka, heading towards the Volga River. Rus had still not managed to build an effective cavalry force and continued to rely on the Steppe horsemen. The Bulgars were defeated in a great battle and were forced to conclude a peace treaty and establish trade relations, which allowed shipping from Rus to proceed along the Volga to the Caspian Sea. The attack, however, may have dealt a fatal blow to the Volga Bulgar economy, since we know that the last silver dirhams were struck by the Bulgars about this time in 986–87 (which followed a general decline in the flow of the silver coins several decades earlier).10 After returning to Kyiv, Volodimer secured the eastern territory by mounting an expedition against what remained of the Khazar state in the Crimea and along the shores of the Sea of Azov. The Great Prince could now turn his attention towards solidifying authority within Rus, Novgorod, and the conquered tribal areas.


  



  The Beginnings of Christianity


  With military control established in the tribal lands and along the trade routes, Volodimer began to take measures which would transform Rus into a Christian monarchical state, allied to the Eastern Roman Empire. His father had already signed a treaty with Emperor Tzymiskes in Bulgaria and now Volodimer hit on an ambitious plan—to win a concession from the Christian Empire by converting to Christianity and marrying into the Imperial family. There were several advantages in a close relationship with Constantinople. He would isolate the Pechenegs, who continued to pose a threat; gain a powerful military and commercial ally; elevate his position as one appointed by God; and introduce an institution that would provide a common link between his scattered possessions—the Church.11


  Drawing a lesson from his father’s inability to confront both the Graeco-Roman Empire and the Pechenegs simultaneously, Volodimer realized that the only effective policy lay in entering into the orbit of Eastern Christian civilization. Also trade with the Muslim east had declined and much of Kyiv’s trade was now directed towards Constantinople. The Great Prince of Kyiv was not an absolute monarch but depended on his boyars for council, which placed a certain restriction on his own degrees of freedom. He was also subject to the moods of the popular Veche which was influential in Novgorod and Kyiv. Should he lose popularity with the citizens of Kyiv he would be expelled from the city and risk losing his position as Prince, but as a Christian monarch he would rule by the will of God, and through the Church exercise great personal authority. Perhaps he had also come under the influence of Christian beliefs which were not uncommon in Kyiv at the time, but there are no indications that this was the case.


  To gain what was probably a negotiating advantage with Constantinople, Prince Volodimer is reported to have begun to canvass the main religions to choose which was supposed to replace his pantheon of pagan gods. Eastern Europe was more religiously diverse than the rest of the continent or the Middle East, with Christian, Muslim and Judaic states coexisting side by side. Volodimer could have the pick of any one of the three, together with Western (Latin) Christianity. Perhaps to increase his bargaining power Volodimer reportedly had papal envoys visit him while he was in the Crimea. The Kyiv Primary Chronicle also goes on at great length to describe Volodimer’s interviews with the foreign emissaries who came to describe their faiths, but the accounts are mostly mythical and were intended by the monk Nestor to describe the superiority of the Eastern Christian Church and its teachings. Basil II, who was Emperor at the time, was also receptive to an Eastern Christian Rus, which could replace the vanquished Khazars as Constantinople’s eastern anti–Muslim allies. The Kyiv Primary Chronicler’s description of the mainly rhetorical questions and answers provide an interesting insight into the times.


  First came the Muslims who described their faith to Volodimer:


  
    … they believed in (one) God and … to practice circumcision, to eat no pork, to drink no wine…. Mohammed, they asserted, “will give each man 70 fair women. He may choose one fair one, and upon that woman will Mohammed confer the charms of them all, and shall be his wife.” Volodimer listened to them for he was fond of women and indulgence. But circumcision and abstinence from pork and wine were disagreeable to him. “Drinking,” said he, “is the joy of the Rusichi. We cannot exist without that pleasure.”

  


  After rejecting Islam, Volodimer received the German Western Christian envoys who came as emissaries of the Pope, with a message:


  
    “… your country is like our country, but your faith is not as ours…. We worship God, who has made heaven and earth, the stars, the moon and every creature, while your gods are only wood.” Volodimer inquired what their teaching was. They replied, “fasting according to one’s strength….” Then Volodimer answered, “depart hence; our fathers accepted no such principle.”

  


  Then the Jewish Khazars came:


  
    “… we believe in one God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.” Then Volodimer inquired what their religion was. They replied that its tenets included circumcision, not eating pork or hare, and observing the Sabbath…. When Volodimer inquired where (their land, Jerusalem) was, they answered, “God was angry at our forefathers and scattered us among the gentiles on account of our sins. Our land was then given to the Christians.” The Prince then [said] “if God loved you and your faith, you would not be thus dispersed in foreign lands. Do you expect us to accept that fate also?”

  


  The Greeks then sent a “scholar” who—after denouncing the Muslim Bulgars and the “men from Rome” and informing Volodimer that the cities of the Jews “were destroyed and they were scattered among the gentiles under whom they are now in servitude”—recited a lengthy discourse on the Old and the New Testament of the Bible. After he left Volodimer summoned his boyars and the elders to seek advice. “You know, oh Prince, that no man condemns his own possessions, but praises them instead…. Send them (your servants) to inquire about the ritual of each (ruler) and how he worships God.”


  The advice would provide another opportunity to praise Eastern Christianity and its material development and status. Volodimer then sent 10 “good and wise men” to the Bulgars, Germans and to Tsargrad (Constantinople). The men from Rus were overwhelmed by their experience in the imperial capital. Brought to a place of worship (evidently the imposing St. Sophia Cathedral) and after hearing mass they were showered by gifts from the Emperors Basil and Constantine, who were then sharing the imperial title. After giving Volodimer an unfavorable assessment of the Muslim Bulgars and the popes of the Germans, the emissaries replied:


  
    Then we went to Greece, and the Greeks led us to the edifices where they worship their God, and we knew not whether we were in heaven or on earth. For on earth there is no such splendor or such beauty, and we are at a loss how to describe it. We only know that God dwells there among men, and their service is fairer than the ceremonies of other nations. For we cannot forget the beauty.12

  


  The Cathedral of the Holy Wisdom (The Hagia Sophia) would continue to impress visitors for centuries to come.


  This account of Prince Volodimer’s quest for a different official religion was written after the Great Schism of 1054 between the Churches of Rome and Constantinople and was intended to show that Orthodox Christianity had been chosen for its own (and obvious) merit when compared to the other religions, including Western (“Catholic”) Christianity. The Primary Chronicle’s poetic justifications aside, Volodimer soon had an opportunity to draw closer to Constantinople. By 988 Emperor Basil II was in a great need of military aid. Together with his brother Constantine as co-emperor he had in 976 succeeded John Tzimiskes, who had died suddenly following his spectacular reconquest of most of Palestine, Syria and Lebanon, which had been in Moslem possession for over three centuries. Following his victory over Sviatoslav, Tzimiskes had also incorporated Bulgaria into his realm, retaining Tsar Boris as the nominal ruler. Now a new and self-proclaimed Tsar by the name of Samuel rose against Constantinople and in 980 began invading Thessaly, the northern part of the Greek peninsula. He was the youngest of the four sons of Western Bulgaria’s governor during Sviatoslav’s invasion, and when John Tzimiskes died the brothers launched a war of independence against the empire. With Tsar Boris killed in an “accident” by one of his people, and his eunuch brother Romanus barred from the position, Samuel assumed the title of Tsar. By 986 he was in possession of Thessaly and its capital Larissa.


  Basil assumed command of the Imperial forces and proceeded to march north towards Sardica (Sofia), the Bulgarian capital. On hearing of the Emperor’s advance Tsar Samuel marched to meet him, reaching the Trajan’s Gate pass first, the only way through the otherwise impassable mountains. On August 17 the Romanian troops began to move through the Gate unaware that it was already in possession of the Bulgarians. Trapped in the narrow pass and surrounded by Samuel’s men, the Imperial army was cut to pieces and annihilated with Basil managing to escape with a few survivors. The defeat was a signal for two major revolts that broke out in Asia Minor led by the rival commanders Bardas Scleros and Bardas Phocas, each seeking the Imperial throne. After much infighting between the two pretenders Bardas Phocas emerged the victor and was proclaimed Emperor at Caesaria. He proceeded to march and defeat Emperor Basil’s forces, occupying all of Asia Minor including the ports with the exception of Abydos on the Hellespont straits. Dividing his army Bardas Phocas entrenched himself in a palisade encampment on a hill in Chrysopolis, while sending another force to attack and occupy the strategic port of Abydos. This would prove to be a strategic error.


  Hemmed in by the Bulgarians and his own rebels, Basil found himself in a difficult situation. His first and obvious source of help was the Western Roman Empire, whose German Emperor Otto II had concluded an alliance with John Tzimiske by marrying his niece Theophano in 972. Following the wars with Sviatoslav, Bulgaria had fallen into Tzimiskes’ hands and the wedding was hoped to be the first step towards a reunification of East and West under a single Emperor. Unlike John Tzimiskes, however, Emperor Basil did not favor a close relation with Otto II and the papal West and turned his attention eastward. He now recalled that Prince Sviatoslav of Rus had signed a treaty with his predecessor which replaced the Khazars as Constantinople’s traditional eastern ally. On their return from Kyiv, Basil’s ambassadors informed him that Prince Volodimer considered himself bound by his father’s treaty and was prepared to send the Emperor help. This was the opportunity Prince Volodimer was waiting for, a chance to draw closer to the wealth and culture of the most powerful and technologically advanced state in Europe. Rusian fighters, both Slavs and Varangians, were well known to the commanders of the Graeco-Roman Empire. Even before Sviatoslav’s time we find 700 Rusians listed in the expedition to Crete in 911; 415 in the expedition to Lombardy in 935, 629 in the second expedition against Crete in 949, and an unspecified number in the following attack on Crete in 960.13


  To cement the alliance Volodimer now asked for the hand of the Imperial Princess Anna, Basil’s sister. He must have realized the enormity of the request, for being the daughter of an Emperor Anna was a princess in her own right—and royal princesses did not marry barbarian foreigners, especially pagans. Even the powerful Western Emperor Otto II was not given the hand of a “porphyrogenita” or a born princess. Basil must have had little choice in the matter and Prince Volodimer released a naval expeditionary force to rescue him. In December 988 a flotilla from Rus was sighted on the Black Sea, and by the winter of 989 the whole Rusian fleet was anchored in the Golden Horn. For the first time the warriors of Rus were there as friends and not bent on conquest and pillage. Imperial records, with typical exaggeration, indicate that Volodimer sent 6,000 men but such a large force is unlikely. With about 20 men per boat, including supplies, the expedition would have required some 300 boats a large number to assemble and to negotiate the formidable Dnipro rapids. With the expulsion of the Scandinavian mercenaries Volodimer’s available pool of manpower had shrunk, and with the Pecheneg nomads at his doorstep he could hardly have spared such a large force.14


  Reinforced by Volodimer’s men, Basil first decided to relieve the pressure on Constantinople, and early in 989 he crossed the Bosphorus and attacked Chrysopolis. Phocas’ men were defeated in a pitched battle and the strategic location fell to the Rusian and Romanian allies. On hearing of the defeat Bardas Phocas marched to Abydos to reinforce his commander Mellissenos’ besieging force. The location was of strategic importance since once the port was taken the rebels could cross the Hellespont and advance on Constantinople. To relieve the siege Basil began to assemble a Rusian naval relief force, and in 989 under the command of his brother and co-emperor Constantine the fleet landed in besieged Abydos. On 13 April the combined defenders’ forces sortied from the town and formed up to face Phocas’ relief army. As dawn fell the Russian infantry charged, falling upon the rebel forces and shattering their ranks. Phocas managed to regroup his retreating men, and perceiving Basil in front of his troops he charged the Emperor only to fall lifeless from his horse, perhaps a victim of a stroke. The battle was soon over, and Volodimer’s men had won a second great victory and ensured that Basil could remain on the throne.


  While Volodimer’s expeditionary force was fighting the rebels in Asia Minor, the Prince himself led another expedition down the Dnipro River past the mighty cataracts and halted before the Greek city of Chersonesus on the Crimean Peninsula; “idé Volodimer s voi na Korsun” (“goes Volodimer with warriors on Chersonesus”), as stated cryptically in the Kyiv Primary Chronicle. After a six-month siege Volodimer’s infantry was unable to breach the city’s defenses until someone shot an arrow into the Rusian camp from behind the walls with a note attached, informing the besiegers the source of Chersonesus’ water supply. The water was promptly cut off, forcing the city to surrender, with a promise that it would not be sacked and pillaged. So far the main written sources are in agreement, but beyond these events they diverge. The Kyiv Primary Chronicle, on which traditional historians have based their analysis, records that Volodimer captured Chersonesus in order to pressure Emperor Basil to give his sister’s hand in marriage: “Behold, I have captured your glorious city. I have also heard that you have an unwedded sister. Unless you give her to me to wife, I shall deal with your own city (Constantinople) as I have with Kherson.”15


  The Chronicle makes no mention of Volodimer’s alliance with Basil or of the expeditionary force which the Prince of Rus had sent to Constantinople. Also, the Primary Chronicle claims that it was a Greek by the name of Anastasius who shot the arrow which informed Volodimer of the “springs behind you to the east, from which water flows in pipes (to the city).” If indeed it was Anastasius who warned Volodimer, the Chronicle does not explain why a Christian Greek would betray his own city to a pagan barbarian.16 Actually Anna’s hand in marriage as well as Volodimer’s conversion to Eastern Christianity was a part of the alliance which Basil and Volodimer had entered into some time before the capture of Chersonesus. The correct logical conclusion would be that Chersonesus had declared for the rebel Bardas Phocas and Volodimer captured the port on behalf of Emperor Basil, not to pressure him but to honor their agreement. Princess Anna arrived in the Crimea soon afterwards with priests and dignitaries, and following Volodimer’s conversion to Christianity a princess of the Roman Empire married the Prince of Rus. The Kyiv Primary Chronicle could not resist the temptation of inserting an account of a “miracle” which occurred just before the baptism. Suffering from an eye ailment Volodimer lost his sight, which was promptly restored following the baptismal ceremonies. Volodimer then “gave Kherson back to the Greeks as a bride-gift for the empress,” and with his new wife and the entire entourage returned to Kyiv. With the union the prestige of Rus rose considerably for this was the first time a born princess had married a barbarian foreigner.


  Volodimer wasted no time in replacing the old cults with the new. All statues of Slavic gods in Kyiv were destroyed and over time replaced by churches. At first Christianity was confined to the feudal and merchant classes of Kyiv, Chernihiv, and other towns of Rus in what is today north central Ukraine, where it already had a foothold and the influence of the Great Prince of Kyiv was most pronounced. In the outlying possessions of Volodimer’s realm, however, in what is today northern and Eastern European Russia the spread of Christianity was much slower. In the distant city of Rostov, for example, Christianity only began to take hold in the second half of the 11th century when the local bishop gave up on the adults and began to teach the tenets of Christianity to children! Also, the Viatichi tribesmen of the northeast were still pagans as late as the second half of the 12th century when we are told that St. Kuksha and his disciple Nikon were killed for preaching the Christian faith. Even in Novgorod, the second largest city in Eastern Europe Christianity was slow to take root. The Primary Chronicle relates an event which occurred in the 1070s during a public debate between the bishop and a “volkhv,” a Slavic shaman. When the “volkhv” began to criticize and ridicule Christianity only the local prince and his “druzhina” retainers came to the bishop’s defense, the people siding with the shaman.17 The early regional distribution of Christianity is also confirmed by archaeology. Burial practices in line with Christianity were mainly restricted to Rus where bodies were buried in coffins, placed in graves and usually laid on their backs with head towards the west, and hands beside the body or across the chest. No artifacts are found in Christian burials except occasionally for some pottery containing food probably symbolizing a pagan funeral feast, a practice retained by some Christians.


  The spread of Christian literature and other cultural influences from the south required literacy among the ruling elite who, as a rule, were illiterate. To spread the new faith Volodimer turned his attention to children, taking the “children of the best families and [sending] them for instruction in book-learning.”18


  This was apparently done to the great grief of the mothers who never expected to see their children again. The task of literacy was made easier for the Slavs than it was in western Europe and Scandinavia where the pagan Germanic populations had to first master Latin in order to make use of the alphabet.19 Rather than adopt the Greek alphabet, which like Latin was not well suited to Slavic phonetics, the Patriarch of Constantinople commissioned two Greek scholars, Constantine (Cyril) and Methodius, to create a special alphabet for the Slavs. Born and raised in Thessalonica both Cyril and Methodius were fluent in Slavic, as indeed were all the inhabitants of the region. The first alphabet known as the Glagolithic script was composed of Greek, Hebrew, and Coptic characters, and was followed by the simpler Cyrillic script used today amongst Slavs who at the time were Orthodox Christians. The Cyrillic alphabet as it exists today consists of 32 letters and is based mainly on Greek, with six characters taken from Hebrew.20 Along with the Cyrillic script the Orthodox Church introduced Bulgarian-Macedonian Slavic speech known as Church Slavonic. All education conducted by the Church was in Bulgarian, which became the language of the ruling classes and the state while the common population continued to use the local Slavic speech of Rus.


  Once baptized, Volodimer embraced Christianity with the zeal and the naiveté of a recent convert. A new church was ordered to be built in Kyiv and dedicated to the Mother of God as Mary is referred to in the Greek Orthodox Church. It was built of stone and brick by artisans and craftsmen brought from Constantinople and other Imperial cities who were joined by Bulgarian and Greek Churchmen. Completed in seven years and dedicated on 12 May 996, the church was built with flat bricks, using mortar mixed with finely pulverized baked clay. It became known as the “Desiatina,” literally “of one-tenth,” or the Church of the Tithe since one-tenth of Volodimer’s revenue was dedicated for its building and upkeep. The erection of the church (which has not survived) marked the beginning of medieval Graeco-Roman architecture in Eastern Europe.


  The scriptures had a great effect on Volodimer, who insisted that his priests read to him from the Bible, as he himself was illiterate. The passages read were probably selective in nature and were intended to influence his attitude and behavior towards the people. The new Church soon discovered, to its disapproval, that the Prince was taking Christianity too literally, particularly when he attempted to abolish capital punishment:


  
    While Volodimer was thus dwelling in the fear of God, the number of bandits increased, and the bishops calling to his attention the multiplication of robbers inquired why he did not punish them. The Prince answered that he feared the sin entailed (of taking life). They replied that he was appointed by God for the chastisement of the bad and for the practice of mercy toward the righteous, so it was entirely fitting for him to punish a robber but only after due process of law.21

  


  After the reassurance of the Church, it seems capital punishment was reinstated.


  A narrow brush with death also reinforced Volodimer’s feelings of pity and compassion, especially for the poor. One day, taking a small number of men with him he ran into a large Pecheneg detachment, and was forced to flee. Hiding under a bridge he narrowly escaped detection and made it back safely to the Vasilevo stronghold nearby. In gratitude for his good fortune he founded a church in Vasilevo “and made ready a great festival for which he caused to be brewed 300 kettles of mead … and distributed to the poor the sum of 300 grivni.”


  After celebrating for eight days Volodimer and his men returned to Kyiv to yet another celebration, the feast of the Assumption of the Holy Mother of God.


  
    There also he held a great festival and gathered together a countless multitude of people. When he saw that the people were Christians he rejoiced in soul and body, and celebrated likewise every year. For he loved the words of the scriptures, and on one occasion he had heard read in the Gospel; “Blessed are the merciful for they shall obtain mercy”; and further, “Lay not up for yourself treasures upon earth, where moth corrupts and thieves steal.” And David said; “Blessed is he that considereth the poor.” Volodimer listened also to the words of Solomon; “He that giveth unto the poor lendeth unto the Lord.” When he heard these words he invited each beggar and poor man to come to the Prince’s palace and receive whatever he needeth, both food and drink, and marten skins from the treasury.”

  


  Not content to receive the poor in his palace, Volodimer went out of his way to reach them.


  
    With the thought that the weak and sick could not easily reach his palace he arranged that wagons should be brought in and after having them loaded with bread, meat, fish, various fruits, mead in casks, and kvass (a light beer-like drink brewed from bread) he ordered them driven out throughout the city. The drivers were under instruction to call out, “Where is there a poor man or a beggar who cannot walk?” To such they distributed according to their needs.22

  


  



  Consolidation of State Power Under Volodimer


  With the adoption of Christianity as the religion of the Prince and his close commanders and “druzhina” retainers the nature of Volodimer’s domain began to take a different turn, towards the development of a semi-feudal state. Besides bestowing a mystical legitimacy on the ruler as God’s representative on earth, the Church also became the only common institution in the Prince’s domain. Through the Church the name “Rus” became generalized beyond the confines of north central Ukraine and southern Belarus, particularly when “The Metropolitan of Kyiv and all Rus” moved his seat in 1299 to Vladimir in today’s Russia.23 The Church, in turn, received the support of the Prince’s treasury and military might. Volodimer’s prestige and stature were now enhanced to a high level and he began to be addressed as the “Veliki Kniaz” or “Great Prince,” the equivalent of “King.” To reinforce the prestige of his new state he began to mint a gold and a silver coin beginning in 991, the “grivna” portraying himself seated in imperial regalia and also to consolidate his rule Volodimer assigned his twelve sons to governorships of the outlying city-territories, with Novgorod as the second city after Kyiv. This completed the process begun by his grandmother Olga to abolish traditional tribal lands as the fundamental units of administration and replace them with broader territorial units.


  Volodimer himself, however, was far from an absolute ruler and still depended on the elite members of his entourage for council and support. A landed aristocracy did not yet exist and men were chosen for positions of military command on the basis of individual ability. Social stratification was becoming a fact of life and with time would solidify into a hereditary aristocracy, with members drawn from the boyars and the Church. Volodimer’s method to encourage support and allow influential citizens and elders to mix with members of his “druzhina” was to throw banquets as described in the Kyiv Chronicle:


  
    There was much meat, beef, and game, and an abundance of all victuals. On one occasion, however, after the guests were drunk, they began to grumble against the prince, complaining that they were mistreated because he allowed them to eat with wooden spoons, instead of silver ones. When Volodimer heard of this complaint he ordered that silver spoons should be molded for his druzhina to eat with, remarking that with silver and gold he could not secure a druzhina, but with a druzhina he was in a position to win these treasures even as his grandfather and father had sought riches with their followers. For Volodimer was fond of his followers and consulted them concerning matters of administration.24

  


  A major preoccupation for Volodimer during his entire reign remained the expansion of territory for trade and tribute as well as security. In 992 he took his men west to the Carpathian Mountains where he defeated the Slav Croats, which brought his domain closer to the Danube trade route. This completed his western campaigns and he now turned his attention towards the Pechenegs who had begun to threaten Kyiv during his absence. Since their arrival in the Ukrainian steppes they had remained a powerful force, consisting of eight tribal armies or “urdas” each subdivided into five sections of mounted archers and lancers. With fresh spare horses at their disposal they could cover long distances in a short period of time, and could mount unexpected attacks on any force sent against them, at a time and place of their choosing. The only effective measures against the nomads were fortified towns or “grady,” linked with earthworks and palisades called the “Zmievy Valy” or “Dragon Ramparts.” The extensive walls which were built as a part of the earthworks were either parallel or crossed each other, so that with the river systems they formed enclosed areas where Pecheneg forces could be trapped with their lines of retreat cut off.


  
    Then Volodimer reflected that it was not good that there were so few towns round about Kyiv, so he founded forts on the Desna, the Oster, the Trubezh, the Sula, and the Stugna (rivers). He gathered together the best men of the Slavs and Krivichi, the Chuds (Estonian Finns), and the Viatichi, and peopled these forts with them. For he was at war with the Pechenegs and he fought with them, he often overcame them.”25

  


  In 991 the stronghold of Bilhorod was founded to guard Kyiv along the southwest approaches; Pereiaslav was erected the year after to the southeast and Vyshorod about 9 miles to the north of Kyiv. Also, four miles to the south, the settlement of Kitaevo was fortified and further south the defenses along the Stuhna River were reinforced by the stronghold of Vasiliv. Some of these strongholds were imposing, with Bilhorod for example enclosing some 42 acres of land. Remnants of the original strongholds and the Dragon Ramparts have been excavated and radio-carbon dated. We know that under Volodimer the 30-mile-long system built by Sviatoslav was extended by an 87-mile addition to the south and east, with the ramparts following major rivers such as the Ros, Dnipro and the Sula. For much of their length the ramparts were not manned but were intended to slow down the nomad cavalry, and perhaps hem them in where they could be attacked and destroyed. Volodimer’s building and fortifications program represented a major effort and a great feat of organization for that time. During the 25 years following this conversion, more than 300 miles of earthen ramparts were raised and about 100 fortified “grady” and other unfortified settlements built, with others strengthened and reinforced.26 A letter written in 1008 by the Saxon bishop Bruno of Querfurt to the Western Emperor Henry II, after he was called for missionary work among the Pechenegs, describes some of his observations passing through Kyiv: “The Prince of Rus is a mighty and rich ruler who kept me against my will over a month in his palace and tried to dissuade me from going to preach among the Pechenegs who, he said, would kill rather than allow me to save their souls.” Eventually Volodimer relented and “took his troops and accompanied me on the two-day journey to the border of his state, where because of enemy raids he ordered the erection of a strong and extensive fence.”27 The bishop also noted that the Pechenegs were very hostile to Rus and considered war between them as a normal state of affairs.


  The fortifications did not prevent direct military clashes between the nomadic Pechenegs and the agricultural settlers of Rus. The extensive battles, however, were often preceded by a duel or combat between opposing champions and added a personal dimension to the conflicts, which otherwise pitted ethnic groups, religious beliefs and fundamental lifestyles against each other. Such an event is described in the Kyiv Primary Chronicle, which illustrates the importance in which personal worth was held. Volodimer had returned from the Croatian war just in time to encounter a Pecheneg army on the banks of the Trubezh tributary of the Sula River where Pereiaslav would be built. The two armies stood facing each other on the opposite banks of the Trubezh, neither daring to make a move. Finally, perhaps bored by inactivity, the Pecheneg Khan made a proposal:


  
    The Prince of the Pechenegs came down to the river bank, and calling to Volodimer proposed to him. “Send one of your warriors, and I shall detail one of mine, that they may do battle together….” Volodimer returned to his camp and sent heralds through it to inquire whether there was any man who would fight with the champion of the Pechenegs.

  


  No champion came forth, since it soon became known that the Pecheneg champion was “gigantic and fearsome.” Then an old man who had come with his four sons to fight the Pechenegs approached Volodimer. He also had a fifth son who had remained in Kyiv but who possessed great strength, and when angry could rip an ox rawhide to pieces with his bare hands. The son was sent for and, when told no one had come forward, agreed to fight the Pecheneg giant:


  
    On the morrow, the Pechenegs approached and began to shout, “is there no champion present? See, ours is ready.” Volodimer had given orders that night to rest upon their arms, and at dawn the two champions went forth. The Pechenegs had sent out their man, who was gigantic and fearsome. Volodimer sent forth his champion, and when the Pecheneg saw him he laughed, for he was but of moderate size…. They came to grips and seized upon each other with violence. But the Rusich crushed the Pecheneg to death in his arms and cast him upon the ground. The Rusins raised a cheer and the Pechenegs took flight. The Rusins pursued them, cut them down and drove them away.28

  


  The fortifications erected by Sviatoslav and Volodimer were also intended to protect shipping along the Dnipro River down to the Black Sea and the Graeco-Roman world. Large fortified harbors had been built at Vitichiv and Voin as well as other settlements in the vicinity of the great river. The Dragon Ramparts were extended to the Dnipro rapids following the east bank beyond the wide flood plain of the river. The stretch of river above the rapids became a reasonably secure area, with the cataracts or the “pragi” literally marking the threshold of Volodimer’s domain. Toward the end of the 10th century, a major trading settlement was also established on Oleshia Island in the Dnipro estuary, which could easily be defended from attack. Covering an area of some 1.6 acres it was still thriving up to the middle of the 13th century with its numerous warehouses and workshops. By this time there were many other Slav settlements around the rapids and along the lower Dnipro region29 and centuries later the narrow strip of territory along the Dnipro River would become the center of the Cossack movement.



  The building activity commissioned by Volodimer was not only confined to fortress settlements and ramparts. By the time he assumed power Kyiv had grown to about 4 acres and he proceeded to expand and enclose another part of the hill that became known as Volodimer’s City. It was intended for residence of the Princely and Church dignitaries as well as other feudal lords in his service, with the artisans and craftsmen residing in the much larger Podol or Lower Town suburb, spread over some 180 acres along the shore of the Dnipro. It was the city’s main manufacturing area and excavations reveal extensive ironworks, glass-making, amber craft and other jewelry, spindles for weaving, and leather production.30


  By the turn of the first millennium Volodimer was the undisputed ruler of the eastern Slavic lands with few external foes to contend with. He continued to expand his realm to the west and the northwest, against today’s Poland and the Prussian tribes along the Baltic Sea. He had come to power after a bloody conflict and the treacherous murder of his oldest half-brother, unwittingly setting a precedent that would become entrenched for centuries to come. Now some of his own sons began to defy him. The first sign came from one of the oldest sons, Sviatopolk of Turov. Volodimer had led several successful campaigns against Boleslav the Brave of Poland and to secure peace the Polish King’s daughter was married to Sviatopolk. At Boleslav’s instigation Sviatopolk entered into secret negotiations with the king, but was soon discovered by Volodimer, and together with his wife and her chaplain Bishop Reinbern, he was imprisoned for a period of time.31 Several years later Volodimer’s oldest son Iaroslav of Novgorod also defied his father and refused to pay tribute.


  
    When Iaroslav was in Novgorod he paid two thousand “grivny” a year as tribute to Kyiv, and another thousand was given to his garrison in Novgorod. All the lieutenants of Novgorod had always paid like sums, but Iaroslav ceased to render this amount to his father. Then Volodimer exclaimed, “repair roads and build bridges,” for he proposed to attack his son Iaroslav, but he fell ill.32

  


  Volodimer died on 15 July 1015, probably not yet 60 years old. During his 35-year reign he laid the foundations for a feudal state occupying an area of some 340,000 square miles. His domain stretched from Novgorod and the Lithuanian lands in the north and the northwest down to the cataracts on the Dnipro River, and to within 200 miles of the Volga as the eastern frontier; and to the west his territory extended as far as Cracow in today’s southeastern Poland.33 Kyiv also grew from 4 to 28 acres in area to become one of the greatest cities of Europe if we can trust the Saxon Bishop Thietmar of Mersburg who visited the city three years after Volodimer’s death. “The City of Chitau (Kyiv), capital of the Regent Vlodemiri of Rus, is extremely well fortified. The hostile Pedenei (Pechenegs) frequently raid it…. In this great city are over 400 churches and 8 marketplaces, and a great multitude of people.”34


  The number of churches was perhaps exaggerated but soon Kyiv would grow to become the second or third largest city in Europe with a population of some 100,000 people. Writing in the second half of the 11th century Adam of Bremen observed that “by the sea route one boards ship at Schleswig (Oldenburg) to get to Jumne. From the latter city it is fourteen days’ sail up to Ostrogard (Novgorod, Ostrov?) of Rus. The largest city of Rus is Kyiv, rival of the scepter of Constantinople.”35


  Also Bishop Gauthier Saveraux, who was in Rus in the 1040s at the head of envoys from King Henry I of France to Volodimer’s court in Kyiv, left us with the impression that “This land is more unified, happier and more civilized than France herself.”36 As for Prince Volodimer he was canonized into sainthood sometime before the middle of the 13th century, the first Orthodox saint of Eastern Europe.



  



  Beginning of the Golden Age


  The century following Prince Volodimer’s ground-breaking reign would witness a true golden age for Kyiv, with a rapid growth of civilization in Rus. The progress was based largely on trade and craftsmanship, which began to develop in the towns and cities, much of it made possible by the artisanship and technology brought from Constantinople and other parts of the Eastern Roman Empire. This was in sharp contrast to the rest of Europe, then deeply immersed in the feudal Dark Ages. Kyiv became a great metropolis easily surpassing other European cities such as Paris or London. The political unity under a single Great Prince, however, would not last just as it failed following Sviatoslav’s death. Adopting Christianity did not end armed conflict amongst the members of the Rurik dynasty and in the absence of an established (and unambiguous) rule of succession as prevailed in western Europe only victory in battle would lead to the highest throne of Kyiv. Such trial by combat was also common in the settling of personal disputes and victory would be seen as a sign from God.


  The lifeblood of the economy of Rus was the east-west and north-south trade, which encouraged the beginnings of art, industry, and a greater knowledge of the surrounding world as learning became valued.


  
    He (the Grand Prince Iaroslav) applied himself to books and read them continually day and night. He assembled many scribes and translated from Greek to Slavic. He (his scribes) wrote and collected many books. For great is the profit from book-learning…. From the words of books we attain wisdom and continence. Books are like rivers that water the whole earth; they are the springs of wisdom. For books have an immeasurable depth.37

  


  And from Metropolitan Ilarion of the Church: “We do not write for the ignorant, but for them that have feasted to fulfillment on the sweetness of books.”38


  The flowering of Kyiv’s culture, however, would have to wait until Volodimer’s sons settled their scores. No firm rules had been laid down for the succession to the throne and now history began to repeat itself when one of the oldest sons, Sviatopolk the Damned, decided to usurp power. He was already in Kyiv when his father died, having been released from prison some time before. His approach to princedom was to assassinate as many of his (half) brothers as he could. His first victims were the two youngest brothers Boris and Gled, sons of Prince Volodimer’s Bulgarian mistress (and like their father soon to become canonized as saints of the Orthodox Church of Rus). Volodimer had appointed his religious son Boris to lead an expedition of his army into the steppes against the Pechenegs, and upon hearing of his father’s death he began to head back to Kyiv. He halted at the Alta River some 40 km southeast of Kyiv and refused to unseat Sviatopolk from the throne, which prompted Volodimer’s men to go over to the older brother’s side. Not content with his newfound support Sviatopolk decided to have his half-brother killed. The boyars who were sent with their men to assassinate Boris found him deep in prayer, and allowing him to finish his matins they stabbed him with their spears, together with the loyal Hungarian servant who had tried to shield Boris with his body. When they brought Boris to Kyiv it was discovered that he was still alive, and Sviatopolk ordered a Varangian to finish the job; he thrust his sword through Boris’ heart. Next, his brother Gleb, the youngest of Volodimer’s twelve male offspring, was intercepted by Sviatopolk’s men, also on his way to Kyiv. Following his brother’s example, Gleb also refused to defend himself, and when Sviatopolk’s men came to get him he was stabbed to death by his own cook. Sviatopolk’s last victim seems to have been their half-brother Sviatoslav who was killed while trying to escape to Hungary. Sviatopolk was now master of Kyiv, and to gain the support of the citizens he began to squander large sums on gifts and bribes.


  



  [image: ]


  The territory of medieval Rus as indicated in medieval chronicles. It consisted of today’s north-central Ukraine and southern Belarus. The precise boundaries are not known.


  



  Sviatopolk, however, had one last obstacle to overcome, his 37-year-older and lame brother Iaroslav who was assigned as Prince of Novgorod by his father. Sviatopolk and Iaroslav had defied their father shortly before his death and now they declared war on each other for the throne of Kyiv. At first things did not go well for Iaroslav as described by the Kyiv Primary Chronicle:


  
    While Iaroslav had not yet heard of his father’s death, he had many Varangians under his command, and they offered violence to the inhabitants of Novgorod and to their wives. The men of Novgorod then rose and killed the Varangians in their courtyard. Iaroslav was angry and departed to Rakom…. Then he sent messengers to Novgorod … (and) summoned before him the chief men of the city who had massacred the Varangians, and craftily killed them. The same night news came from Kyiv sent by his sister Predslava … that his father was dead, that Sviatopolk had settled in Kyiv after killing Boris and Gleb…. When Iaroslav heard these tidings he grieved for his father and his druzhina.

  


  This treachery notwithstanding, Iaroslav called a meeting of the “Veche” informing the citizens of the state of affairs. “Then the men of Novgorod said ‘We can still fight for you, oh Prince, even though our brethren are slain.’ So Iaroslav collected one thousand Varangians and 40,000 other soldiers and marched against Sviatopolk.”39



  On hearing that his brother had set out against him, Sviatopolk assembled a force of Rusians and Pechenegs and began to march north along the Dnipro River to intercept Iaroslav’s men. The two armies met on opposite banks of the river at Liubech and for several months neither side dared to make the first move. Sviatopolk’s men, however, had camped between two lakes to protect their flanks, and due to the limited space the Pechenegs were forced to pitch camp across one of the lakes. Winter was setting in and Iaroslav finally decided to cross the river and give battle. As the two armies faced each other Sviatopolk realized he was cut off from his Pecheneg cavalry and now had no choice but to stand his ground between the two lakes and fight. Iaroslav was also determined to fight and once they had crossed ordered that his men’s’ retreat be cut off by having all boats pushed out into the running river. Drawing up in battle formations, the two armies advanced and “the carnage was terrible,” as recorded in the Kyiv Chronicle. As the battle progressed, Sviatopolk’s men began to give way and pressed onto the thin ice of the lakes, which was unable to support the weight of the armed men. Many of Sviatopolk’s men drowned and Iaroslav carried the day. Sviatopolk managed to save his personal druzhina and flee to seek refuge with his father-in-law, King Boleslav of Poland.


  Sviatopolk did not give up the struggle, and after a year had passed he was ready to return this time with “a Liakh army” led by Boleslav. On hearing of the advancing enemy, Iaroslav gathered “a force of Rusins, Slavs, and Varangians” and set out to meet Boleslav on the shores of the Buh River. This time Iaroslav would suffer defeat as recounted by the Kyiv Chronicle with some humor. Iaroslav’s guardian and general, Bhudy by name, had decided to take a ride along the shore of the river when he spied Boleslav the Brave on the opposite bank. He could hardly have missed him for the Polish King “was big and heavy and could hardly sit on a horse.” Not able to resist the temptation, Bhudy shouted something to the effect that “we shall pierce your fat belly with a pike” as they were exchanging taunts. The unkind remark greatly offended the King, who, spurring his horse, shouted to his druzhina that if they didn’t follow him he intended to avenge the insult single-handedly. Charging across the ford, and followed by his startled druzhina and then the entire army, Boleslav struck Iaroslav’s troops who, unprepared for the onslaught, gave way and fled. Boleslav entered Kyiv unopposed while Iaroslav fled to Novgorod in the company of four trusted “drughs”(buddies) where he once again found himself dependent on Novgorod’s support. Now Sviatopolk had the upper hand. Not only could he rely on Kyiv’s wealth to raise a force in Rus, he also had access to powerful allies—Boleslav’s Liakhs (Poles) and the Pecheneg cavalry.


  To raise a force that could oppose his brother’s, Iaroslav had a single option left to him: seek help in Scandinavia as his father had done. We know that an alliance was concluded with the King of Sweden, Olaf Skotkonung, which was finalized when Iaroslav married his daughter Ingigerd (Irene) in 1018. Now, as Iaroslav’s army began to grow his brother’s support was slipping away. Boleslav’s men continued to loot Kyiv, and to maintain his support Sviatopolk turned on his father-in-law and began killing his men who were quartered in the city. Taking booty and hostages, including Iaroslav’s two sisters, Boleslav fled to Poland with the rest of his men, and Iaropolk was soon driven from Kyiv by his brother’s forces which arrived shortly afterwards. Sviatopolk fled to the Pechenegs and concluded an alliance with the khans, who were always ready to fight Kyiv. The final battle was fought on the Alta River and after bitter fighting Iaroslav’s men prevailed. Sviatopolk managed to flee and reportedly died of wounds somewhere in the Bohemian wilderness, but Iaroslav was not to rest in Kyiv for long before another challenge arose, this time from Polatsk, a principality ruled by Briachislav, whose father (Iaroslav’s brother) had died before the whole conflict for succession began. Briachislav attacked and took Novgorod, returning to Polatsk and taking many of its citizens and a large booty. The situation was restored when Iaroslav intercepted and defeated Briachislav on the Sudoma River some 500 miles north of Kyiv.


  Iaroslav had one brother left to contend with, Prince Mstislav of Tmutorokan, a city at the mouth of the Don River. Mstislav had gained “slava” (renown, glory), by singlehandedly defeating the Kasogian (Circassian) Prince Rededia, as described in the Primary Chronicle.40


  
    … Mstislav who was in Tmutorokan, attacked the Kasogians. When Rededia, Prince of the Kasogians heard the report he went forth against him and as both armies stood face to face, Rededia said to Mstislav, “Why do we destroy our forces by mutual warfare? Let us rather fight in single combat ourselves. If you win, you shall receive my property, my wife and my children, and my land. But if I win, I shall take all your possessions.” Then Mstislav assented to his proposal. Rededia then suggested that they should wrestle instead of fighting with weapons … and when they had wrestled for some time Mstislav began to tire, for Rededia was large and strong.

  


  After asking the Mother of God for help, Mstislav threw Rededia to the ground and, drawing his knife, killed him. The struggle must have been hard-fought for Mstislav himself was no weakling, being described as “corpulent, red-faced with large eyes, bold in battle…” and referred to in later chronicles as “the Fierce.” Having defeated Rededia, Mstislav became a prince of the Circassians as well, and (with the Khazars) emerged as the dominant ruler of the whole area from the eastern Crimea to the slopes of the Caucasus Mountains. Gathering a large army he marched on Kyiv to overthrow Iaroslav, but denied access by the citizens he left without a fight and established himself in Chernihiv, which together with Tmutorokan and its possessions became the capital of a large principality.


  Iaroslav had not given up on his ambition to become the sole ruler of Rus, and once again he went for aid to Sweden and the colorful Haakon the Blind, who reputedly dressed himself in a robe woven from solid gold thread. Mstislav had also gather his “druzhina” and the Severiani tribesmen, and the two contenders met at Listven just north of Chernihiv.


  
    At eventide Mstislav marshaled his troops, placing the Severiani in the center opposite the Varangians while he himself and his druzhina took up their position on the flanks. When night fell there was darkness with lightning, thunder and rain. Mstislav then ordered his followers to attack … and the Severiani in the center met the Varangians, who exhausted themselves in opposing them. Then Mstislav came up with his druzhina to attack the Varangians…. As the lightning flashed, the weapons gleamed and the thunder roared, and the fight was violent and fearsome. Now when Iaroslav saw that he was overpowered, he fled from the field with Haakon the Varangian prince, who lost his gold-woven robe in his flight. Iaroslav arrived safely in Novgorod, but Haakon departed beyond the sea.41

  


  The colorful description of the fighting sounds personal and was probably written by a participant of the battle. It seems as if most of the dead were Varangians and the Severiani tribesmen, much to Mstislav’s delight when he that his “druzhina” had not suffered any casualties. Although victorious, Mstislav proved to be the more compromising of the two, offering his older brother a settlement; Iaroslav could keep Kyiv while he would retain Chernihiv as his seat. A formal treaty was signed in Horodets at the junction of the Dnipro and Dvina rivers, which divided Rus along the Dnipro, with Iaroslav receiving the west side and Mstislav the east.


  With peace restored the two brothers could turn their attention to the expansion and control of trade routes, as well as the building of defensive towns and fortifications against the steppe nomads. First in 1030 Iaroslav marched west and captured Belz, in today’s eastern Poland. The Finnish Chud tribes to the north and west of Lake Pskov (Peipus) were blocking the river routes to the Gulf of Finland and the Gulf of Riga. Iaroslav took a force north and attacked and defeated the Chuds, and to maintain a presence he founded the fortified city of Yurev on the west shore of Lake Pskov. The following year Boleslav the Brave of Poland died, and both Iaroslav and Mstislav launched a major campaign against Poland. They ravaged the countryside and took many captives who were brought back to Rus, and many were settled in garrison towns along the Ros River. Several years later while on a hunting trip Mstislav was thrown from his horse and killed. Since his son had also died a few years before, Iaroslav became the Great Prince of all Rus including Novgorod and the various tribal and conquered territories. Before assuming power as the Great Prince, Iaroslav took one last precaution. His younger and last half-brother Sudislav was still alive, and Iaroslav had him imprisoned in Pskov “because he was slanderously accused” as claimed by the Kyiv Chronicle, with Iaroslav believing the accusation. The charge is not mentioned and the fact he was imprisoned right after Mstislav’s “accidental” death casts some doubt on Iaroslav’s motives. He intended to rule alone and all was fair in war and in the struggle for power. With God’s help Sudislav would spend 24 years in the dungeon, outliving all his brothers including Iaroslav. He was released in 1059 by Iaroslav’s sons after swearing “an oath of fealty,” and died as a monk in a monastery four years later. Only Polatsk, lying in an isolated area on the Dvina River halfway between Kyiv and Novgorod, remained under its own prince.


  The Pechenegs continued to pose a threat, and while Iaroslav was installing one of his sons, Volodimer, as Prince of Novgorod a large force attacked and surrounded Kyiv. After a forced march Iaroslav entered Kyiv through a defended gate, and resting his men he sortied from behind the walls to face the enemy. Placing the Varangians in the center, the men of Kyiv on the right and the men of Novgorod on the left, Iaroslav waited for the Pecheneg onslaught. The battle lasted the whole day, at the end of which Iaroslav gained the upper hand. The Pecheneg army was broken, suffering heavy casualties as they were pursued by Iaroslav’s men, “while the remnant of them disappeared from that day to this.” The Battle of Kyiv was a great victory and the Pechenegs were never able to recover from the losses they had suffered that day. To be sure they already had been weakened by their confrontation with the Torks, another Turkic people who had begun to move into the Ukrainian steppe. With the Pecheneg threat gone Iaroslav once again turned his attention to the west and north, launching a second attack against the Lithuanians in 1040. The offensive followed a previous campaign against the Yatvigians and was intended to secure the Turov area and the towns along the Buh River. He had formed an alliance with his future brother-in-law Casimir of Poland, and in 1041 a naval expedition from Rus attacked the Mazovians in their lands between the Vistula and the Buh rivers. The Slavic tribe was defeated and their territory incorporated into King Casimir’s kingdom. The whole area became secure for trade and ended the constant fighting between the Mazovians and the Yatvigians, Prussians and Lithuanians.


  These major victories, however, were followed by a defeat on the Black Sea. Iaroslav’s relations with Constantinople had worsened and the resentment burst into open conflict when a high-ranking Rusian was killed in a market brawl in Constantinople. A naval expedition from Rus was sent out, arriving before the capital in June 1043. Emperor Constantine IX had twice tried to negotiate a peace treaty and halt the looting but to no avail, and he now sent the Imperial triremes equipped with Greek fire against Iaroslav’s fleet, which already had been damaged by a bad storm. Unable to withstand the imperial assault and suffering more losses, the Rusian ships disengaged from the combat and fled northward. Twenty-four heavy triremes were sent in pursuit but were counterattacked by the surviving Rusian vessels and dispersed with the loss of four of the triremes including that of the commander. Iaroslav’s expeditionary force had been badly mauled and the commander Vyshata decided to land his troops at Varna, rest his men and replenish supplies. They were met by the local commander and after a brief struggle were forced to surrender, with the loss of the booty and 800 prisoners which they had taken. Vyshata was also taken prisoner and would remain a captive for the next three years until he was released under a new alliance signed between Iaroslav and Constantine IX. Most of his men were blinded to prevent them from taking part in any future campaigns. Iaroslav’s last expedition was to the west on behalf of King Casimir of Poland. In 1047 he attacked again the bog-dwelling Mazovians, killing their prince Maislav and placing them under Casimir’s rule.
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  A 12th century man-at-arms from Kyiv-Rus on patrol of the Ukrainian steppe.


  



  Iaroslav had begun an extensive building program in Kyiv, continuing and surpassing that of his father. It marked the high point of the city’s development, a rapid and planned growth with monumental architecture built under the supervision of skilled craftsmen brought from Constantinople. Adjacent to the southern defenses, a new fortified district of about 72 hectares was created, later to be known as Iaroslav’s City. By the time of the Prince’s death, Kyiv’s fortified area had grown to 41 acres with 2.1 miles of new fortifications consisting of earth ramparts 12–16 yards high and a base width of 25 yards. The walls consisted of oak timbers rammed into the ground with earth piled around to form the base, the upper part protruding as a palisade. The removal of the earth also produced a wide ditch, which hindered the scaling of the wooden walls and kept the enemy cavalry at a distance. According to calculations, it took approximately a thousand individuals four years to move the 630,000 cubic yards of earth and install the 50,000 cubic yards of timber.42 Iaroslav’s and the earlier Volodimer’s cities were linked by the Sophia Gate and three gate towers: the brick Golden Gate, modeled after a similar structure in Constantinople, and the main entrance to the city; the Lyadsky Gate; and the Jewish gate.43 Within the space surrounded by fortifications Iaroslav erected grand buildings with St. Sophia Cathedral forming the centerpiece. Built on the site of his great victory over the Pechenegs, it is still intact with some alterations. Its design was modeled on the great St. Sophia in Constantinople and built using the same techniques and material. Iaroslav also extended his father’s outer defenses by establishing a line of fortifications and settlements along the Ros River some sixty miles to the south of the city.


  An important part of the growth of civilization in Rus was the introduction of a written legal code by Iaroslav, the “Ruska Pravda” (“Justice of Rus”). A contemporary version (Grekov’s divisions) contains eighteen statutes due to Iaroslav and twenty-five to his sons. His father Volodimer the Great had introduced written general instructions of judicial competency for clerical courts but the “Ruska Pravda” was the first legal document which dealt with civil and criminal matters.44 The publishing of written laws in Kyiv went hand-in-hand with the growth of centralized state authority, where legal sanction was no longer the sole responsibility of a tribal community. Iaroslav’s code deals with individual homicide and violence, personal threats and private property. The first article deals with homicide.45


  
    If a man kills a man the following relatives of the murdered man may avenge him: the brother is to avenge his brother; the son, his father; or the father, his son; and the son of the brother (of the murdered man) or the son of his sister (their respective uncles). If there is no avenger (the killer pays) 40 grivna wergeld. Be (the murdered man) a (Kyivan) Rusin—a palace guard, a merchant, an agent, or a sheriff—be he an Izgoi, or a (Novgorod) Slav, his wergeld is 40 grivna.46

  


  Injuries and threats were also punishable by fines, including damage to a mustache or beard.


  Article 3: If anyone hits another with a club, or a rod, or a fist, or a bowl, or a (drinking) horn, or the butt (of a tool or a vessel) and (the offender) evades being hit, he has to pay 12 grivna, and that ends the matter.


  Article 4: If (anyone) strikes (another) with a sword without unsheathing it, or with the hilt of a sword, 12 grivna for the offense.


  Article 7: If a finger is cut off, three grivna for the offense.


  Article 8: And for the moustache, 12 grivna; and for the beard, 12 grivna.


  Article 9: He who unsheathes his sword, but does not strike, pays 1 grivna.


  Article 10: If a man pulls a man toward himself or pushes him, three grivna, but (the offended man) has to bring two eyewitnesses; in case he is a Varangian, or a Kolbiag(?), an oath is to be taken.{/ext}


  More serious injuries, such as loss of an arm or a leg, carried stiffer fines and could invite retribution by kin. As with automobiles today, stealing someone’s means of transportation was a crime.


  Article 12: If anyone rides another’s horse without asking the owner’s permission, he has to pay three grivna.


  Article 13: If anyone takes another’s horse, or weapon, or clothes, and (the owner) identifies (the object) within his township, he receives it back and three grivna for the offense.


  Slaves, however, were not covered and we do not know what “rights” they had, if any. Interestingly unlike other Christian European states (including the Eastern Roman Empires) Iaroslav’s code did not have provisions for capital punishment, which was abolished. Iaroslav’s sons expanded the laws to include articles dealing with the murder of different types of individuals and theft, probably reflecting the arrival of a more violent period.


  The issuing of the laws was a part of Iaroslav’s respect for the written word and indicates literacy was beginning to spread. Influenced by the high regard for education and learning in the Greek world, Iaroslav continued his father’s practice of translating books obtained from abroad, particularly from Bulgaria and the Graeco-Roman Empire. Education was encouraged and both males and females of the privileged classes had access to it. Monks translated from Greek and transcribed Bulgarian and Serbian Slavic books, for example the Lives of the Saints, the Cosmology of Cosmas Indicopleustes, and Greek tales such as the War of Troy, the Romance of Alexander and the tale of Barlaam and Josaphat (with its supposed similarity to the life of Buddha). Chronicles were also collected and published in the “Izborniki” (Collections), a sort of encyclopedia of the time.47 Not wishing to be seen as a mere vassal of Constantinople, Iaroslav had the bishops of Rus appoint in 1051 the native Ilarian as Metropolitan of Kyiv and all Rus. This caused a stir in the imperial capital since it was an agreed-upon rule that the Metropolitan was to be chosen by Constantinople. The breach would not be repeated for the next century following which the Grand Prince Iziaslav Mstislavich again had bishops of Rus appoint the monk Smoliatich as Metropolitan in 1147, even though the Church of Rus continued to remain a diocese of the Patriarch of Constantinople.


  A written legal system was also important for the continued development of short and long distance trade and commerce that was making Kyiv and other cities of Rus and Novgorod wealthy. When one of Iaroslav’s sons, Iziaslav, fled to the court of the Western Roman Emperor Henry II following his father’s death, the Germans were astonished at the amount of gold, silver and expensive cloth which he brought with him. The main indication of Iaroslav’s European standing and the prestige of Rus was also the network of international marriages and alliances which he and members of his family entered into. Iaroslav himself had married the daughter of the Swedish King Olaf Skotkonung in 1019, while his sister Maria became the wife of King Casimir of Poland. Most of his six sons and four daughters also married foreign rulers, or members of their families. His son Iziaslav married Casimir’s sister Gertrude, his other son Sviatoslav married a grand-niece of the Western Roman Emperor Henry III in 1052, and the 22-year-old Vsevolod married a member of the Roman Emperor Constantine Monomakhos’ family (either his sister or a daughter).


  There is no mention of the marriage arrangements of Iaroslav’s four daughters in the Kyiv Chronicle, but we can reconstruct their marriages from other sources. One daughter, Elizabeth, married Prince Harold Hardrada who later became King of Norway, and later King Sven II of Denmark. While attacking England in 1066 he was killed by the Saxons at the battle of Stamford Bridge on September 25. The Saxons were led by King Harold II who himself was killed soon after by the Normans on October 14 at the Battle of Hastings when they invaded England. The Normans were led by Duke William of Normandy, a nephew of Iaroslav’s daughter Anna who had married his uncle King Henry I of France. Henry I had heard of Anna’s beauty and learning, and had sent an envoy, Bishop Gautier Saveraux, to Kyiv to ask for Anna’s hand. The second wife of the French king, she outlived her husband and became the regent for her young son Philip I. Her Slavonic Bible written in the Cyrillic script has been preserved as has an interesting document bearing Anna’s signature, “Ana Reina,” in Cyrillic. The French officials (as Henry himself) were illiterate, and had signed the parchment with fancy Xs. The third daughter, Anastasia, married Prince Andrew who later became King of Hungary.


  The fate of Iaroslav’s youngest, fourth daughter (as well as her name) has remained something of a mystery until the appearance of two recent publications.48 Her name was Agatha, and her identity is closely related to the Anglo-Saxon kings of England. King Ethelred the Readeless, who had halted Danish raids with large payments of gold, without any warning began to attack and kill Danes who were in England at the time. The slaughter brought a fresh Danish invasion in 1003 led by King Sweyn, and another in 1013. When Sweyn died a year later, his son Cnut defeated Ethelred’s son Edmund II Ironside in 1016 at the battle of Assundun becoming King of England and Denmark, and in 1028 of Norway. To secure his position and to extinguish the Anglo-Saxon line of succession, Cnut had Edmund’s brother murdered, exiling his two sons Edward age 11 and Edmund age 12 to Sweden. The boys had relatives in the Swedish court since Edmund Ironside had married a Swedish princess by the name of Eadgyth. The two brothers were also supposed to have been killed in secret once they reached Sweden but the sentence was never carried out. Instead, they were sent to Iaroslav’s court in Kyiv to their aunt Ingigerd (Irene) who was Prince Iaroslav’s wife.
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  The signature of Anna (“Ana Reina”), daughter of Grand Prince Yaroslav the Wise of Kyiv-Rus, as it appears on an official French document of 1063. Anna’s husband King Phillip I of France was illiterate as were his statesmen, who “signed” with a personalized “X.” Princess Anna was literate in the Cyrillic, Greek, and Latin scripts and spoke several languages, having gone through the Kyiv educational system for the nobility.


  



  Cnut died in 1035 at the age of 40 and was succeeded as King of England by his son Harthacnut. Before his death two years later Harthacnut summoned Edward from Normandy (the surviving son of Ethelred and Emma), recognized him as the legitimate heir to the English throne and in 1042 he became King Edward the Confessor of England. Back in Kyiv his younger 27-year-old brother Edward married Iaroslav’s 18-year-old daughter Agatha in 1044, but returning to England he soon died, probably by poison. There is a passage in an old English document, the “Leges Edwardi Confessoris” (the Laws of Edward the Confessor), from about 1130, which acknowledges young Edward’s connection with Rus.


  
    Edward … in fear of King Canute fled to the land of the Rugi which we call Russeiam. The king of this land (was) Malesclodus by name … and this same Edward took there a wife of noble family and born to him was Edgar the Atheling and Margaret Queen of Scotland and Christina his sister.49

  


  Princess Agatha’s daughter Margaret married King Malcolm III (Canmore) of Scotland, who was a widower and attracted by Margaret’s beauty, her learning, and sharp intellect as well as her piety. Being uncultivated and crude “he readily obeyed her wishes and prudent counsels in all things” according to Margaret’s biographer Bishop Turgot. Her granddaughter Matilda married Geoffrey Plantagenet, and her son King Henry II (Richard the Lionheart’s father) became England’s first Plantagenet king. Margaret died three days after both her husband and eldest son Edward were killed on a raiding expedition in England on 16 November 1093. She became a saint of the Roman Catholic Church in 1249 and together with St. Andrew is a patron saint of Scotland.


  Iaroslav the Wise, as he became known, died on 20 February 1054 at age 76 as one of the most powerful rulers in Europe. During his long reign he greatly enhanced his own reputation and influence and that of Rus, expanding his rule to almost 600 square miles. He also continued his father’s policy of expanding trade, a program of urban development, as well as extending the southern defenses against the powerful nomad tribes of the steppe. He was awarded the title “The Wise” in recognition of his introduction of a set of uniform written laws, as well as implementing a policy of international alliances. As great as Iaroslav’s achievements were, however, so was his major failing, the inability or unwillingness to establish a system of primogeniture by which only the oldest son of the Great Prince would succeed to the throne of Kyiv as the ruler of the entire domain. The failing would lead to perpetual warfare between brothers for the succession and prevent the emergence of a unified state.


  



  The Golden Age Continues



  Following Iaroslav’s death the next half-century was marked by instability and family feuds amongst his sons with a Great Prince of Kyiv, Volodimer Monomakh, emerging to continue the Golden Age. Iaroslav had introduced a scheme for succession that would determine much of the future development of the main regions resulting in the infighting, which it was designed to avoid. The system—possibly inspired by a steppe tradition—spelled out how his five sons would inherit and share power. The plan called for the three oldest sons to be given the three cities of Rus—Kyiv, Chernihiv and Pereiaslav—while the two youngest would receive the peripheral lands. When a son died, he would be succeeded by his next youngest brother, who would move up the ladder to become prince of the next city in seniority. Once the five brothers had died, they would be succeeded by their sons with the same order of seniority as their fathers. It is interesting that in spite of the Scandinavian and Graeco-Roman influences, the Slavic customs prevailed. There was no Slavic tradition for the eldest son to succeed his father as a single monarch-king and the system never took root amongst the Great Princes of Kyiv. Thus Rus never expanded to become a centralized state ruled by a single king as elsewhere in Europe.50 The Princes of Rus were military rulers who with Church and boyar support were responsible for defense and the maintenance of law and order. Their rule was also dependent on the citizens’ town hall councils or the “Veches,” which could (and did) overthrow and replace unpopular princes. Although some degree of centralization existed up to and including Iaroslav’s time (due to the undisputed dominance of Kyiv), a century later it would begin to disappear. The principality of Polotsk ruled by Prince Volodimer’s son Iziaslav was in the forefront of princely independence, reserving for itself all freedom of action. Lying between Novgorod and Kyiv on the western Dvina River, Polotsk included roughly most of today’s Belarus and extended south as far as Minsk. At Iaroslav’s death, Polotsk was ruled by Volodimer’s great grandson Vsevolod (Iziaslav’s son) and when Iaroslav and Mstislav divided Rus between them, Polotsk was not included.


  Iaroslav the Wise left Kyiv to his eldest son Iziaslav; the second oldest, Sviatoslav, received Chernihiv; and the third oldest, Vsevolod, was assigned to Pereiaslav. The two junior principalities of Smolensk and Volodimer in Volin went to the youngest brothers, Viacheslav and Igor, respectively. The three major cities of Rus in today’s Ukraine were in fact city-states that controlled large territories, as “branch plant” extensions. Kyiv was the largest with its traditional territory of the Poliany and Derevlany tribal lands, Pohoryna, Berestia, and Galicia while the annexes of Chernihiv were the tribal lands of the Severiani and all the towns of the Viatichi and Pereiaslav controlled Pesemia and Kursk. The princes also had their hereditary family domains which they inherited outright but with possession going to the youngest son, and in addition Kyiv and Chernihiv had the traditional trading centers. Novgorod in the north and Oleshe in the mouth of the Dnipro were subject to the prince of Kyiv to preserve the capital’s traditional control of the trade route “from the Varangians to the Greeks,” while Tmutorokan on the mouth of the Don with its territory and eastern trade routes fell to Chernihiv’s traditional domain. In accordance with Iaroslav’s Testament the three oldest sons, Iziaslav, Sviatoslav and Vsevolod, formed a triumvirate to oversee his entire domain.


  The conflicts with the Turkic tribes continued, pitting prairie nomad horsemen against the agricultural settlements of Rus, and at times a joint effort by the princes was required. In 1060 the three elder brothers joined forces and “by horse and boat” set out against the Torks. The expedition ended successfully without serious casualties since upon sighting the Rusian forces the Torks retreated, and forced into flight, many of the survivors perished from the cold and lack of food. The Torks had been weakened by the arrival of another coalition of Turkic tribes, the Polovtsi (Cumans). They quickly became dominant in the Ukrainian and south Russian prairies and under Khan Iskal launched their first invasion of southeastern Rus. Prince Vsevolod of Pereiaslav went out to intercept them and although defeated in battle he succeeded to inflict sufficient casualties on the nomads to force them to retreat back into the steppe. Taking advantage of the discord and fighting amongst members of Ruric’s dynasty the Polovtsi would soon have the opportunity to strike again and would play an important role in the history of Eastern Europe.


  The authority of the triumvirate was soon challenged by two princes who were excluded from Iaroslav’s system of succession. The first brothers to die were the two youngest and because neither had reached one of the three senior positions their sons became “izgoi,” that is not eligible to receive any part of Iaroslav’s patrimony. One of the “izgoi,” Volodimer’s son Rostislav, rebelled and seized the city of Galich (Halych) from which he was promptly expelled by the combined forces of his three senior uncles. He then marched east and took Tmutorokan but a few years later was poisoned by the envoy from Constantinople, no doubt seen as a threat to the imperial possessions in the region. In the meantime in the dead of winter Vseslav of Polotsk launched an attack on Novgorod and occupied the city. The triumvirate was once more forced to intervene, marching north and sacking Minsk, one of Vseslav’s possessions. Warfare, even (perhaps especially) amongst relatives, was a brutal affair.


  
    Then the brothers captured it (Minsk), put the men to the sword, sold the women and children into slavery, and proceeded to (the river) Nemiza. Vseslav came forward to meet them. The two forces collided at the Nemiza on March 3, with heavy snow on the ground … and the carnage was severe. The casualties were numerous but Izyaslav, Sviatoslav and Vsevolod won the day while Vseslav sought safety in flight.51

  


  After his escape Vseslav did not remain free for long. He was lured into a trap by false promises to negotiate, and a falsely sworn oath promising him safety. When he arrived at the agreed-upon meeting place he was promptly arrested, together with his two sons, and imprisoned in Kyiv.


  In 1068, taking advantage of the family feuds, the Polovtsi began to invade and loot the southern agricultural areas of Rus. The south was the main supplier of grain and other produce to the north and the raids were creating food shortages and raising the price of bread. To stop the raids, the three ruling princes went out into the prairies to confront the Polovtsi and camped on the Alta River southeast of Kyiv. They were attacked in the middle of the night and suffered a total defeat, forcing the brothers to flee for their lives, and according to the Kyiv Chronicle the Polovtsi were sent by God to punish the princes’ transgressions. Izyaslav and Vsevolod fled to Kyiv, but there was no safety behind the city’s walls. Charged with being unable to defend Rus the princes were faced with a citizens’ revolt which began with a meeting of the “Veche” in the marketplace and quickly spreading to other parts of the city. The people were demanding arms and horses—“… that we may offer them (the Polovsti) combat once more.” They were in effect telling the Princes that if they didn’t do their job the people would do it for them. When Izyaslav refused, the Veche demanded he be driven out of the city and replaced by the imprisoned Vseslav of Polovtsk while Izyaslav fled to Poland to seek King Boleslav’s help.


  In the meantime it was Sviatoslav of Chernihiv who would gain the glory of defeating the Polovtsi.


  
    As soon as the pagans raided around Chernigov itself Sviatoslav collected a small force and sallied out against them to Snovsk. The Polovtski remarked the approaching troop and marshaled their forces for resistance. When Sviatoslav observed their numbers he said to his followers, “let us attack, for it is too late for us to seek succor elsewhere.” They spurred their horses and though the Polovtski had twelve thousand men, Sviatoslav won the day with his force of only three thousand.52

  


  The numbers could be exaggerated but the Polovtsi seem to have been caught in a tight situation, crowded into the Snovsk River where many drowned.


  Rus continued to enjoy a period of prosperity, enabling the princes to gather great fortunes and continue the family feuds. The Kyiv Chronicle notes that when the Kyivans began to plunder Iziaslav’s palace they found “a huge amount of gold and silver, and furs and marten skins.” It didn’t take the prince long, however, to restock his treasury, since a few years later in 1073, when he had to flee Kyiv again, this time from his two brothers, “Iziaslav took considerable treasure with him on his flight to Poland.” There is also outside confirmation of the wealth that existed in Rus at the time. Iziaslav’s Polish wife Gertrude was able to commission a luxurious miniature for a psalter (the Trier Psalter), and when Emperor Henry IV’s envoy Burchart visited Sviatoslav he was shown “an incalculable quantity of gold and silver and fine garments.” His wealth was confirmed by the German annalist Lambert of Hersfelt who claimed that when Sviatoslav sent Henry IV a bribe to dissuade him from lending aid to his brother Iziaslav, it consisted of “more gold and silver and fine garments than anyone could remember ever having been brought into the German Kingdom at the time.”53


  Soon after, Sviatoslav died of blood poisoning from an accidental cut, and Vsevolod joined his last surviving brother Iziaslav as co-regent, Iziaslav having in the meantime regained the throne of Kyiv. In 1078 they were challenged by Sviatoslav’s two sons who were promptly defeated by their uncles in the battle which followed in which Iziaslav was also killed, leaving Vsevolod as the Great Prince of Rus. His two nephews, however, remained in control of the surrounding principalities of Novgorod, Volodimer-in-Volin, and Tmutorokan. Now a renewed period of conflict, instability, and chaos followed. By 1088 several of Vsevolod’s nephews were dead—some assassinated at his instigation—but some managed to retain Tmutorokan and Turov. The family infighting had weakened Rus and opened it to enemy attacks. On 13 April 1093, Vsevolod died at the age of 63 amidst devastating attacks by the Polovtsi who were taking advantage of the dynastic wars. To make matters worse Prince Oleg of Chernihiv had allied himself with the Polovtsi who had become dominant in the Ukrainian prairies by subjugating what remained of the Khazars, the Torks (the Oghuz) and the Pechenegs. In 1092 the Polovtsi nomads destroyed the outposts along the middle Dnipro and in the following year defeated a Rusin force led by Princes Sviatopolk and Volodimer who had gone out to confront them. In July of the same year Sviatopolk, who had replaced Vsevolod as the Prince of Kyiv, also tried to stop them but with an insufficient force and was routed by the Polovtsian cavalry and Oleg’s men. Sviatopolk and Volodimer now decided to attack Oleg to dissuade him from his alliance with the Polovtsi but were outmaneuvered by the nomads who took advantage of the princes’ absence and attacked Kyiv, burning the city suburbs and destroying three monasteries. Each new wave of Turkic nomads who succeeded to invade the Ukrainian prairies were more powerful than their predecessors since following their defeat they were incorporated into the ranks of the newcomers, thus further strengthening their military might.


  The crisis was approaching serious proportions and in 1097, at the height of the turmoil, the warring cousins decided to call a conference. They met in Liubech in an atmosphere of compromise and concession, and succeeded in dividing most of Rus and the outlying territories amongst themselves, except for western Volin and Galicia where the strife for succession continued. By the spring of 1103 the princes were ready to move against the steppe nomads with a combined military force. They waited until planting season was over to confiscate the peasants’ horses in order to increase cavalry numbers, and set out along the Dnipro River with the cavalry moving along the shore and the infantry sailing in boats. Halting briefly at the Khortitsa Island by the cataracts the infantry disembarked and the entire force proceeded into the vast endless steppe in search of the enemy. The Polovtsi, who were tracking the progress of the Rusian forces, decided to meet the princes before they reached their main encampments at Suten, a location which today is unknown. The battle began badly for the Polovtsi. An advance force commanded by the celebrated Khan Altunopa was ambushed by a Rusian vanguard and annihilated. Then “The nomad troops came on like the trees in the forest…. The Rusichi straightway advanced to meet them (with God) inspiring an awful fear in the Polovtsians … upon beholding the effort of the Rusichi against them the Polovcians fled … without waiting to meet them, and our men gave chase and cut them down.”54 The princes returned to Rus with a large booty of horses, sheep, camels, tents, and slaves. The Polovtsi would continue to maintain their presence in the steppes but would never regain the might they once had.


  With the defeat of the Polovtsi the princes could shift their attention elsewhere, with mixed success. The northeast possessions were expanded by the conquest of the Finnic Mordva tribes by Prince Sviatoslav’s son Iaroslav, but when the sons of Vseslav of Polotsk attacked the Lithuanian Zimegala tribe(s) they were badly defeated. The Polovtsi also began to renew their attacks. In 1107, led by their renowned khans Banyak and Sharukan, they began to raid the eastern banks of the Dnipro and its tributaries, laying siege to Lubny on the Sula River, and it took the effort of the seven cousin princes to relieve the siege and beat them back. Their second major defeat forced the Polovtsi to sue for peace, and an alliance was sealed when Volodimer’s son Yuri (to become known as “Dolgoruky” or the Long-Armed) married one of Khan Aepa’s daughters. By 1109 the remaining Polovtsi tribes along the Don River that had remained hostile were being pressed by Rusian forces and could no longer mount a major offensive.


  The Prince of Kyiv Sviatopolk II died on 16 April 1113, inciting violent outbursts erupted in Kyiv. “The Veche” gatherings in the marketplace were still influential and on the following day the citizens invited his popular brother Volodimer to become Prince of Kyiv. The appointment was normally the prerogative of the Church and the boyars which was now disputed by the Kyiv Veche. When Volodimer refused to accept the offer a veritable revolt broke out aimed at state representatives and the merchants. As described by the Kyiv Primary Chronicle:


  
    … the Kyivans plundered the compound of Putiata the “tysiatsky” (military commander) and attacked the Jews and plundered them. And again the Kyivans sent to Volodimer, saying: “Come, prince, to Kyiv. If you do not come, know that much evil will be stirred. Not only the plundering of Putiata’s compound (dvor) and of the Sotsky (centurion commanders) or of the Jews, but they will attack your sister-in-law and the boyars and the monasteries. And you, Prince, will be responsible that they plunder the monasteries.”55

  


  Volodimer relented and agreed to the invitation (for which he was perhaps waiting) and was received with great honor by the Metropolitan of the Church and all the citizens of Kyiv.


  Volodimer became the Great Prince of Rus assuming the Greek name Monomakh(us) from his mother’s side. The Polovtsi kept their peace and as senior Prince he put a halt to most of the infighting between his relatives. Volodimer Monomakh’s realm consisted of the principalities of Kyiv, Turov-Pinsk, and Novgorod, with his original patrimony of Pereiaslav, and through his son he controlled Smolensk and the far northeastern principality of Rostov-Suzdal. The western areas of Volin and Galicia were also nominally subject to Kyiv since Galicia had been given to Iaroslav’s grandson, Prince Rostyslav.


  Volodimer Monomakh’s long reign stabilized and consolidated Kyiv’s domains after decades of princely infighting and virtually constant warfare against Poland, the Baltic area, and the southern steppe country. Monomakh banned excessive interest rates, and codified the Expanded Version of Iaroslav’s legal code, the “Ruska Pravda.” He personally placed a high value on learning and was himself a highly educated man for the times: “forget not what useful knowledge you possess, and acquire that with which you are not acquainted.” Much of his practice and world outlook is known through a remarkable document he left for his sons, the “Pouchenie” (“Instructions”), which reveals great attention to detail:


  
    Be not lax in the discipline of your homes but rather attend to all matters yourselves. Rely not on your steward or your servant lest they who visit you ridicule your house or your table. When you set out to war be not inactive, depend not on your captains nor waste your time in drinking, eating or sleeping. Set the sentries yourselves, and take your rest only after you have posted them at night at every important point about your troop. Then take your rest but arise early. Do not put off your equipment without a quick glance about you, for a man may thus perish suddenly through his own carelessness.

  


  Volodimer Monomakh also had great compassion for the defenseless and the poor, for which he was held in high esteem by his people:


  
    … do not permit your followers or another’s company to visit violence upon the villages or upon the fields, lest men revile you. Wherever you go, as often as you halt, give the beggar to eat and to drink. Furthermore, honor the stranger; if not with a gift at least with food and drink … be he simple, or noble, or an emissary. Love your wives, but grant them no power over you.

  


  An interesting question lies in the status of capital punishment in Rus. Prince Volodimer the Great had ceased executing criminals for a time, but was soon advised by the Church bishops to reinstate the practice so long as guilt was established during a trial. Capital punishment is not mentioned in Iaroslav the Wise’s legal code, and the ban continued under Volodimer Monomakh, as is evident from the following remarkable statement given at the time:


  
    Above all things forget not the poor but support them to the extent of your means. Give to the orphan, protect the widow and permit the mighty to destroy no man. Take not the life of the just or the unjust, nor permit him to be killed. Destroy no Christian soul even though he be guilty of murder.56

  


  Rus was also ahead of most of Europe in its wealth, size, and its many public buildings in Kyiv, and the Great Prince continued to maintain close relations with other Christian European kingdoms. His first wife Gythia (Gyda) was the daughter of King Harold of England (killed in the battle of Hastings), and other members of the dynasty also married foreign royal families. In 1104 the daughter of Prince Volodimer of Peremyshl married Isaac Comnenus, the youngest son of the Eastern Roman Emperor Alexius I, while Prince Sviatopolk’s daughter married the Hungarian King’s son.


  Volodimer Monomakh died on 19 May 1125, living to the ripe age of 72 in spite of many wounds received in battles and hunting accidents. He was succeeded by his eldest son Mstislav I to be known as “The Great,” the son of his first wife Gythia the daughter of King Harold of England. He seems to have benefited from his father’s popularity for he ascended to the throne of Kyiv without any major opposition either from other princes or from the people. He maintained his popularity by following his father’s policies and practices and was the last to be recognized as the senior Great Prince, who was able to control the less senior princes. In 1117 he put his son Vsevolod in charge of Novgorod while his brothers received Pereiaslav, Turov, Suzdal and Volin. Although Chernihiv and Peremyshl (capital of Galicia) were seized by other members of the Rurik dynasty they also had to recognize Mstislav’s authority. When Polotsk showed its usual independence it was attacked the Prince’s lands were seized and his family was exiled to Constantinople, thus putting an end to the principality’s virtual sovereignty. The following year Mstislav expanded his domain by defeating the Lithuanians, while his son Vsevolod established his authority over the Finnish tribes of eastern Estonia. In the meantime his right-hand man brother Iaropolk defeated the Polovtsi and their allies on the Don River, and ten years later he administered another crushing defeat on the steppe nomads. With a growing population the agriculturalists were gaining an upper hand over the pastoralists of the prairies. Mstislav I died in 1132 leaving Kyiv at the height of its power, the last Great Prince to maintain Kyiv’s dominance in Eastern Europe.




  Seven



  



  The Papal Crusades


  



  The Call for a Crusade


  For centuries the Eastern and Western Churches had been drifting apart, particularly following the crowning of the Frank Charlemagne in 800 as Roman Emperor and the adoption of the “filioque” by the Popes. As the Eastern Roman Empire had become Hellenized so the fate of the West was being determined by the Germanic tribes, Roman allies who had settled on its territory. In the past difficulties between East and West had been negotiated and unity restored, for example following the 863–67 split when Patriarch Photius and Pope Nicholas I had excommunicated each other. By 1051, however, fundamental changes were taking place, aimed at reforming the Latin Church. The papacy had fallen into disrepute during the 10th and 11th centuries, following scandals which had drained much of its authority. In 983 for example, a cardinal claiming to be the true Pope (Boniface VII) had overthrown Pope John XIV, who was murdered soon after. Fifteen months later Boniface himself was killed and his corpse dragged through the streets of Rome. Before that, another pope, John X, had been strangled by men hired by his lover’s daughter. The last straw seems to have been the election of three popes in 1045, after which the Western Roman Emperor Henry III intervened by summoning a synod of the Church in the following year. The elected Pope Leo IX began by dealing with what he saw as Church immorality, such as clerical marriages and the purchase of Church office. At the same time a doctrine of Papal supremacy began to be stressed. The doctrine was not new, but now it was being pronounced with a greater stridency than before, and was meant to apply to both the Western Latin and the Eastern Greek Churches, over which the Pope had no authority.


  The events leading to the final schism in the Church began when Pope Leo IX received the translation of a Greek letter from Patriarch Michael Keroularios of Constantinople. The letter was signed by Michael as the “ecumenical” or Catholic (universal) Patriarch, a direct challenge to the Pope’s claimed but largely imaginary senior authority as “caput et mater” (“head and mother”) of the Church. A bitter and accusatory correspondence followed, with Pope Leo IX deciding to send a legation to Constantinople bearing a letter to the Patriarch. Immediately upon arrival the head of the legation Cardinal Humbert took offense at the reception and stormed out with the other two members, leaving the letter behind. Patriarch Keroularios was equally offended at the Westerners’ uncultivated manners, and seeing that the letter’s seal had been tampered with, grew suspicious of the legation. Humbert and his companions continued to remain in Constantinople even though news had reached them of Pope Leo’s death. Ignoring that they no longer had official standing, the legates interrupted Eucharist on the Saturday of July 16, 1054, in the Cathedral of St. Sophia by placing a Bull on the altar and excommunicating the Patriarch. Keroularios responded by calling a synod, which in turn excommunicated the members of the papal delegation. The excommunications had little direct impact, except to indicate a newfound aggressiveness of the Western Latin Church.


  The hostility between the Latin and Greek Churches was not reflected in the policies of Emperor Constantine IX. He welcomed the Papal delegates and avoided all polemics, going as far as to ask Cardinal Humbert to set out for him the Papal position on the controversial “filioque.” Constantine had good reasons to cultivate Papal friendship. Two new and increasingly powerful forces had appeared on the horizon. A tribal coalition, the Seljuk Turks gained supremacy in Central Asia and by 1045 had captured Persia. Sunni Moslems by adoption, their main target were the Shi’ites, particularly the Fatimid dynasty of Egypt whose rule extended to Allepo in Syria. In 1055 the Seljuks established a protectorate over the Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad and were preparing to march into Syria, and a decade later led by the able Alp Asslan they attacked the Christians in Armenia, captured their capital Ani and proceeded to occupy the eastern half of Asia Minor.


  At the same time another threat to the Eastern Roman Empire appeared in the west. In about 1015 a group of Norman pilgrims were hired by the Lombards to fight against Constantinople’s Imperial possessions in Italy. Soon a steady stream of young Norman knights began to arrive, and by the middle of the century they had formed a strong military presence in the south. Alarmed by the influx, Pope Leo IX led an army against them but was badly defeated in 1053 at the battle of Civitate and was taken prisoner. By 1059 under new popes the policy had changed and the Norman leader Robert Guiscard (“The Crafty”) was recognized as Duke of Apulia, Calabria and Sicily. The island, however, was still in Moslem hands and it was invaded two years later, the Moslems expelled never to return again. In 1071 Bari, Constantinople’s last bastion in Italy, also fell, and four years later the last independent Lombard principality of Salerno succumbed. Constantinople was now facing two potential enemies: the Turks in the east, and the Normans in the west.


  The Graeco-Roman Empire was also finding itself in a period of decline, which did nothing to lessen its neighbors’ territorial ambitions. With the loss of the Italian possessions it became truly an Eastern Empire, confined to southeastern Europe and Asia Minor. In 1059 an aristocratic intellectual, Constantine X, became Emperor, who a few years before was responsible for reviving the university of Constantinople. Surrounding himself with other intellectuals he began to streamline the entire Imperial administrative system. This was no small task since the government—its civil and religious services—controlled most social and economic activities from production and consumption, to foreign trade, public welfare, and population movements. Now a damaging change was introduced which would greatly weaken the defenses of the Empire. The Thematas, or the district armies where in return for land some farmers were responsible for military service, were partly abolished and replaced by professional and mercenary troops. The small and independent peasantry was also being replaced by large private landowners, who although given land by the state were granted immunity from most taxes and obligations. The East was repeating the mistake made in the West centuries ago, the loss of the peasant soldier and an almost total reliance on mercenary troops, many of them foreign.


  The loss of much of Asia Minor came first. By 1067 Alp Arslan had begun to move with his Seljuk Turks against the Shi’ite Fatimids in Syria, advancing through central Anatolia and sacking Caesaria. In response the new Emperor Romanos IV crossed the Bosphorus in the spring of 1071 with a fresh and well-equipped army of some 60,000–70,000 men, and headed towards Erzerum Armenia. There the force was divided in two, with the greater part headed towards Lake Van under the command of General Tarchaniotes and the Emperor himself setting off towards the fortress of Manzikert. The citadel surrendered without a fight, and two days later a delegation arrived from Alp Arslan proposing a treaty and a division of Armenia between himself and the Emperor. No doubt the Turks wished to secure their rear before marching against their “heretical” enemies the Syrian and Egyptian Shi’ites.


  The peace proposal was rejected and the next morning Romanos led his army from Manzikert to face Alp Arslan’s Turks, who in the meantime had been reinforced by the desertion of Uz mercenaries from the Imperial army. The battle formation chosen was a long line of infantry several ranks deep which began to advance on the Turkish crescent-shaped cavalry. Both of the Imperial infantry flanks were protected by cavalry while following in the rear was a large force of mounted nobles which had been drafted for military service. As Romanos’ men began to advance the Turkish cavalry fell back, all the while harassing the enemy with a steady shower of arrows released from powerful composite bows. Romanos was being lured into a trap from which he would not escape. As the day drew to a close the Emperor realized he had advanced far from their camp, and now the sun was setting behind the Turks’ backs and hitting his men in the eyes. The order was given to turn back and this was the moment Alp Arslan was waiting for. His massed cavalry struck the enemy’s flanks pushing the Imperial cavalry aside, and charged into the empty space that separated the infantry ranks from the nobles’ cavalry. At the sight of the advancing Seljuk cavalry many mercenary units began to flee, followed by the noble levies commanded by Ducas, a nephew of the previous emperor. Cut off from his main forces Romanos continued to fight with his personal bodyguard, and when wounded surrendered to the enemy. Alp Arslan had won a great victory, destroying a large imperial army and inflicting a loss from which Constantinople would not soon recover. An eyewitness who took part in the historic battle left us with a personal account:


  
    It was like an earthquake: the shouting, the sweat, the swift rushes of fear, the clouds of dust, and not least the hordes of Turks riding all around us. It was a tragic sight, beyond any mourning or lamenting. What indeed could be more pitiable than to see the entire Imperial army in flight, the Emperor defenseless … the gravity and great shame which marked our defeat, and the intolerable dishonor which adheres to the name of the Romans.1

  


  The Turks were still using the fluid cavalry battle tactics of the Scythian steppe nomads which had long been abandoned by the Eastern Roman Emperors, as an imperial daughter commented:


  
    … the Turkish battle-line differs from that of other peoples. It was not arranged, as Homer says, “buckler (shield) to buckler, helmet to helmet, man to man,” but their right and left wings and their centre formed separate groups with the ranks cut off, as it were, from one another; whenever an attack was made on right or left, the centre leapt into action and all the rest of the army behind it, in a whirlwind onslaught that threw into confusion the accepted tradition of battle. As for the weapons they use, unlike the Celts (French Crusaders) they do not fight with lances but completely surround the enemy and shoot at him with arrows; they also defend themselves with arrows at a distance … in flight he overwhelms his pursuer with the same weapon and when he shoots, the arrow in its course strikes either rider or horse, fired with such tremendous force that it passes clean through the body.2

  


  The captive Romanos were treated with courtesy and respect by Khan Arslan, who did not press his advantage but concluded a generous peace treaty with Constantinople. He agreed to a reduced ransom from the amount he had initially quoted and made no demands for imperial territory. Romanos found himself a free man only a week after the battle, and was personally accompanied by Alp Arslan and two emirs for part of his return trip. On his arrival, however, a civil war broke out, Romonos was deposed and was followed on the throne by two emperors in quick succession until Alexios I Comnenus took power in 1081. Romanos’ successors did not honor the treaty with Khan Arslan, and by 1090 virtually all of Asia Minor was in the hands of the Turks. Only the small peninsula east of Chalsedon facing Constantinople remained in imperial hands.


  As the Turks were overrunning Asia Minor the Normans, led by Robert Guiscard, launched an offensive in the west. Gathering a force of some 13000 Norman knights and Muslim “Saracens” he invaded the Balkan Peninsula and besieged Durazzo (Dyrrachium), defeating an Imperial army led by Alexios I which tried to relieve the city. When Guiscard had to return to Italy to put down a rebellion led by his nephew, the expeditionary force under his son Bohemund was defeated at the battle of Larissa in 1083 and was forced to withdraw from Imperial territory. The revolt had been encouraged by Constantinople, and Emperor Alexios also concluded a treaty with King Henry IV of Saxony paying him a great price of some 360,000 pieces of gold. Henry immediately marched south, entered Rome and forced Pope Gregory VII to barricade himself in his fortress, the Castel Sant Angelo. Gregory was deposed and Henry IV had himself crowned Emperor by a Pope of his own choosing. Robert Guiscard decided to march with his Normans on Rome to free the Pope, but Henry IV retreated to Lombardy to avoid battle, leaving Guiscard in possession of the city. With Gregory VII liberated, Guiscard’s men proceeded to pillage the city following time-honored tradition. A contemporary historian describes the devastation:


  
    Then, and only then, came the tragedy. The entire city now fell victim to an orgy of pillage and destruction. For three days this continued—until the inhabitants, able to bear it no longer, rose against their oppressors, and the Normans set fire to the city. The Capitol and the Palatinate were gutted; churches, palaces, and temples were left empty shells. Between the Colosseum and the lateron, hardly a building escaped the flames.3

  


  The Norman sacking marked the final and complete destruction of Rome. A few weeks later they set sail for Greece, encountering and destroying a Venetian fleet, which earlier had inflicted heavy damage on the Norman vessels. Robert Guiscard died during an epidemic in 1085 at the age of 68, while leading a naval expedition to occupy Cephalonia in Greece. The Norman threat was over for the time being but was quickly replaced by northern invaders. Two years after Guiscard’s death a Pecheneg army invaded the Empire and three years later was before the walls of Constantinople. Allying himself with the Pecheneg’s old enemy the Polovtsi, Emperor Alexios I gathered his forces and proceeded to advance against the nomads, who had come with their women and children. The two hosts met on 29 April 1091, near the mouth of the Maritsa River, and in a battle fought with great ferocity the Pechenegs suffered a great defeat. Few survived the encounter as all prisoners were massacred together with the women and children.


  As the Eastern Empire was being pressed by enemies, the Papacy was seeking allies to enhance its authority. As expressed in Gregory VII’s “Dictatus Papae” in 1075, the Popes were beginning to seek supremacy over kings and rulers such as the right to appoint bishops. At the same time the Eastern Empire was also seeking allies and military support. The crisis of 1075, which followed the debacle of Manzikert, had been contained to some extent but the elimination of the Themata system and the loss of Asia Minor had deprived the Emperor of most of his reliable manpower. Also the Greek Orthodox princes of Rus were embroiled in dynastic struggles and continual warfare with the steppe nomads, and were unable to send help. Thus both Pope and Emperor were eager to reestablish relations after decades of hostilities and neglect, following the schism of 1054. The Emperor and his advisors realized that the reconquest of Asia Minor was virtually impossible without the aid of the Christian West.


  The first move was made by Pope Urban II, who began to thaw relations by lifting his predecessor’s excommunication of Emperor Alexios I, in turn requesting that Latin rite churches be reopened in Constantinople. Alexios responded by gathering a synod of the Eastern Church to consider the restoration of friendly relations with the Latin Church, and in the winter of 1094 Pope Urban II invited Emperor Alexios I to send delegates from the Greek Church to attend a Great Council of the (Latin) Church to be held in Piacenza in northern Italy in March 1095. When the Council opened, Emperor Alexios’ legation spoke only of religious matters, describing the suffering of Christian communities and emphasizing the danger of Islamic tidal waves lapping against the walls of Constantinople, the greatest city of Christendom. They found a ready reception, and Urban II decided to call another Council meeting at Clermont in France, to deal specifically with aid to Eastern Christianity. A great gathering took place outside of the east gate of the city during November 18–28, where on November 27 the Pope spoke to an enthusiastic audience reaffirming the need and responsibility to launch a holy war against Islam and rescue the Christian East, particularly Jerusalem. As recorded by Fulcher of Chartres:


  
    He (Pope Urban II) heard, too, that the interior regions of Romania, where the Turks ruled over the Christians, had been perniciously subjected in a savage attack. Moved by long-suffering compassion and by love of God’s will, he descended the mountains to Gaul, and in Auvergne he called for a council to congregate from all sides at a suitable time at a city called Clermont.4

  


  The Pope’s exact speech has not been preserved, but the main thrust (or interpretation) was recorded by contemporary chroniclers. Ekehard, for example, thought that Emperor Alexios “deplored his inability to defend the churches of the east. He (Alexios) beseeched the Pope to call to his aid, if that were possible, the entire west…. He promised to provide for those who should go to fight all that they might need, on land and sea.” This is also largely in agreement with a forged letter to the Count of Flanders which circulated in the west at the time, claiming to have been written by Alexios himself.


  
    I, albeit I am emperor, can find no remedy or suitable counsel, but am always fleeing in the face of Turks and Pechenegs, and I remain in a particular city only until I perceive that their arrival is imminent. And I think it is better to be subjected to your Latins than to the abominations of the pagans. Therefore, before Constantinople is captured by them, you most certainly ought to fight with all your strength, so that you may joyfully receive in heaven a glorious and ineffable reward.5

  


  The message was clear. The East had become a lame duck and ought to be taken over by the Latin (Roman Catholic) West.


  The Papal call to arms was answered by a multitude of backgrounds and motives. Devoted Christians such as serving knights and feudal lords, many of whom sold their possessions to support the call to arms or the “Croissade” as it became known, were joined by commoners from town and country. Serfs were no longer bound to the soil, and citizens were exempted from taxes. Prisoners were also allowed to join and death sentences were commuted to life service in Palestine. Women and children accompanied their husbands and fathers, together with unmarried women and professional prostitutes. And all who fell in battle would be absolved of punishment in the life hereafter, and gain entry into the Kingdom of Heaven. Conspicuously absent were kings, none of whom accompanied the Crusade. Indeed Philip I of France, William II of England, and the Saxon King Henry IV were all under excommunication by the Pope when the Crusade was called.


  



  The People’s Crusade


  The initial plan was for the volunteers to be divided into three armies each led by feudal lords, which were to meet in Constantinople and then proceed to Asia Minor and the Middle East. The time of departure was decreed by Urban II to be August 1096 but other events were at work to upset the timetable and in fact may explain the calling of the Crusade for that year. A contemporary chronicler of the period, the Benedictine monk and abbot of St. Mary’s Monastery, Guibert of Nogent, writing during 1106–09, has left us some information. A general famine was raging at the time as well as civil strife and revolts against the nobility and the wealthy.



  
    And so, when the council held at Clermont … in the month of November was over, the great news spread through all parts of France … to undertake (the Pontiff’s) decree of the “Path of God.” At that time there was a general famine, with great poverty even among the very wealthy…. Masses of poor people learned to feed often on the roots of wild plants…. The misery that everyone was crying out about was clearly threatening to the powerful people as they watched….6

  


  It is at this time that a monk from Amiens (northeastern France) known as Peter the Hermit began to travel through the towns and cities spreading his message, the exact contents of which have not been preserved. What is clear, however, is he was recruiting followers to join the Pope’s Crusade to Jerusalem and had gathered a large following. Guibert of Nogent explains:


  
    While the leaders, who needed to spend large sums of money for their great retinues, were preparing like careful administrators, the common people, poor in resources but copious in number, attached themselves to a certain Peter the Hermit…. We saw him wander through cities and towns (I don’t know why), spreading his teachings, surrounded by so many people, given so many gifts, and acclaimed for such great piety, that I don’t ever remember anyone equally honored. He was very generous to the poor with the gifts he was given … and, with remarkable authority, restoring peace and treaties where there had been discord before. Whatever he did or said seemed like something almost divine.

  


  Evidently Peter the Hermit had discovered a way to settle the fighting and the strife between “the very wealthy and (the) masses of poor people,” as described by Guibert of Nogent:


  
    At the time, before people set out on the journey (the Crusade) there was a great disturbance, with fierce fighting, throughout the entire kingdom of the Franks…. Battles broke out for no discernible reason, except uncontrolled greed…. Therefore the change of heart they soon underwent was remarkable and scarcely believable because of the heedless state of their souls, as they all begged the bishops and priests to give the sign … (of) the crosses … all of the feuds of each against the other were put to rest by the aspiration imbedded undoubtedly by Christ Himself.

  


  Peter the Hermit had redirected the energies of the revolting masses from civil strife within France to a quest for sustenance and fortune in foreign lands, to achieve salvation in Jerusalem. While some joined Peter’s army from genuine religious reasons, many saw opportunities for enrichment and adventure.


  
    This man (Peter the Hermit) … had assembled a very large army, and decided to set out through the land of the Hungarians. The restless common people discovered that this area produced unusually abundant food, and they went wild with excess in response to the gentleness of the inhabitants.7

  


  The first wave of the People’s Crusade, as it became known, was led by one of Peter’s converts, a soldier known as Gautier Sans Avoir (Walter the Have-Not). Gautier had probably been involved in the revolts and fighting of the poor, for we are told by the 12th century chronicler Albert of Aix that he “set out as a result of preaching of Peter the Hermit, with a great company of Frankish foot soldiers but only about eight knights.8


  Leaving in March 1096, the trek to Constantinople seems to have been uneventful. Granted safe passage through the Hungarian kingdom by King Coloman (Kalman), Gautier’s force arrived at Belgrade, and continued on to Malevilla. Running out of supplies the Crusaders began to seize sheep, cattle and other provisions until a Bulgarian force arrived, inflicting heavy casualties and scattering the survivors in the dense forests. The pilgrims managed to regroup, and arriving at the city of Nish, Gautier was granted safe passage to Constantinople by the local boyars, where he was to join Peter the Hermit.



  The second wave of the People’s Crusade, led by Peter the Hermit himself, set out soon after Gautier’s departure, “his large army, enumerable as the sands of the sea … of the Franks, Swabians, Bavarians and Lotharingians.” Arriving at Malevilla they proceeded to loot the town, having defeated the local forces. Here they found stocks of “grain, flocks of sheep, herds of cattle and an infinite (uncountable) number of horses…,” according to Albert of Aix. Guibert of Nogent paints a more dismal picture as they passed through Christian central Europe. Ignoring the inhabitants’ “generosity and hospitality” they began to devastate the land.


  
    In an accursed rage they burned the public granaries we spoke of, raping virgins, dishonoring many marriage beds by carrying off many women, and tore out or burned the beards of their hosts. None of them now thought of buying what he needed, but instead each man strove for what he could get by theft and murder, boasting with amazing impudence that he would do the same against the Turks.

  


  The Crusaders apparently mistook the local populations’ generosity for weakness to be exploited at will. Attempting to capture a town by the name of Moisson (?), they suffered a heavy defeat losing many men. Those who survived, “a group of Germans and the dregs of our own people” led by Peter, managed to reach the outskirts of Constantinople where they found Gauthier the Have-Not’s men. Granted access to the city to purchase supplies, the “pilgrims’” behavior had not improved: “… not held back by the decency of the people of the province, nor were they mollified by the Emperor’s affability but they behaved very insolently, wrecking palaces, burning public buildings, tearing the roofs off churches that were covered with lead, and then offering to sell the lead back to the Greeks.”9


  To free himself of the mob Emperor Alexios had them ferried across to Asia Minor where they continued to destroy churches and pillage the Christian population. Leaving Nicomedia, some of the pilgrims occupied a castle called Exorogorum (Xerigordo), which had been vacated by the terrified inhabitants with many supplies left behind. They were soon trapped behind the castle walls by the Turks, and suffering from thirst and betrayed by their leader Rainald, most were captured and either executed or enslaved. Peter the Hermit now decided to hand over the leadership to Gautier the Have-Not, and the surviving army continued its march to Civitot (Cibotus), a town just above Nicaea. Halfway there the Crusaders were ambushed by the Turks and virtually wiped out. Peter the Hermit had already departed after handing the leadership over to Gautier, and arriving safely in Constantinople he continued to reside there for many years.10


  Two more Crusader groups, more correctly termed armed looting expeditions, followed the People’s Crusade in the summer of 1096. Inspired by Peter the Hermit’s preaching, a priest by the name of Gattschalk from the Rhine country began to call for a march on Jerusalem. Gathering an army of some 15,000 military personnel and ordinary foot soldiers from Lorraine, eastern France, Bavaria and Alemannia, and collecting money and supplies, they headed towards the Hungarian Kingdom. Arriving at the gates of the fortress of Wieselburg they were received by King Coloman of Hungary with permission to purchase supplies. The peace, however, did not last long. According to Albert of Aix:


  
    Little by little they took away from the Hungarians wine, grain, and all other necessities; finally, they devastated the fields, killing sheep and cattle, and also destroying those who resisted, or who wished to drive them out. Like a rough people, rude in manners, undisciplined and haughty, they committed very many other crimes, all of which we cannot relate.11

  


  During their looting activities in Pannonia (today’s Hungary) they were attacked by the local forces and dispersed with heavy casualties, most of the survivors returning home empty-handed.


  About the same time, and following Gottschalk’s departure, the last popular groups to wear the cross began to gather in the city of Mainz. They consisted of people “from diverse lands” and a “large band of Teutons” led by Count Emico, a man with a tyrannical disposition. Two contemporary chroniclers, Albert of Aix and Ekehard of Aura, have left records of the Count’s short-lived pillaging expedition. This time the looting and the killing began at home.


  
    … they (the pilgrim Crusaders) rose in a spirit of cruelty against the Jewish people scattered throughout these cities and slaughtered them without mercy, especially in the Kingdom of Lorraine (eastern France), asserting it to be the beginning of their expedition and their duty against the enemies of the Christian faith.

  


  The real objective of the killing was robbery, as the chronicler continues: “This slaughter of Jews was done first by citizens of Cologne. These suddenly fell upon a small band of Jews and severely wounded and killed many; they destroyed the houses and synagogues of the Jews and divided among themselves a very large amount of money.”


  The slaughter and pillage of the Jews continued after the People’s Crusaders had linked up in Mainz with Count Emico in spite of Bishop Rothard’s attempts to safeguard Jewish lives and their possessions. With the looted spoils, “Count Emico, Clarebold, Thomas and all that intolerable company of men and women” began to head east with the intention of reaching Jerusalem. Arriving at the borders of the Hungarian Kingdom they also besieged the fortress of Wieselburg, whose defenders had been warned that the new army of Crusaders was persecuting and slaughtering (Roman Catholic) Christians as well. Here Albert of Aix makes a strange entry, which is also echoed by Ekkehard of Aura:


  
    But while almost everything had turned out favorably for the Christians (i.e., the Crusaders), and while they had penetrated the walls with great openings, by some chance or misfortune, I know not what, such great fear entered the whole army that they turned in flight, just as sheep are scattered and alarmed when wolves rush upon them. And seeking a refuge here and there, they forgot their companions.12

  


  We can speculate what had put such fear into the Crusaders as they were pouring through the breached walls; perhaps a concealed force of defenders who launched a surprise counter-attack and panicked the attackers sending them in a disorderly route.


  



  The Crusade of the Feudal Lords


  All four People’s Crusade “pilgrimages,” of which only two reached Constantinople, had turned out to be nothing more than looting expeditions, earning them a bad reputation among the populations of central Europe and the Romanian Empire. The expeditions which followed next with four major forces, known to historians as the First Crusade, were much more of a military venture. Organized and led by senior lords of Catholic Western Europe, the Crusade consisted mainly of well-armed troops and mounted knights accompanied by Church clergy, with the Bishop of Puy as well as the soldiers’ wives and children. Their passage to Constantinople was also marred by pillage and pitched battles with the local Christian population. While some leaders, especially Bohemond, kept their men in check, others such as Raimond IV (Count of Toulouse) did little to discipline his Provençale army. Known for looting and raping, his men came in repeated conflict with imperial Romanian forces and the local Slavs as they made their way down the Dalmatian coast.13 The third force under Hugh of Vermandois, the youngest son of King Henry I of France and Princess Anne of Rus, was taken under imperial escort to Constantinople, after his fleet was scattered by a storm off the Adriatic coast. Another army led by Godfrey of Bouillon, Duke of Lower Lotharingia, made its way overland to Belgrade and on to Constantinople; and the fourth force under Robert Duke of Normandy set out in September 1096 accompanied by Count Stephen of Blois and his cousin Count Robert of Flanders.


  With the experience of the first People’s Crusade behind him, Emperor Alexios I began to place the advancing Crusaders under close surveillance.14 Orders were issued to provide the “Latins” with provisions and to send troops to safeguard the local population. The Crusader forces were not allowed to link up as they arrived in the outskirts of Constantinople and were requested to camp outside of the walls along the upper end of the Golden Horn. According to Fulcher of Chartres, the chaplain to Baldwin of Boulogne whose force arrived at Constantinople of May 14, 1097, they rested for fourteen days in their tents where they could buy the daily supplies which were brought to them by Alexios’ order. Also, small groups of five or six men were allowed into the city every hour to marvel at the splendor of Constantinople—the first European tourists on record! As a new force approached the city the previous arrivals were ferried across the Bosphorus (“The Arm of St. George”), by force of arms if necessary, together with wives, children and camp followers. Although sufficient imperial forces were retained to keep each Crusader force in check, Emperor Alexios and his advisors were finding themselves in a novel situation, and a growing apprehension began to set in. They had allowed a large foreign army to camp within sight of the capital without guarantees or knowledge of the real intentions of the “Latins.” No doubt the Crusaders had ulterior motives of which Alexios I had gotten wind as claimed later by his daughter Anna.


  
    They (the Crusaders) were all of one mind and in order to fulfill their dream of taking Constantinople they all adopted a common policy … to all appearances they were on pilgrimage to Jerusalem, in reality they planned to de-throne Alexios and seize the capital. Unfortunately for them he was aware of their perfidy, from long experience.15

  


  To impose some measure of control, Alexios decided that the Crusade leaders were to swear an oath of feudal obligation, following western European practice.


  
    When we had sufficiently refreshed our fatigued selves, then our leaders, after counsel, agreed upon a contract under oath with the Emperor upon his demand. Already Lord Bohemond and Duke Godfrey, who had preceded us, had taken it…. It was necessary for all to confirm friendship with the Emperor, without whose counsel and aid we could not have completed our journey.16

  


  Not all leaders agreed to swear, but with time all would do so, especially as following the oath meant they were rewarded with silk, coinage and horses. There was little trust between the Eastern and the Western Christians, and the gulf between them was growing daily. The medieval French and German knights could not have been more different from the Graeco-Romans. The Greeks considered the illiterate “Franks” as boastful boors and were highly amused at the large number of women in their camps. The westerners, in turn, considered the Greeks a people effeminate in dress and manners, who ate smelly foods and were devious in intent. For the time being, however, both sides depended on each other. Alexios was hoping to regain the lost territories, while many of the Crusade leaders were secretly planning to establish their own kingdoms in Asia Minor and the Middle East, in spite of the oaths they had sworn.


  By the end of May 1097, all Crusaders had crossed to Asia Minor and begun to move in the direction of Nicaea which was in enemy hands. With the arrival of the fourth force of the First Crusade under the Duke of Normandy the total expeditionary force now numbered more than 50,000 men, which, if required, could be reinforced by imperial troops and the Greek fire naval squadrons. According to Fulcher of Chartres: “Then the many armies there (Nicaea) were united into one, which those who were skilled in reckoning estimated … one hundred thousand full-armed with corselets and helmets, not counting the unarmed that is, the clerics, monks, women, and little children.”17


  Fulcher, who accompanied the Crusaders’ expedition on their long march to Antioch, lists the presence of about twenty ethnicities in the combined Crusader army.18 The Muslims on the other hand were divided, with the Seljuk Turks busy fighting their sworn enemies in Syria the Shi’ite Caliphs of Egypt. Their occupation of Armenia was also unsettled since the Christian population could rise at any time. The Christian forces, however, were far from agreement or a common purpose, and mistrust persisted. Arriving at Nicaea the joint imperial and Crusader army laid siege to the city, and when a Turkish force failed to relieve the fortress the garrison surrendered after a five-week siege, on Alexios’ pledge that all lives would be spared. The imperial flag was raised over the city, and although the Crusaders were compensated for the lost booty by payments from Alexios’ own treasury much suspicion grew when the Emperor offered captive Turks employment in the imperial army.


  After a week’s rest, which followed the surrender of Nicaea, the Crusaders set out on their way to the next main destination—the strategic fortress and prosperous metropolis of Antioch. The great city was not the Crusade leaders’ only objective since other worthy prizes lay on the way. One in particular almost cost the Crusaders their entire expedition. After laying several unsuccessful ambushes, the Turks under Kilij Arslan decided to confront the Christians at Darylaeum after being informed that a large part of the Crusaders had split away from the main force. Having heard that the Armenians had risen in revolt against the Turks, Raimond of Toulouse, Godfrey of Bouillon and Hugh of Vermandois decided to divert their men to relieve the city of Comona. Now the remaining Christian army found its way blocked by the enemy and falling into battle formation the Crusaders began to advance on the Turkish ranks, which consisted entirely of cavalry. Fulcher of Chartres has provided a description of the main highlights of the battle, which at first went badly for the Crusaders.


  
    At that time, Duke Godfrey and Count Raimond and the Great Hugh (of Vernandois) were not with us. For two days, I know not for what reason, they, with a large number of our people, had withdrawn from us at a forked crossroad. On account of this, irreparable harm befell us, because our men were slain and because the Turks were not killed nor repulsed. Since they received our messengers late, they brought aid to us late. The Turks, with clashing of weapons and shrieking, fiercely let loose a shower of arrows. Stunned and almost dead and with many injured, we straightway turned our backs in flight. Nor is this to be wondered at since such fighting was unknown to any of us.

  


  The battle raged back and forth for some six hours, with the Turks gaining the upper hand and beginning to break into the Crusaders’ camps. The three leaders who had left for Comona now began to arrive with the advance guard, expelling the Turks from the Christian camps. The main force followed and “little by little, after we were spurred on and strengthened by union with some of our allies, divine grace was miraculously present. Suddenly, we saw the backs of the Turks as they turned in flight.”19


  Unopposed by further enemy action—“the Turks fleeing before us in troops, sought hiding places for themselves all over Romania”—the Christian army continued its long march. Emperor Alexios on the other hand decided to return to Constantinople to ensure the security of the capital, assigning a small token force under General Tatikios to remain with the Western Crusaders. His job was to maintain imperial presence, assume symbolic command of any city that should fall to the Crusaders, and (at least theoretically) ensure the provisioning of the pilgrim army. The Crusaders continued to reveal their true intensions; the establishment of personal Roman Catholic kingdoms on what was Orthodox Romanian soil, in violation of the oaths which they had sworn to Emperor Alexios. When Comona was relieved of the siege by the Danishment Turks, it was left in command of a Provençal knight not to be held in the Emperor’s name. Bohemond, Godfrey and Baldwin also separated their forces to conduct private conquests, and it took the entire Crusader army and camp followers three months to cover the 500-mile distance between Nicaea and Antioch.


  The siege of Antioch began in October 1097 and lasted for eight months. The Crusaders pitched their tents within a mile of the virtually impregnable walls of the city, on the Orontes River not far from the sea, and could be supplied by boat. The only way to take the city was with time, to force surrender by starvation, but this was a double-edged sword. Accompanied by women and children, the “great Christian multitude” had pillaged the surrounding countryside, and hunger set in amongst the besiegers as well. Forced to search for supplies at a great distance—some forty or fifty miles from the city—many fell victim to Turkish ambushes while others simply kept on going and did not bother to come back. The Count of Blois took his men from the siege and the imperial General Tatikios also disengaged his force, token though it was. No doubt he was aware of the strength of the defenses and had strong doubts whether they could be breached.20 To prevent the enemy from sortieing the Crusaders had surrounded Antioch with wooden castles, but they also found themselves surrounded by enemies and hostile Christian Armenians who had turned on the Crusaders due to the pillaging and food expropriations.


  After eight long months of siege, fortune smiled on the Crusaders. During the long months Bohemond had established communications with a Turkish (probably Armenian) commander called Pirus (Firouz) who was in charge of a small defense tower known as the Two Sisters. Lured by rich rewards (and his life spared) Pirus sent his son to Bohemond, agreeing to let the Crusaders into the citadel. At a pre-assigned place and time before dawn, Bohemond’s men proceeded to the walls, where a ladder had been attached. Sixty men scaled the walls, but when the ladder broke a concealed gate was found through which the waiting Crusaders poured into the city. Guibert of Nogent has left the following description of the fall of Antioch:


  
    Neither the victors (Crusaders) nor the vanquished showed any moderation or self-control … wailing and shrieking filled the city; while throngs pressed through the narrow streets, the brutal, bloody shouts of the victors, eager to kill, resounded … within the city … no one was spared because of sex; young children were killed, and, since the weak with age were not spared, there can be no doubt about the ferocity with which those who were young enough to be fit for battle were killed.21

  


  Antioch had a substantial Orthodox Christian population that was also massacred together with the Muslims.


  A Muslim force managed to lock itself inside the inner citadel that towered on a high cliff inside the city and was virtually impregnable. The fighting continued but now the besiegers themselves became besieged when a large Moslem force under the Atabeg Karbogha arrived a few days later, trapping the Crusaders inside the city walls. To make matters worse, Emperor Alexios, who had begun to head east in June to the Crusaders’ aid, was met by Count Blois, who swore that the besiegers were in a hopeless situation and on the verge of surrender. Also news had reached Alexios of Karbogha’s relieving force, and seeing little point in continuing he decided to turn back.


  Locked within Antioch’s outer fortifications, the Crusaders found themselves in a desperate situation as supplies began to run low, and it was decided to break the siege by attacking Karbogha’s army which had surrounded the city. On June 28, 1098, after three days of fasting, mass, and religious processions, the Crusaders moved outside of the city walls in six lines of battle accompanied by bishops, priests, clerics, and monks chanting prayers for God’s support. The detailed development of the battle as recorded by Guibert of Nogent is not clear, but it seems the Moslems were attacked in their own camp by a numerically superior Crusader force, and began to retreat towards the mountains. In an attempt to outmaneuver and surround the Christians the Turks split their main force in two, one luring the enemy to attack while the other advanced along the sea in an outflanking movement. The ruse had some success for a Crusader force that split off the main body and, led by Clairambout of Vandeuil, was annihilated, with only a few knights and foot soldiers making it back to their own lines.


  
    Meanwhile, to face the Turks at the edge of the sea, a seventh group was formed out of the two armies led by Duke Godfrey and the Count of Normandy, and a certain Count Renaud was placed in charge. That day the battle was bitter, and many of our men were slaughtered by the arrows of the enemy. The cavalry of the enemy extended from the river Pharphar to the mountains, length of two miles. Squadrons of pagans attacked both sides, and struck with arrows and javelins the group of Franks whom our men had placed in the vanguard as the strongest and most likely to resist the Turkish attacks. In charge of them was magnificent Hugh, regal in mind, no less brave than his ancestors, who proudly called out to his men, “Endure, and wait courageously for the second and third discharge of missiles, because they will then flee more quickly than speech.”22

  


  The enemy was driven back, setting fire to the tall grass and leaving their camp behind. Fulcher of Chartres noted with some approval that “when their women were found in the tents, the Franks did nothing evil to them except pierce their bellies with their lances.”23


  The Crusader leaders continued to carve out kingdoms for themselves, as they had done before and during the siege of Antioch. While the siege was at its height, Baldwin of Boulogne had taken his men to Edessa supposedly at the request of the Christian Armenians, and driving out the Turks, established himself as the ruler of the city and its surrounding territory. His example was followed by the other Crusade leaders, sometimes at each other’s expense. When Raymond of Toulouse stationed his men in several towers of Antioch in the name of Emperor Alexios I he was expelled by Bohemond’s men, who claimed the city for him and for the Roman Catholic Church. The objective of the Crusade was made clear when the enemy was declared to be not only the Moslem and Hebrew populations but also the Greek Orthodox Christians.


  After a rest of six months, a re-equipped Crusader army some 12,000 strong began to head south towards Jerusalem, occupying towns and cities along the way. They arrived before Jerusalem on 7 June 1099, and refusing the Caliph’s offer of a peaceful settlement began to mount a siege when their own terms of total surrender were refused. The city was defended by a small Muslim force and a week later fell to the Crusaders, when a part of the defensive walls were brought down by battering rams. An indiscriminate slaughter of Moslems, Christians and Jews followed. According to contemporary observers, mothers were stabbed and their babies flung over the city walls, with some 70,000 inhabitants put to death. The Jews were herded into a synagogue and burned alive. The sack of Jerusalem was praised by an eyewitness, the priest Raymond of Agiles:


  
    … wonderful things were to be seen. Numbers of Saracens were beheaded … others were shot with arrows or forced to jump from the towers; others were tortured for several days and then burned in flames. In the streets were seen piles of heads and hands and feet. One rode everywhere amid the corpses of men and horses.24

  


  The Crusaders would soon suffer their first serious defeat. A powerful Muslim army was sent to the Middle East by the Fatimid caliph al-Amir of Egypt and was met by the Crusaders at Ramleh. After a brief victory the Crusaders were defeated the following day and, besieged in Ramleh, were soon forced to surrender. The Muslims in turn were defeated by Baldwin’s army and forced to withdraw from the Middle East. Unlike the Crusaders the Muslims proved to be of a more humane and chivalrous nature. According to Emperor Alexios’ daughter Anna Comnena, all Crusader counts (except Baldwin) had been taken prisoner at Ramleh, and when her father offered to provide the ransom the Crusader leaders were released by the Caliph to his charge without payment.25


  



  More Crusades: The Fall of Constantinople


  Following the capture and sack of Jerusalem in 1099 independent Latin (Roman Catholic) kingdoms continued to be established in southeastern Turkey and along the coast in the Middle East. All pretext of loyalty to the Roman Emperor were abandoned as the true objectives of the Crusaders became clear. The Eastern Orthodox Church was dismembered in its territories and the Patriarch of Jerusalem was forced to flee to Cyprus, barely escaping with his life. All local churches were forced to accept the Latin liturgy under an Italian primate and the Pope, prompting Emperor Alexios I to send an ultimatum to Bohemond.


  
    You are aware of the oaths and promises made to the Roman Empire, not by you alone but by all the other counts. Now you are the first to break faith. You have seized Antioch and by underhanded methods gained possession of certain other fortified places, including (the port of) Loadicea itself. I bid you withdraw from the city of Antioch and all the other places, thereby doing what is right, and do not try to provoke fresh hostilities and battles against yourself.26

  


  Bohemond rejected Alexios’ ultimatum knowing full well that the Emperor’s forces were inadequate to impose his authority. The fortunes of the Crusaders, however, were also not improving. In the spring of 1101 the last wave of the First Crusade arrived in Constantinople made up of Franks, Lombards and Bavarians. Swearing oaths of allegiance to Alexios, the leaders set out across Asia Minor accompanied by a small imperial force under General Tzitas. It was joined by Raimond of Toulouse, who had become Bohemond’s bitter enemy, dating to their conflict over possession of Antioch. The force was probably intended to re-establish Imperial authority in Asia Minor but it did not get very far. Capturing Ankyra (and massacring the local Christians who had come out to greet them) the Crusaders were attacked by a strong Turkish army and badly defeated, with a handful managing to escape and make their way back to Constantinople. By 1100 the imperial land and sea forces had been rebuilt, and Alexios began to recover the southern coastal cities from the Crusaders, who in the meantime had suffered another devastating defeat at the hands of the Turks at Edessa. Bohemond was taken prisoner but was ransomed after spending three years in Turkish captivity, and he immediately set sail to Italy and France to seek support from the Pope and the French king. This time the main enemy was openly acknowledged to be Emperor Alexios I and Eastern Christianity rather than Islam, judging from the accusations and anti–Greek propaganda which began to be circulated in western Europe, much of it originating with Bohemond himself. In the words of a historian:


  
    Arriving in Apula (southern Italy) early in 1105, he (Bohemond) moved on to Rome in September to see Pope Paschal II, whom he effortlessly convinced that the enemy of the Crusaders was neither the Arab nor the Turk, but the Byzantine (Eastern Roman) Emperor. Continuing to France, he was accompanied by a papal legate with instructions to preach a Holy war against Byzantium. In a lifetime spent fighting the Eastern Empire, Bohemond never did it—or indeed, the whole Christian cause—so much harm as in those conversations with Pope Paschal. Henceforth his own narrow predatory policy became the official policy of Christendom (i.e., the Latin Church). Those Crusaders who for whatever reason disliked the Byzantines now found their prejudices endorsed by the highest authority. To Alexios and his subjects, the entire Crusade was now revealed as nothing more than a monstrous exercise in hypocrisy.27

  


  Alexios’ government was beginning to realize that the Crusaders posed as much of a threat as did the Turks. Indeed, by the autumn of 1107, Bohemond was ready to strike and sailing across the Adriatic he laid siege to Durazzo (Dyrrachlion), a port which was defended by mercenary Seljuk Turks hired by Alexios. Unable to storm the walls the Crusaders settled down to a siege, but by September a large Imperial army had arrived and blocked Bohemond from advancing any further. Also, an imperial naval squadron was sent to prevent his escape by sea, and in September by the banks of the Devol River Bohemond had to accept a humiliating treaty. He regretted breaking his pledge to Alexios and agreed to swear again allegiance to the Emperor. Also, Antioch could be held by his men but only in the Emperor’s name and was to revert to the Orthodox Church, headed by a patriarch appointed by the Emperor. With the western borders secured Alexios turned his attention to Asia Minor, winning a victory in 1116 against Malik-Shah, the Seljuk Sultan of Iconium. Alexios I died two years later after a reign of 37 years, and popular with his soldiers, he left the Romanian Empire stronger and better organized than it had been for a century.


  The next two emperors, Alexios’ son and grandson, continued to strengthen the empire, retaking territory lost to the Muslims and to the Catholic Hungarian kingdom to the north. Alexios was succeeded by his 30-year-old son John II, known as the Beautiful due to his gentle disposition, generosity and merciful treatment of captive foes. He was also humorless and highly religious, with little use for luxury. By 1135 he had scored a number of victories against Emir Ghazi of the Danishment Turks, recovering much of Asia Minor which had been lost after the fiasco at Manzikert. Next he marched into Cilicia, an Armenian Christian kingdom which had proclaimed its independence, and when the ruler of Antioch, Raymond of Poitiers, refused to recognize his overlordship he laid siege to the city and forced its surrender. The defenders were spared on condition that an oath of fealty be sworn by Raymond recognizing the Emperor as his sovereign. Then in 1138, together with Raymond of Poitiers, Joscelin II the count of Edessa, and a regiment of Templar knights, the emperor John II launched an expedition against the Muslim stronghold of Shaizar. After a brief siege the city surrendered with all inhabitants spared and the Emir recognizing John II as his sovereign. The Emperor’s campaign against Muslim Syria was to be his last but was never completed. While on a hunting expedition in 1143 he was accidentally wounded by an arrow, and soon after died of blood poisoning at the age of 53 after two decades of successful rule.


  Immediately upon his death John II was succeeded by his son Manuel I. Unusually tall, Manuel was an excellent soldier and a fine horseman, as well as a typical Greek intellectual with an interest in the arts, the sciences, and above all debate. Unconventional, he scandalized the Eastern Church by his overtures towards Rome and the Sunni Muslims, inviting the Seljuk Sultan to Constantinople and including him in a procession to St. Sophia Cathedral. His foreign policy objectives, however, were traditional enough: territory controlled by the Muslims and western Christians was to be restored to imperial rule, as soon as possible. Following Emperor Alexios’ death, Raymond of Antioch had broken his vow of allegiance and reoccupied the castles which had fallen to the Emperor, and Manuel’s first move was to send a naval expeditionary force to Asia Minor. All castles were retaken, and the area and seashore along Antioch were devastated as a punishment. The Roman Catholics suffered another major defeat in the same year when the Atabeg of Mosul, Imadeddin Zengi, invaded and conquered the Crusader county of Edessa, thus triggering the Second Crusade of 1146, as well as the first Crusade in northern Europe.


  Launched by Pope Eugenius III, the second crusade against Islam was over in two years when a German, and then a French army were badly defeated by the Turks. Some French and German leaders’ plot to attack Constantinople rather than the Muslims failed to materialize, and seems to have been responsible for Emperor Manuel’s decision not to participate in the Crusade. The Crusaders seemed to have difficulty distinguishing between friend and foe. A small French force which had survived the defeat reached Antioch on Easter Sunday of 1148 and decided to march on Damascus, but withdrew after only a five day siege. Damascus was the only Muslim state that was hostile to the Crusaders’ sworn enemy Nur-ed-Din Zengi’s son, and the Crusaders lost another potential ally. Also, a Catholic naval force of 40 ships led by George of Antioch sailed up the Bosphorus to attack imperial territory but only managed to loot the rich villas lining the shore and was forced to withdraw. The defeat of the Second Crusade renewed Catholic (mainly French) accusations of Greek treachery, and increased the hostility between East and West. Emperor Manuel and Conrad of Germany, however, parted as close friends with Manuel’s niece Theodora marrying Conrad’s brother, Duke Henry of Austria. The final blow to the Crusade came in 1149 when “The Prince of Antioch” Raymond of Poitiers was surrounded by the enemy and killed with his entire force destroyed.


  Emperor Manuel’s victories went hand-in-hand with a policy of establishing ties with past enemies and turning potential foes into allies. He had become a good friend of King Baldwin III of Jerusalem after the Roman Catholic ruler had married his niece Theodora. The Atabeg of Mosul also decided to be on good terms and proposed a peace treaty and an alliance against the Turks, which Manuel readily accepted. Kilij Arslan II, the Sultan of the Seljuk Turks, now found himself isolated and had no choice but to sign a treaty with Manuel as well, giving up all captured territory and agreeing to provide a regiment of troops when so required. Manuel’s opportunity to re-establish imperial authority over Antioch came when Prince Reynold (who had replaced Raymond of Poitiers) with the Armenian Prince Thoros launched a raid on Cyprus, looting the island and returning with rich spoils. Cyprus was a part of imperial territory and in 1158 Manuel marched on Antioch. Reynold was forced to sue for peace, and exercising characteristic mercy and diplomacy Manuel spared his life. However, he had to swear allegiance to the Emperor and suffer a humiliating entry into the imperial camp, prostrating himself at Manuel’s feet dressed in a woolen tunic, barefoot, and a rope tied around his neck. On 12 April 1159, Manuel I entered Antioch on horseback in a ceremonial victory procession, with Reynold and the Catholic nobles walking alongside. Another recovery of territory came eight years later in Europe with Manuel’s victory over the King of Hungary and the capture of Bosnia, the greater part of Croatia, and the entire Dalmatian coast.


  Constantinople’s position was now stronger than it had been for some time, but its dominance was not to last. Events surrounding two situations were unfolding which would prove fatal in the decades to come—a growing hostility towards the Venetian Republic and the consolidation of power amongst the Turkish tribes by the Seljuk sultans. The break with Venice came when Manuel ordered the inexplicable massacre of the Venetian population in Constantinople, apparently some 10,000 men, women and children. Manuel continued to maintain close ties with Jerusalem and its new king, Amalric, came to Constantinople in 1171 to renew his pledge of fealty to the Emperor and to marry another one of his nieces. Manuel also obtained the right to rebuild and decorate Greek Orthodox basilicas and monasteries on Crusader occupied territory, and the Eastern clergy was allowed to perform Orthodox liturgy at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. In return, Constantinople became the Crusaders’ ally, providing a naval force in two (abortive) expeditions against the Fatimid Caliph of Egypt as Saladin (Salah-ad-Din) was rising to become the Caliph’s Vizier.


  Emperor Manuel I died on 24 September 1180, and was succeeded by his cousin Andronicus I, who seized power two years later at the age of 64 in the process encouraging another massacre of Italian residents in Constantinople. His reign did much to undo Manuel’s achievements, and marked the beginning of chaos and purges in the imperial administration. Relations with the Catholic West worsened when he signed a treaty with the Muslim leader Saladin. The Prince of Antioch, Baldwin III repudiated his wife, Manuel’s niece, in protest and the Sicilian Normans attacked Greece, capturing Thessalonica in an orgy of violence and pillage. A popular uprising led by his cousin Isaac Angelos followed, Andronicus was killed and Isaac proclaimed Emperor. Following his crowning a Norman force was defeated as it marched towards Constantinople, and the rest of the Norman Army was driven out of Thessalonica with heavy losses.


  The next two Crusades were presided over by three emperors of Isaac’s Angeli dynasty who during their nineteen years in power were directly responsible for the Eastern Roman Empire’s greatest catastrophe—the fall of Constantinople. In spite of the failure of the Second Crusade the Catholic Christians retained the coastal areas of Syria and Palestine, but these would be attacked by Moslem armies led by Saladin who had sworn to expel the infidels. In 1175 Saladin brought Moslem Syria and Egypt under his rule and in 1187 he invaded the Latin kingdom of Jerusalem and laid siege to Tiberias. To relieve the besieged city, the King of Jerusalem Guy de Lusingnan led an army through arid terrain where Saladin had taken up positions and was controlling the wells, depriving the Catholic Army of water. The two forces met by the twin peaks known as the Horns of Hattin on 4 July 1187. Seeing the wind was blowing towards the Crusaders’ lines Saladin’s men started brush fires and in the smoky confusion the Christian infantry became separated from the mounted knights and was cut down by the Moslem cavalry. Suffering from thirst and heat, the armored knights were quickly overcome, many fainting from exhaustion. King Guy’s life was spared as were those of his knights, who received fresh water. Due to their reputation of having massacred Muslim populations all Templar and Hospitaler knights were put to the sword on Saladin’s orders.


  Nearly all of Palestine was now in Moslem hands and the road to Jerusalem lay open. Saladin’s generous terms of surrender were refused, but after a twelve-day siege the city capitulated. Saladin proved to be more humane than the Crusaders by sparing the inhabitants’ lives, but a ransom was imposed: 10 gold pieces for each man, 5 for each woman and 1 for a child. The poorest, some 7,000 souls, were to be freed on the surrender of the 30,000 gold bezants, which Saladin knew had been sent by Henry II of England to the Hospitaler knights. Two thousand of the poor were also freed outright by Saladin and his brother al-Adil as a form of alm charity, but 15,000 of the 60,000 Christian captives were enslaved. The women of the knights’ and soldiers’ families were treated with exceptional kindness. The knights who were captured in the battle of Hattin were released to their wives and daughters, while the widows received a distribution from Saladin’s own treasury. The freed King and the nobles had to swear that they would never bear arms against Saladin, but the oaths were dishonorably broken once the prisoners were back in Catholic Tripoli and Antioch.28


  With the fall of Jerusalem a third Crusade was proclaimed in 1189 which lasted for three years and to this day remains as the highlight of the entire Crusade movement. Both sides were led by great leaders; the Christian West by King Richard Coeur-de-Lion (Lion-Heart) and the Muslims by Sultan Saladin.29 The rift between the Christian East and West was by now too wide to be bridged and the fighting was done without imperial support. On the contrary, the new Roman Emperor Isaac II Angelos may have been on friendly terms with Saladin. Following the death of King Richard in 1199 Pope Innocent III called for yet another Crusade. The initial target was ostensibly Alexandria, and a delegation was sent to Venice to negotiate for a fleet to transport an entire Crusader army. In the treaty signed in April 1201 the Doge (Duke) of the Venetian Republic, Enrico Dandolo agreed to supply ships for 4,500 knights and their horses, 9,000 squires and 20,000 foot soldiers, as well as food for nine months for the price of 85,000 silver marks.30 Also in return for half of all captured territory the Venetians would provide an additional fleet of 50 fully equipped galleys. What became known as the Fourth Crusade was unable to raise the full amount and it was agreed that the shortfall would be postponed if the Crusaders would assist in the capture of the Dalmatian port of Zara (Zadar), which had been occupied by the King of Hungary a few years before.


  Led by the Marquis Boniface of Montserrat, the army of the Fourth Crusade sailed from Venice on November 8 1202 in 480 Venetian vessels. Their first destination was Zara, which was sacked and pillaged a week after their arrival. The port, however, was inhabited by Roman Catholics and was under papal protection. Outraged at the atrocity, Pope Innocent proceeded to excommunicate the entire expeditionary force but which was soon lifted due to the Crusaders’ pleading that “our soldiers had sinned under duress.”31 Emperor Isaac II had in the meantime been overthrown by his brother Alexios III and his son (also Alexios) thrown in prison. Released from jail, Isaac’s son managed to flee to Germany from where he approached the Crusaders with a proposal: he would place the Orthodox Church under papal authority and introduce the Roman Catholic liturgy in return for restoring his father to the throne. Also an unheard of sum of 200,000 silver marks would be paid, and he would personally lead 10,000 men to join the Crusade. First, however, the Crusaders were to sail to Constantinople and restore Isaac to the throne and in the meantime supplies would be provided for the Crusaders in Zara.


  The proposed new plans suited the Venetians well. They had just signed a profitable treaty with Cairo and had lost all interest in an Egyptian campaign. The murderous purges of Venetians and other Italians in Constantinople orchestrated by the Emperors Manuel and Andronicus, to which the 95-year-old (and blind) Doge Enrico Dandalo himself could have been a witness, were also not forgotten. The change in plans also found support amongst the Crusade leaders including Boniface of Montferrat, the commander-in-chief. Although the change of destination was protested by many participants, who were afraid it would cancel the remission of sin, it was finally clinched by the bishops, who argued that remission was still intact since attacking Constantinople would lead to the liberation of Jerusalem. Bohemond’s charges against Alexios III were now repeated—he was anti–Crusade, a “schismatic,” and above all a usurper of the throne. The real motives were that the Crusaders had failed to collect the required sum to pay the Venetians, who were always seeking to expand trade at the expense of Constantinople, and no one had forgotten Alexios’ pledge of 200,000 silver marks if his father was restored to the throne. In the background there was also the Papal hostility to the Greek Orthodox Church, as observed by Gunther of Pairis, a Cistercian monk from Alsace: “To be sure the supreme pontiff had for a considerable time hated that city (Constantinople), as did his predecessors.”32


  The timing to attack Constantinople was good since the much shrunken Eastern Roman Empire was in bad shape. It had been rendered ineffective by the complete abolition of the Theme system and the semi-feudal aristocracy which now owned almost all the arable land. The imperial army consisted largely of mercenaries and had suffered a crushing defeat at the hands of the Bulgarians, with another force wiped out in Asia Minor by the Seljuk Turks. The naval squadrons with their deadly Greek fire were also gone, and ironically all shipbuilding had been outsourced to Venice 16 years before with many of the older vessels being stripped of anchors and sails and sold by the admiral to private merchants.


  Zara had not been badly damaged during the brief siege which allowed the Crusaders to spend the winter of 1202–03 behind its walls. It is during this time that the plan to divert the Crusade against Constantinople became public, causing many to leave when the fleet cast anchor at Corfu. The remaining Latin force continued on its voyage, sighting Constantinople on 23 June 1203 and anchoring in the Bosphorus; the fleet moved to Scutari a few days later. If the leaders of the expeditionary force expected Constantinople to open its gates and greet the young Alexios as Emperor they were mistaken. Fighting soon broke out on July 1 when a Catholic scouting party routed an imperial force near Scutari. Rejecting Emperor Alexios III’s offer of supplies if they left, the Catholic leaders decided to attack Constantinople instead. The walls on the land and the Bosphorus side of the city were impregnable even to catapults, and two weeks later a Crusader fleet landed on the northern shore of the Golden Horn at Galata. Although this was the residence of foreign merchants and undefended it was nevertheless of strategic importance, since this was where the tower that housed the machinery for lowering the great chain stood. After a 24-hour siege on 6 July the defenders of the tower joined by a force from the city attacked the Crusader camp but after heavy fighting the tower fell into Latin hands. All the water approaches to Constantinople as well as access to the weakest section of the city’s walls were now in the Crusaders’ hands, with all imperial ships either seized or abandoned on the beaches.


  Pressing their advantage the Crusaders and Venetians set up camp close to the city walls and began to besiege the northern part, with the defenders sending out regular parties to attack the Roman Catholic camps. On 17 July the besiegers launched an assault from both land and sea, with the Venetians capturing a number of harbor towers on the sea walls. The Crusader infantry and dismounted knights, however, were repulsed from the walls with heavy losses, and a counter-offensive by the defenders drove the Venetians out of the towers. The first major fire also broke out when the Venetians managed to set fire to several buildings in the city to halt the counter-attack, destroying some 125 city acres. Alexios III also took part in the fighting and attacked the Crusaders outside of the walls, but even with numerical superiority failed to press his advantage. The Latin forces were now in a dangerous situation but were saved by Alexios’ poor leadership and inaction, as they were allowed to withdraw. During the night of 17–18 July, following the fighting, Alexios III secretly fled Constantinople taking as much treasure as his men could carry.33


  By the early morning of 17 July, imperial officials realized that Alexios had fled, and supported by the Varangian Guard a eunuch commander brought the imprisoned (and blinded) Isaac to the palace and proclaimed him Emperor Isaac II. The father immediately asked for his son Alexios, who was in the Crusaders’ camp, and upon confirming the terms of the agreement which had been struck between Alexios and the Crusaders, on 1 August the son was crowned as co-emperor. Although the Catholic forces had failed to take Constantinople by a direct assault, renewed conflict continued. The father and son co-Emperors began to have difficulties in making payments towards the 200,000 silver marks which Alexios had promised to pay the Latins, who also began reminding Alexios that the Greek Orthodox Church was to be placed under Papal authority. Hostilities broke out between the Greek Orthodox and the Catholics within the city walls, forcing about 10,000 Catholic inhabitants to evacuate Constantinople for the safety of the Crusader camps. Also clashes occurred with the token Crusader force stationed in the city, resulting in extensive fires. In spite of stripping monasteries, churches, and public buildings, Alexios IV could not maintain the payments demanded by the Crusaders. Also the Emperor’s collaboration with the Catholic force was causing deep resentment amongst the Greek Orthodox population, and on 28 January 1204 he was assassinated by Alexios Ducas, a wealthy and influential noble. Crowned as Alexios V and determined to confront the Crusaders, Ducas took a force outside of the city walls and attacked a foraging party, led by Henry of Flanders. The confrontation ended badly for the new Emperor when his men deserted, and Henry captured the sacred icon of the Mother of God, the protectress of Constantinople which had accompanied the Emperors at the head of troops in all major battles. The symbolic loss of the icon was not lost on the defenders and the population.


  Seeing that Constantinople was defiant and ceased all co-operation the leaders of the Latin forces, still some 20,000 strong, decided to attack the city.34 The assault was to use the same technique as on the first unsuccessful attempt of the previous year—tall bridges and towers mounted on Venetian ships which could reach the sea walls. This time the entire force of the assault from some forty ships would be directed only against the sea wall, where the Venetians had a measure of success on their attempt the previous year. The first attack came on 9 April 1204 a week before Easter, but failed to capture any part of the defenses due in part to an unfavorable wind which was blowing the ships away from the walls. The assault was in fact a fiasco, costing the Crusaders significant casualties and loss of equipment, much of which had to be abandoned on the narrow sandy beach separating sea walls from the Golden Horn. Three days later, with a favorable wind the attack was renewed. Climbing on top of the towers mounted on the ships, the Crusaders began to release volleys of crossbow bolts and javelins as they attempted to gain the walls. Extra motivation was provided by the announcement that the first and the second man who succeeded in jumping on the walls would receive 100 and 50 marks of silver, respectively. Casualties began to mount but the attackers succeeded in capturing several towers (between two and five; the exact number is not known) but to no avail, since they were besieged and locked in by the defenders, not able to advance outside of the captured fortifications. Constantinople’s sea walls were also proving to be impregnable, and the assault was again heading towards a disaster. Other Crusaders were exploring the base of the wall, hoping to find a weak spot which could be penetrated. Perhaps informed ahead of time by an inside source, a band led by one Peter of Amiens discovered a small walled-up postern gate. Reinforced by the cleric Aleaumes of Clari’s men, they broke through, pushing aside Alexios V at the head of his bodyguard, and opened a larger gate to allow infantry and mounted knights to pour into the city.35


  This was the turning point of the battle for Constantinople. Following his predecessor’s example, Emperor Alexios V fled, which signaled the end of all resistance within the city. By the morning of 12 April, Constantinople was in the Catholics’ hands and the traditional three days of looting, pillaging and massacre of the population followed. According to eyewitnesses so many inhabitants including newborn infants were cut down that all count was lost. In the words of a contemporary historian: “now that the customary three days looting was allowed them, they fell on it like locusts. Never since the barbarian invasion had Europe witnessed such an orgy of brutality and vandalism; never [had so much] been wantonly destroyed in so short a space of time.”36


  Most palaces, churches and stately homes of the rich were looted as were all other buildings. Estimates put the value of the plunder at 900,000 silver marks, an unheard of sum for those times.37 Of this the Venetians received their full payment, and 100,000 silver marks were divided amongst the knights, mounted sergeants and foot soldiers, in the ratio of 4:2:1. This meant that each soldier received only 5 silver marks, so that most of the booty went to the wealthy nobility. It is not known who received most of the 10,000 horses that were captured, many of them bred over centuries for the chariot races in the Hippodrome.


  Libraries and museums were also ransacked and burned by the fires which had broken out during the fighting, resulting in the loss of much classical works. The plays of Sophocles and Euripides, for example, which had been completely preserved up to this time, were destroyed, with only a small portion surviving. Much of the craftsmanship and Greek Orthodox Church relics were loaded on ships and brought to Venice, such as Constantine’s famous four great horses which to this day can be seen in St. Mark’s Square. As recorded by Otto of St. Blasien some five years after the fall of Constantinople:


  
    Thus the riches of Greece were carried to many western lands, particularly the ornaments of that temple which the Emperor Justinian constructed some time ago to honor Hagia Sophia (The Cathedral of St. Sophia) noted for its great quantity of gold, along with relics of innumerable saints, in which this city surpassed the entire East. To a large extent this (treasure) was carried off to Venice and other regions and cities were enriched by these relics and treasures to a great degree. Moreover, a certain Cistercian abbot by the name of Martin, from the monastery of Pairis, which is located in Alsace, went on this expedition, participated in the storming of Constantinople, and thereafter carried back to his homeland a very large portion of the Living Cross and other relics of Our Lord, along with many relics of the saints, ornamented with gold, silver, and precious stones. Through these he greatly ennobled all of Germany, along with Alsace.

  


  Others, such as Burchard of Ursberg, were not so approving:


  
    Also a certain abbot of the Cistercian Order from a place called Pairis, located in the Vosges forest, carried many relics back to his monastery, which are still kept there. Whether they were stolen, let him who reads decide. Or can the lord Pope clearly justify such thievery made on a Christian people.38

  


  Pope Innocent III approved and justified. In response to Baldwin of Flanders, who was crowned Emperor in the rededicated Hagia Sophia, the Pope wrote:


  
    Surely this (the sack of Constantinople) was done by the Lord and is wondrous in our eyes. This is truly a change done by the right hand of the most High, in which the right hand of the Lord manifested power, so that he might exact the most Holy Roman Church, while he returns the daughter to the mother, the part to the whole, and the member to the head.39

  


  The sack of Constantinople did not end the Roman Catholic Crusades against Islam. A fifth Crusade of German, Austrian and Hungarian troops led by King Andrew of Hungary sailed to the mouth of the Nile in 1217. Nothing came of the expedition and the Crusaders were obliged to sign a treaty with the Egyptian Sultan, al-Kamil. A short-lived success, however, was achieved by the excommunicated Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II, who set out on yet a 6th crusade in 1228. A man dedicated to learning, he was already fluent in Greek and Arabic as a young boy when he was allowed to roam the streets and market places of Palermo, Sicily, and as an adult he spoke nine languages and wrote in seven. As a freethinker he was drawn to Muslim science, literature and culture and when he and al-Kamil met, the Sultan was astounded that a European monarch spoke Arabic and could discuss Moslem culture and philosophy. They soon became well acquainted and astonished the known world by signing a peace agreement by which al-Kamil ceded Acre, Jaffa, Eidon, Nazareth, Bethlehem and all of Jerusalem, with the exception of the enclosure which held the sacred Dome of the Rock. Pope Gregory IX, however, denounced the agreement and refused to ratify the treaty, which was a victory for the Crusades without a single drop of blood being shed.


  The peace was soon broken when in 1244 the Catholic nobility of Jerusalem allied themselves with the Moslem rulers of Damascus against the Sultan of Egypt, who promptly called in the Turks. Jerusalem was sacked, and most of its inhabitants massacred. But it was an unusual army from Egypt that would drive the Catholics out of the Middle East. Slavery was rampant in the Middle Ages, and Egypt was one of the largest buyers of slaves in the Mediterranean basin. Many of the slaves had come from Slavic and other east European lands, and by the 13th century Egypt had a large slave population, both civilian and military, including the sultan’s palace guards. They went under the general name of “Mamluks,” meaning those who are owned, and would establish a dynasty in Egypt to last for three centuries. The first Mamluk ruler was al-Malik Baibars, a born slave who rose to high command in the Egyptian army. Two months after the Turkish sack of Jerusalem, Baibars defeated the Crusaders at Gaza in 1244 and Jerusalem once again fell into Muslim hands where it would remain until the 20th century. In 1250 at the battle of the Mansura Baibars also defeated King Louis IX of France, who had invaded during the 7th Crusade. It was ten years later, however, that the Mamluks accomplished an unprecedented feat. The Mongols had invaded the Middle East destroying all centers of civilization including Baghdad with the slaughter of most of the inhabitants and scholars, and the destruction of libraries with their thousands of priceless books. Commanded by Baibars and Sultan Qutuz, the Mamluks met the Mongol army at Ain-Jalut and destroyed it, with the survivors fleeing to safety. It was Baibar’s skill as the effective commander which had won the day and realizing his power he had Qutuz murdered on the way back to Cairo to proclaim himself Sultan.


  

Several half-hearted attempts were made by the old Louis IX of France and followed by King Edward of England to liberate Jerusalem from the Mamluks but to little avail. The end came when some Christian freebooters attacked and looted a Muslim caravan in Syria, hanged 19 Muslim merchants and sacked several towns. Sultan Khalil demanded reparations and punishment of the perpetrators, and when none came he besieged the Crusader fortification of Acre in 1291, which fell after 43 days, with 60,000 killed or taken prisoner. Tyre, Haifa, Sidon and Beirut soon followed, and the Catholic Kingdom(s) in the Middle East came to an end. Hospitaler Knights of St. John who survived the massacre at Acre escaped to Cyprus, and in 1310 they captured the island of Rhodes from the Muslims, becoming known as the Knights of Rhodes.


  Crusades were also undertaken in Europe against Christians, such as against the Bogomil Albigensians of southern France in 1208, and Emperor Frederick II in 1240. The Crusades had become a vehicle for papal authority and policy in Europe and quickly turned into expeditions of conquest and looting, in spite of the devout beliefs of many of the participants. There would also occur another major but less known Crusade against the pagan Baltic Slavs of today’s north and east Germany and Poland, as well as against the Prussian, Lithuanian, and Latvian tribes of the east Baltic coast.


  



  The Baltic Slavs


  The last of the great Indo-European barbarian invaders of the Roman Empire, by the 7th century the Slavs had occupied much of the Balkan Peninsula and parts of northeastern Italy. Other Slav tribes headed west and north into central Europe, arriving on the Vltava River probably by the early 6th century in what is today the Czech Republic. By the 5th and early 6th century Slavic tribes had also pushed north through the upper and middle Elbe River valley expelling the local Germanic population.40 Lutzow (Charlottenburg) was founded in the 5th century and in the Berlin area (Brl: “swamp” or “marsh” in old Slavic) pottery shards confirm the existence of a Slavic radial village in Babelsburg. Slav sites have also been excavated to the north of today’s Leipzig (Lipsk, or “place of the linden”) at Wattenburg, Zerbst, Bitterfield, Köthen and Tangerhutte. By the early 7th century Slavs had reached the Elbe River, as is revealed by an excavated Sorb settlement of some 44 square Slavic houses at Dessau-Mosiqau. Slav colonization halted at the Saale-Elbe rivers near today’s Erfurt and Weimar with Slavic place names extending as far as Ilmenau, Hanover. Polabian Slavic was still spoken to the south of Hamburg at the beginning of the 18th century.41


  To the northeast with access to the Baltic Sea blocked by Prussian and Lithuanian tribes other Slavic groups began to advance from the Vistula River and head west along the southern shores of the Baltic. By the 7th century the entire area of what is today northern Poland and north Germany was occupied by Slavic tribes, forming unions such as the Polabi (Polabians), Pomorani (Kassubi), Liutichi (Veleti), Obodrichi (Abodrites), the Rani (Ranians), Volgni and others, known to the Germans generally as Wends. Their westward advance took them to Holstein and pushed the Saxons towards the estuary of the Elbe, which as Adam of Bremen noted, “early in its course it separates the Slavs from the Saxons.”42 These were the Polabi tribes, who settled along the Elbe River or the “Taba” as it became known in Slavic. To the south, Slavs occupied all territory east of a line running from Hamburg to the southwest of Hallstadt, and eastwards to the north of Regensburg on the Danube River. Who held what territory tended to depend on the fortunes of war, but in 843, by the Treaty of Verdun, the border between Germans and Slavs was confirmed, running along the Elbe and down a boundary which cut northwest from Dresden to Magdeburg, past Hamburg and up to the North Sea.


  The first written records about the Baltic Slavs came from Frankish chronicles, which describe Charlemagne’s pagan wars. To halt the frequent border raids he first attacked the Saxons, who were finally vanquished in 782 in a hard fought war. To ensure the raids would not resume Charlemagne imposed Christianity on the pagan Saxons in a brutal fashion, with the warriors given a simple choice; either accept baptism or be put to death. Many refused, and we know that in a single day after the battle at Verden about 4,500 Saxons were beheaded. Ironically, Charlemagne relied on pagan Sorb and Obodriti Slavs led by their chieftain Vilchan (“Giant”) to subdue them. Next he set out against the hostile Liutici (“the Fierce”) tribe. A record of his campaign has been left in the Royal Frankish Annals by Einhart.


  
    There exists in Germania, settled on the ocean (Baltic) coast a certain people of the Slavs which is called in its own tongue Weletabi (Veleti) but in the Frankish, Wiltzi (Wends). Always hostile to the Franks, the Wiltzi nourished constant hatred towards their neighbors who were either subject to the Franks or bound to them by treaty, and were ever oppressing and harassing them by war. The King (Charlemagne) resolved to attack them. Collecting a vast army together, he crossed the Rhine at Cologne, marched through Saxony and reached the Elbe…. From there he advanced further, and by the Lords’ bounty laid the above-said Slavs under his dominion. Franks and Saxons were with him on the said campaign, while Frisians along with certain Franks came by ship on the river Havel to join him. The Slavs called Sorbs were with him too as were the Odobrites whose prince was Witzan (Vilchan). Entering the country of the Wiltzi he ordered everything laid waste with fire and sword. But the Wiltzi, although a warlike people and confident because of their great numbers, were not able to hold out for long … and consequently as soon as the town of Dragowit was reached … he (the Liutici prince) … came out of the town to the king with all his men, gave hostages. He was commanded to furnish and promised on oath that he would maintain fidelity to the King (Charlemagne) and the Franks.43

  


  To protect the conquered territories Charlemagne established two defensive borders between the hostile Slavs and the German lands; the “Limes Sorabicus” against the Sorbs, and further to the north the “Limes Saxonicus” against the wild Liutici tribesmen, just to the east of today’s Hamburg. The Limes Sorabicus was the main boundary between the Christian Germanic world and the pagan Slavs, and ran from Regensburg through Erfurt and along the Elbe River to Kiel on the Baltic Sea. The conquered territory was divided into administrative regions called “Marken” or marches, and were governed by dukes or counts known as “Markgrafens” or simply as “margraves.”


  Charlemagne advanced no further against the Slavs, who were left to their own devices and religious practices. Missionary work continued, and a base was established at Magdeburg on the Elbe River, one which would be bestowed with a cathedral and tall spires rising to the sky to dazzle the heathen Slavs.


  The coastal areas of the North German Plain were covered with wetlands, streams, bogs and lakes. The marsh north of Demmin “was covered by a thin layer of turf, and while it could support grass, it was so soft underfoot that it swallowed up those who trod there,” as described by the Danish chronicler, Saxo Grammaticus. Other areas were covered with virtually impenetrable forests as depicted in the early 12th century by the missionary Otto of Bamberg, who traveled in the Pomeranian highlands on a voyage from Poznan to Pyrzyce in today’s Poland, a distance of some ninety miles.


  
    … the route is as hard to describe as it was to follow. For no mortal man had been able to get through this forest until in recent years … the Duke (of Poland) had blazed a trail for himself and his army with chopped and marked trees. We keep to these marks but it took us all of six days to get through the woods, and we rest on the banks of the river which is the Pomeranian border, and it was very hard going on account of various snakes and huge wild beasts, and troublesome cranes that were nesting in the branches of the trees and tormented us with their croaking and flapping, and patches of bog which hindered our wagons and carts.44

  


  Bishop Adam of Bremen also observed that the “region is very rich in arms, men and crops; it is shut in on all sides by fast barriers of wooded mountains and rivers.”45


  Extensive agriculture was difficult in such an environment but this did not present an obstacle to the Slav hunters and gatherers, who were accustomed to similar wetlands of Eastern Europe. On the contrary the wetlands and the highland forests were rich in fish and game and other produce, and offered a more plentiful supply of food than most agricultural activities. The Baltic Sea and the rivers draining into it provided easy transportation as opposed to land routes, and trading with manufacturing emporia soon sprang up on waterways not far from the sea. More inland towns and fortified “grads” also began to emerge protected by high wooden bridges, walls and mounds of earth, which could only be reached by wooden bridges as recorded in Ibrahim Ibn Jacub’s travel memoirs.46 Island forts housed warriors led by a “knez” or chief with temples overseen by priests attracted carpenters, smiths, weapon makers, furriers, tanners and weavers. The bigger towns were visited by international merchants, as noted by Adam of Bremen:


  
    … even alien Saxons have the right to reside there (trading city of Jahna) on equal terms with others, provided only that while they sojourn there they do not openly profess Christianity. In fact, all its inhabitants still blunder about in pagan rites. Otherwise, so far as morals and hospitality are concerned, a more honorable or kindlier folk cannot be found.47

  


  A well known group of Slavs were the Havelians with their main city of Brunobor (Brannabor) and the fortress at Spandov (Spandau) built in 750. Another stronghold, that of the Sprewans, was built on the Spree River and by 825 it was fortified with a high oval wall some 50 meters in length complete with towers, palisades, and gates. Both fortified settlements had become prosperous from the east-west trade route which passed through their territory, beginning from the Rhine River to Brunobor, Kyiv and onto the Caspian Sea and the Muslim markets.


  By the early 10th century the thriving pagan emporia along the Baltic coast were attracting the attention of the German kings. In 919 the Duke of Saxony, Henry the Fowler was elected as King Henry I of Germania, the “Regnum Teutonicorum.” In the winter of 928 after careful preparations he launched the first major offensive against the Baltic Slavs since Charlemagne, beginning a policy of expansion that became known as “Drang nach Osten” or the Drive to the East. Crossing the Elbe River and the frozen marshes Henry I attacked and defeated the Abodrites and the Liutici of Polabia by the Danish border, forcing them to pay tribute and recognize him as their sovereign. The campaign seems to have ended the following year, but it marked the beginning of German expansion to the east that would continue for several centuries.


  Henry I was succeeded by his son Otto I in 936, who continued his father’s expansionist policy. Concentrating attention to the region further south, between the Elbe and Saale rivers, he crossed the Elbe in 948 and attacked the Hevelian Slavs, overrunning their territory and capturing the capital Brunobor which was renamed as Brandenburg. The Slav lands were thinly populated and the tribes, which were not united, did not resist for long. The fortress of Spandov is known to have been inhabited by about 250 individuals, while as late as the 12th century the Pomeranian capital had a population of some 900 families.48 Under Otto I, who was the first Saxon to be elected Emperor of the Western Roman Empire, active steps were taken to Christianize the Baltic Slavs. Otto extended his father’s system of strongholds in the strategic territory between the Saale and Elbe rivers and placed in command Count Gero, who proceeded to extend German rule to the rivers Neisse and Bober, not far from today’s Polish border. Unlike the Saxon southern expansion (Austria, Bohemia and Hungary) the military action against the pagan Slavs was marked by exceptional violence, with entire tribes being virtually exterminated. It was as if the Saxons recalled their own bloody submission and Christianization at the hands of Charlemagne and were using it as a model against the Polabians. In 962 permission was given by Pope John XII to establish new bishoprics, and Otto I began to stock the strongholds with Christian German settlers.


  The brutal attempts at conversion, the banning of pagan worship, and the forced taxation soon resulted in an uprising by some of the Slavic tribes. In 955, encouraged by the temple priests and led by the brothers Nakon and Stojgniev, the Abodrites revolted but were defeated by Otto I at the battle of Reknice. The German Emperor died in 973 and was succeeded by his son King Otto II who, like his father, also continued to meddle in Italian and Papal politics. In 982 he suffered a devastating defeat in Calabria at the hands of the Sicilian Muslims which was noted by the Baltic Slavs. In the following year, led by Prince Mistivoy, all Slav tribes between the Elbe and Odra rivers rose in revolt against the Holy Roman Empire. Hamburg was captured and burned, and in a well orchestrated attack the Havelians recaptured their holy city Brunobor (Brandenburg), destroying the new church and massacring the German inhabitants. Three weeks later the strongholds and bishoprics at Havelsburg and Zeitz were razed to the ground as Slav warriors swept through the newly established German Mark killing most of the clerics and settlers. By July all Christian outposts had been razed to the ground and the population either killed or driven out. The fighting continued until 1018 and only Holstein and the southern lands of the Sorbs remained in German hands. Otto II died in 983 and was buried in St. Peter’s Cathedral in Rome, disappointed at his failure to impose Christianity on the Baltic Slavs. We have an account of the size and intensity of the pagan uprising left by the missionary Adam of Bremen.


  
    After his death (Otto II) the kingdom remained in confusion. Then, indeed, the Slavs, more than fairly oppressed by their Christian rulers, at length threw off the yoke of servitude and had to take up arms in defense of their freedom. Mistivoi and Mizzidrag were the chiefs of the Winuli under whose leadership the rebellion flared up. Under these leaders the rebel Slavs wasted first the whole of Nordalbingia with fire and sword; then, going through the rest of Slavia, they set fire to all the churches and tore them down to the ground. They also murdered the priests and other ministers of the churches with diverse tortures and left not a vestige of Christianity beyond the Elbe. At Hamburg, then and later, many clerics and citizens were led off into captivity, and even more were put to death out of hatred of Christianity…. These things were done … under Duke Bernhardt, the son of Benno, who grievously oppressed the Slavic peoples.49

  


  The Baltic Slavs were learning an important lesson. If they were to defeat the Christian kingdoms—soon to be joined by Poland—all tribes had to act in concert, or else suffer defeat at the hands of a more numerous enemy. The Liutici tribal confederation was formed soon after, followed by the Abodrites in 990 who organized something resembling a state, and were successful in defeating an attempt at a reconquest by Conrad II (1029–39). The Liutici and Abodrite tribal confederations were joined by the Brzezan tribes centered at Havelburg and by the Stodorane of Brenna, a wealthy trading emporium judging by the silver hoards excavated in its vicinity.50 The victories over the Christians were accompanied by a pagan revival led by temple priests, with the main center at Radgoszcz. Slavic pagan temples would continue to play an important part in Baltic society, but soon the Baltic Slavs would be caught between two fires.


  While Otto I was expanding his holdings at the expense of the western Slavs the tribes to the east were facing an expansion of the Slavic Poliane tribe under Prince Mieszko I.51 The Pagan Poliane had trade relations with the silver-rich Pomeranian emporias, and to gain control of the lucrative trade, in about 960, together with Bohemian allies, Mieszko attacked the Pomeranian, Wolinian and Veleti pagans. When the Saxon Duke Hodon attempted a similar invasion he was defeated by the Slav pagans in the battle of Cedynia on the Odra (Oder) River. Christianity nevertheless was beginning to make inroads among the Slav leadership and Prince Mieszko converted to Christianity following his victory over the Pomeranians in 967. Anticipating a German-Polish conflict, and to demonstrate his independence from the Holy Roman Empire Mieszko had himself baptized in Slavic Bohemia rather than in Germany (Polish independence was later formalized by the Pope when Miezko’s son Boleslav the Brave was granted an archbishopric in his capital, Gniesno). In 979 an alliance was concluded between Mieszko and Otto II, and when another great pagan Slavic uprising broke out in 983 Mieszko attacked the pagan Abodrites and the Liutichi confederations, to extend his domain at imperial expense. Unrest continued, however, and a pagan Slav revolt of 1035–37 forced Boleslav the Brave to move his capital to Cracow. Religion at times took a back seat when it came to control of territory. When Emperor Otto III died at the age of 22 and was succeeded by Henry II, Boleslav seized Meissen and Lausitz (as well as Bohemia) and Henry, in the war that followed, was forced to ally himself with the pagans against the Catholic Boleslav.


  Following the pagan victories, by 1000 many Slavic areas between the Elbe and the Odra rivers were free from Christian kingdoms. The brutal methods of conversion used by Saxon missionaries had bred hatred against Christianity, which would be expressed by bloody retaliations and human sacrifices of Christians. Two major groupings were formed to resist German and Polish pressure. The Abodrite confederation, which consisted of several tribes such as the Polabians, Wagrians, and the Varnians, comprised eastern Holstein and most of the territory around today’s Mecklenburg and Schwerin in northern Germany. On their eastern border lay the lands of the Liutici (Veleti) confederation, stretching between the Varnava River (near Rostock) and the mouth of the Odra. The Liutici form of government was described by Thietmar the bishop of Messelburg at the beginning of the 11th century, at the Saxon outpost on the Saale River.


  
    All these tribes, called jointly the Liutici, are not ruled by a single master. They discuss their problems in a joint council and decide matters by general consensus. If some citizen of the land objects to the decisions which have been taken, they beat him with clubs and if he openly resists outside the council he is either deprived of his property by fire or confiscation or is obliged to pay a sum of money according to his station…. They validate a peace treaty with a handshake and the offering of a tuft of hair along with a blade of grass (symbols of personal and communal guarantees).52

  


  Clearly a form of democracy, but not without limits. The common cult of the Abodrite and Liutici tribes was the worship of Svarozich with his temple located at Riedegost where representatives of the various tribes met to decide policy and courses of action. Consensus was not always achieved, however, and in the second half of the 11th century the confederation fell apart with the western tribes joining the Abodrites while those to the east merged with the Pomeranians.


  With the decline of the Liutichi Confederation the cult of Svarozich also declined and was replaced by the four-headed Svantovit, the patron god of the Ranians who inhabited the island of Rujana (Rügen). The idol was housed in the temple of the holy city of Arcona, where the warrior chiefs met with the prince to discuss and decide matters of war and peace. The main influence over Ranian society was exercised by the high priest, the owner of a miraculous horse which no one was allowed to ride. He was also the only male who could wear his hair long. Besides crafts manufacture and trade, a common activity of the Ranians was raiding the Scandinavian shores. With the decline of Viking activity in the early 12th century the Ranian fleet became the undisputed master of the Baltic, and raids were conducted on towns as far as southern Norway, “making piratical raids upon their enemies, the Danes on one side and the Saxons on the other.” The objective to a large extent was slaves, as described by Helmold:


  
    The Slavs restored their pirate ships (after a setback) and seized opulent islands in the land of the Danes. They were … filled with the riches of the Danes. I have heard it said that on a market day at Mecklenburg captive Danes to the number of seven hundred souls were counted, all for sale if buyers enough could be found.53

  


  We know something of their way of life from a rare glimpse provided by the contemporary clerics Thietmar and Helmold.


  
    There is in the land of the Redars a certain town in the shape of a triangle with three gates therein, called Riedegost which is surrounded on all sides by a large virgin forest…. There is in that town only one temple ingeniously constructed of wood (and) supported by a foundation of horns of various wild animals. On the outside its walls are decorated by various images of gods and goddesses, marvelously sculpted as one can see upon examination. Inside dressed in terrifying helmets and cuirasses stand statues of gods each with an engraved name, the first of whom bears the name of Zuarasic (Svarozich) who is honored and revered above the others by all the people. Their banners are not moved from there at all unless they are needed for a campaign, and then (they are carried) by foot soldiers…. There are as many temples and as many images of demons venerated by the infidels as there are regions in this land, among which the above mentioned town (Riedegost) has the supremacy. When they hasten to go to war, they greet it (the temple) and when they return from it successfully, they honor it with proper gifts, and they inquire diligently which sacrifice the priests should offer to gods. They placate the gods’ mute anger with human and cattle blood offerings.54

  


  Christianity had suffered a serious setback during the uprising of 983 but it was slowly penetrating into pagan Slavic society being accepted by some of the tribal princes. One of the converts—although “a bad Christian”—was a son of Mistivoy, one of the leaders of the uprising. His son Gottschalk had also been baptized (with a non–Slavic name) when he heard that his father had been murdered by the Saxons. Rejecting Christianity and refusing to be groomed by the Saxons and the Danes, he crossed the Elbe with a few close “drughs” and made his way to the Winuli tribe where “With their help he attacked the Christians and, it is said, struck down many thousands of Saxons out of revenge for his father.”55


  It seemed as if Mistislav’s grandson had reverted back to his roots, but as fate would have it he once again found himself in the Christian camp. Following a losing battle in about 1029 he was taken prisoner by the Saxon duke Bernhard, who “because of his (Gottschalk’s) bravery spared his life and sent him to England, to King Canute’s court.” Fighting between the pagans and Christians continued, with neither side seeming to gain the upper hand. Although of great importance, religion does not seem to have been the deciding factor. We know that Ratibor, a Christian, began to raid Denmark. After he was killed by the Danes, the Winuli tribe launched an attack on the kingdom, reaching as far as Ribe. The situation was only saved by King Magnus, who, returning from Norway, landed at Haddeby and defeated the Slavs, inflicting heavy casualties. Prince Gottschalk also returned from England at this time, now a confirmed Christian, and with Danish troops and Christian Slavs attacked the pagans. It seems his aim was to create a Slavic Christian kingdom in the western Baltic, as indicated by his marriage to the Danish king’s daughter Sigrid. With many Christian communities springing up in Abodrite towns the Diocese of Hamburg began to grow, but not all teachings of the Church were to the liking of the Danes and Slavs. As noted with some humor by Adam of Bremen: “He (King Svien of Denmark) noted attentively and remembered everything the archbishop (Adalbert) drew from the Scriptures, with the exception that he could not be convinced about gluttony and women, which vices are inborn with that people.”56


  The drawn-out conflict between Christian and pagan continued. A temporary victory came to the Christian rulers when the four tribes of the Liutici confederation began a dispute amongst themselves concerning seniority within the union. In 1057 fighting broke out and after several bloody battles the Circipani tribe came off victorious. The defeated tribes turned for help to Prince Gottschalk, the Saxon Duke Bernhard, and the king of Denmark, who gathered a large force and attacked the Circipani, and it took the Christian rulers seven weeks of hard fighting to subdue the stubborn pagans. The victory over the Circipani did not seem to signal the final triumph of Christianity, however:


  
    Our forces came home in triumph, but of Christianity there was no mention. The victors were intent only upon booty…. I have also heard the most truthful king of the Danes say, when in conversation he commented on these matters, that the Slavic peoples without doubt could easily have been converted to Christianity long ago but for the avarice of the Saxons. “They are,” he said, “more intent on the payment of tribute than on the conversion of the heathen.” Nor do these wretched people realize with what great danger they will have to atone for their cupidity, they who through their avarice in the first place threw Christianity in Slavia into disorder, in the second place have by their cruelty forced their subjects to rebel.57

  


  The victory over the pagan Slavs was short lived. On 29 June 1059, the Saxon Duke Bernhard died, leaving his son Ordulph to govern the duchy. Burdened with taxes, the Liutici, led by Prince Cruto, rose against the Saxon-Danish coalition and were joined by the Abodrite tribes. Gottschalk was killed in 1066 in the battle of Lenzen, and the Saxons under Ordulph were driven out after repeated defeats by Cruto’s Slavs. A general revival of paganism followed, and those who persisted in the Christian faith were either killed or driven away. Ratzenburg and Veligrad (Mecklenburg) were sacked, Hamburg was again razed to the ground and Ordulph’s son Duke Magnus was driven out of Holstein. A Christian invasion in 1068–69 captured the pagan city of Radgashch, looting and destroying its great temple, but the Christian force was unable to hold the citadel and was forced to withdraw.


  
    For after that victory (battle of Lenzen) as a consequence of which, on the slaying of Gottschalk, the country of the Nordalbingians (east Saxony, including Hamburg) was first crushed, with armed hands the Slavs threw off the yoke of servitude and endeavored to defend their freedom with such obstinacy of spirit that they preferred to die rather than to resume the name of Christian or to pay tribute to the princes of the Saxons. In fact the unhappy greed of the Saxons brought this disgrace upon them.58

  


  With eastern Holstein under pagan Slavic rule the tables were now turned, and it was the conquered Saxon population which began to pay a heavy tribute. Cruto was getting older and Gottschalk’s son Henry, who had sought refuge in Denmark, gathered a naval force of Danes and Slav allies and began raiding the coastal regions of the Baltic. Seeking to put a stop to the conflict and disruption of the crucial trade, Cruto invited Henry to return, granting him a princely estate. Henry, however, was seeking power and when during a feast an intoxicated Cruto left the hall he was treacherously killed by a hired Dane wielding a battle axe. Henry now proclaimed himself as Prince (Duke) of the Abodrites, and his first move was to impose a tax on the Slavs and reduce the heavy burden which was imposed on the Christian Saxons by Prince Cruto. In response, the pagan Slavs rose in revolt and a strong force advanced into Polabia to confront Henry, who had in the meantime sought support from the Saxon Count Magnus. The two armies met in 1093 on the field of Schmielov near Ratzenberg but Magnus began to stall for time using customary negotiations, apparently waiting for the arrival of a relief force of Saxon knights. The knights arrived just as the sun was setting and Magnus’ and Henry’s men charged the pagan formations, breaking through their lines and inflicting a great defeat on the Slavs. The deciding factor of the battle was apparently not the relief force of knights but as Helmold records, “Those whose fathers were present tell how the splendor of the setting sun so fiercely dazzled the eyes of the opposing Slavs in the conflict that they could see nothing for the light.”59


  Henry led a surprise follow-up attack on the Ranian island by crossing the frozen sea in the winter of 1113, but was unable to subdue it. Firmly established by his victories, however, he gained further acceptance by the Abodrites by wisely keeping the Church and priests out of the pagan parts of his domain.


  After Duke Henry died on 22 March 1127 his sons and grandsons became embroiled in power struggles for the dukedom. Seeing his opportunity, Cnut, the son of Eric of Denmark, went to Lothar the King of Germany, and for a price “bought” the dukedom of the Abodrites, that is “permission” for conquest. As Cnut attacked the Slavs he was met by Duke Henry’s pagan nephew Pribislav and an Abodrite chief by the name of Niclot, who defeated the foreign invaders and agreed to divide the Abodrite lands between themselves. The Slav victory was temporary and the conflict continued for several decades with neither side emerging as the victor. The struggle for supremacy along the Baltic coast would require the international effort of a Catholic Crusade, against which the divided and outnumbered pagans could not possibly win.


  



  The Northern Crusade


  By the beginning of the 12th century the pagan Slavs living along the western Baltic were a vigorous and thriving people, with a social order similar to the merchant principalities of Eastern Europe. The pagan war-like communities kept their neighbors on edge with war ships conducting Viking-like raids on the shores of Denmark and in 1135 as far north as the Norwegian town of Kongelle.60 Land in Saxony and the low countries had become in short supply, and Saxon nobles were once again looking east of the Elbe for territory to colonize. The kings of Poland were also seeking access to the eastern Baltic coast and the lucrative Pomeranian trade, while the Danes wanted to put an end to the frequent raids on their towns along the coast. Also, the Popes began to see an opportunity to extend the dominance of the Catholic Church and the Holy Roman Empire to the shores of the Baltic Sea, and perhaps beyond. The policy was expressed in 999 by Gerbert of Aurillac, the future Pope Sylvester II writing to the young Emperor Otto III; “to our empire belong also the most valiant kingdoms of the Slavs.”61 To the Christians’ discomfort the Slavs would prove to be more valiant than had been bargained for.


  It was an event in Asia Minor which would give a new impetus to the Germanic drive to the east. In response to the Moslem capture of Edessa, Pope Eugenius III called for a Second Crusade preached and popularized by Bernard the Abbot of Clairvaux. Addressing sessions of the Reichstag in Frankfurt and Speyer during the winter of 1146, Bernard found little support for an anti–Muslim campaign, but a ready interest in a campaign against the pagan Baltic Slavs. In response on 13 April 1147 Pope Eugenius III issued a Bulla entitled “Divina Dispensatione,” which granted dispensation of sin for a northern crusade, “until with the help of God either their religion or their nation be exterminated,” one of the earliest calls for a genocide in Europe.62 The Bishop of Cracow’s request to extend the Second Crusade against the Greek Orthodox “schismatics” of Rus, however, was rejected for the time being. The declaration of a Crusade not only was important for ostensibly religious purposes and to boost morale, but it enabled the Church to raise a sizeable force at very little expense, for although the pagans had been dealt a severe blow they were far from defeated. The Duke of Saxony Henry the Lion (the Proud), Albert (Albrecht) the Bear of the Northmark, Count Wettin of Meissen as well as Adalbert the Archbishop of Hamburg were put in charge of gathering and leading the Crusade.


  The prospect of a northern crusade was met with great enthusiasm, and only Adolf of Shauenburg the Count of Holstein refused to have anything to do with it, probably recalling his reversals in 1143 when he attempted to conquer territory in eastern Holstein. Hearing of the dark clouds gathering in the west, Prince Niclot of the Abodrites decided to stage pre-emptive strikes along his western frontier, to blunt the Crusaders’ first strike. A fortress was erected at a strategic location at Dobin, and assembling his boats at the mouth of the Trave River, Niclot attacked and destroyed the Saxon Baltic fleet that had gathered at Lubeck. Foreign colonies particularly those of the Frisians were attacked and destroyed, with all men killed and women and children taken into captivity as slaves. The Count of Holstein’s refusal to join the Crusade was acknowledged by the Slavs, and all Saxon settlements beyond the Trave River were spared, as were those between the Schwale and Agrimesov rivers, and the Ploner-See.


  By the late summer of 1147 the assembled Crusader armies were ready to strike. An imposing force consisting of two Danish fleets and two German armies attacked the Abodrites and the Liutici from the west, one at Dobin and the other at Demmin. Prince Niclot, however, had made his preparations well. Dobin was besieged by Henry the Lion and Archbishop Adalbert but without much success. The Danish flotillas were attacked by the Rujani fleet and scattered with heavy losses, while the disembarked Danish army was forced to withdraw after suffering heavy casualties during a sortie by the defenders. Henry the Lion had no option but to arrive at a face-saving agreement with Niclot: he would withdraw from the walls of Dobin without causing any further damage to the surroundings, if the besieged Slavs would agree to accept baptism and keep the peace. Running low on supplies, Niclot agreed to go through the motions of baptism, and Henry’s army withdrew from all Slavic territories. With Niclot baptized it was hoped his men would follow, making it easier to control the war-like Slav tribes, and to collect Church taxes.


  The second Crusader army continued on to Demmin but was diverted by the Counts Conrad and Albert the Bear eastwards towards Stettin (Szczecin), on the Odra River. The siege of the city, however, was soon over, ending in what can be described as a comedy of errors. Surrounding Stettin, the Crusaders began planting large crosses outside of the walls and asking God’s help. To their great surprise, they also began to see crosses appearing on the walls of the city itself! In their eagerness for conquest the Crusaders had not bothered to confirm the religious status of Stettin, which had long been under the influence of Polish Catholic Christianity. An embassy from Stettin soon confirmed they were indeed attacking a Catholic city. Albert the Bear next turned his attention to the south against the Hevellian strongholds of Brennabor, Spandov and Koppenick. In 1134 he had been given the so-called Nordmark in Abodrite and Hevellian territory by the Emperor to conquer, and at the beginning of the Crusade Albert assembled a large force of German, Danish, Flemish, French and Polish troops, and with the Crusade motto “death or conversion” began to push south, capturing Brennabor. It was not his to hold for long, since in 1154 the Saxons and their allies were attacked and expelled by Abodrite and Polish troops led by Prince Pribislav’s nephew, Jaxa of Kopenick. Albert the Bear counterattacked, and it took three years of bitter fighting before he finally took possession of the area, the first permanent “Saxon” conquest of pagan Slavic territory with Brennabar or Branderburg as it became known, as capital city. The power of the pagan Slavs, however, was not yet broken. Spandov, across from the Spree River remained in Abodrite hands, and it would be Albert the Bear’s son, Albert (Albrecht) II, who would bridge the Spree River in the beginning of the 13th century, capturing the area around Spandov—including the village called Barlin (Bralin) to become known as Berlin.


  The first round of fighting left the Slavs most of their territory, but as dependents of Christianity and for the next ten years the Saxon Duke Henry and the Abodrite Princes Niclot and Pribislav kept the peace, although they had to consent to pay elevated tithes and taxes. Helmold, an eyewitness who accompanied his Bishop Gerold to meet Prince Pribislav of Lübeck in January 1156 to verify church attendance, encourage Christianity, and destroy any sacred pagan oak groves (“dibrovas”) which they would come across. In reply to the Bishop’s public exhortation to adopt Christianity, Helmold noted the prince’s answer and anti–Christian attitude:


  
    In order that you may understand our affliction hear patiently my words … your princes rage against us with such severity that, because of the taxes and most burdensome services death is better for us than life. Behold, this year we, the inhabitants of this tiny place, have paid the duke in all a thousand marks (of silver), so many hundred(s) besides, to the count, and yet we are not through…. Or what fault is it of ours if, driven from our fatherland, we have troubled the sea and got our livelihood by plunder of the Danes or the merchants who fare the sea? Will not this be the fault of the princes who are hounding us?

  


  The message was also intended for the ears of King Valdemar of Denmark, who was seeking Saxon help against the Slavic Viking–like raids. The predictable answer given by Bishop Gerold was to hark back to baptism: “That our princes have [used] your people ill is not to be wondered at, for they do not think that they do much wrong to … worshippers of idols and to those who are without God…. Indeed, as you alone differ from the religion of all, so you are subject to the plundering of all.”63


  Fighting broke out again in 1158, when Duke Henry sent an expedition against the Abodrites, but to little avail, although King Valdemar’s two sea expeditions in 1159 against the Rujani fared better. It was becoming clear that neither the Germans nor the Danes could defeat the Slavs on their own, and in 1160 a Danish and German army invaded the Slav lands. Prince Niclot burned his strongholds of Ilov, Velkigrad (Mecklenburg), Schwerin and Dobin and locked himself in the more secure fortress of Werla on the Warnov River, from where he began to launch strikes against the Saxons and the Danes. On one of the sorties, however, Niclot was killed when he was surrounded by a squadron of knights who had hidden their armor under exterior clothing to hide their identity. Not realizing who they were he charged singlehandedly, striking a knight with his lance, which simply glanced off the hidden armor. His sons Pribislav and Vratislav resisted for a while but to no avail, and soon gave themselves up in return for their retaining princely possession of Wirla and the surrounding territory. The remaining land of the Abodrites, which had been devastated by Henry’s army, was divided amongst those of his knights who had shown notable service. The same taxes were now imposed on the conquered Slavs as were paid by the Pomeranians and the Poles—three measures of wheat and twelve pieces of currency for every plough. Albert the Bear also became master of the Hevellian lands (“Eastern Slavia”), and by 1164 all Slav lands with the exception of the Rujana Island were subdued, or so it seemed.


  The peace was to last for only a year, when Pribislav, who had refused to give himself up, struck back. Gathering a force of warriors he attacked Velkigrad (Mecklenburg), which had been occupied by Flemish troops. The garrison was offered safe conduct if they would surrender, and when they refused the Slavs launched an attack on the city walls. Breaking into the stronghold they overcame the garrison, killing all the males and taking women and children as slaves. The next day, unable to take the stronghold of Ilov which was manned by Christian knights and their Slav allies, Pribislav moved to the fortress of Malchov, again offering the knights and the auxiliary troops safe conduct if they surrendered. This time the offer was accepted and the garrison received safe passage beyond the boundaries of Slav territory.


  The situation had become critical, forcing Duke Henry to react quickly. Dispatching his best knights to guard Schwerin, he ordered Count Adolph to proceed with his Holsatian Saxons to reinforce Ilov. In the meantime together with Albert the Bear, Duke Henry began to assemble a large army to march on Pribislav, and King Valdmar of Denmark dispatched a fleet to attack the Slavs by sea. As the Christian force arrived at Malchov, Pribislav’s brother Vratislav, who was a hostage, was hanged in full view since Pribislav had failed to keep the peace. Now Henry learned that Pribislav was reinforced by the Christian Pomeranian dukes Kazamir and Boguslav. Still outnumbered, they offered Count Adolph 3,000 silver marks for a peaceful settlement, and when the offer was refused the Slav force attacked at daybreak. Overcoming the front ranks of the Holsatian and Ditmarshian Saxons, the Slavs penetrated their lines and began to destroy a large part of the Saxon force. Both Counts Adolph and Reinhold were killed and the captured Saxon camp stripped of the much needed equipment and supplies.64 By the time Duke Henry arrived with reinforcements, Pribislav’s men had set fire to Demmin and retreated eastwards into Pomeranian country. They were followed by the combined German and Danish armies and unable to hold any Pomeranian territory Duke Henry and King Valdemar returned to the (occupied) Abotrite country. This allowed Pribislav and the Pomeranian dukes to rebuild Demmin and continued to harass the Saxons and Danes, but Slav resistance was a spent force. Many of their best men had fallen in battle, and those who remained were unable to resist the greater power of the enemy. All, however, was not lost. While at the peak of his power Duke Henry faced a rebellion by prominent German princes of the land and of the Church. He realized he needed the support of Pribislav,


  
    whom, as was said before, he had after many battles expelled from the province. And he restored to Pribislav all the heritage of his father; namely, the land of the Abodrites, except Schwerin and its appurtenances. Pribislav swore to the duke and his friends in pledges of his fidelity, not to be violated thereafter by the storms of war, that he would stand at his command and would watch the eyes of his friends, never giving them the slightest offense.

  


  In 1171 Pribislav was reinstated in his father’s principality as Prince of Mecklenburg, Kessin and Rostock.


  The policy towards the Slavs had changed following the great uprising of 1164. Both Henry and Valdemar of Denmark realized that expelling Slavs from their lands was not only not possible but also counter-productive, since their military prowess could be put to use. An opportunity came in 1169 when King Valdemar of Denmark gathered “a great army and many ships” to invade the Rujani islanders, and was joined by Pribislav’s Abodrites, and the Pomeranians led by princes Kazamir and Bugislav. The Rujani were invaded and defeated, and the ancient statue of the god Sventowit, worshipped by all Baltic Slavs was tied by the neck and dragged in the dust before all the assembled Slav warriors. King Valdemar then ordered the statue to be hacked to pieces and burned and the way of life of the Rujani, the last pagan Baltic Slavs, vanished forever. There would be no more sacrifices of Christians to the gods, or pagan naval raids on Christian communities. Helmold the priest, however, could pay tribute to their communal social order, which was not always matched by the Christians:


  
    Although the hatred of the Christian name and the tinder of superstition abides more fiercely among the Rani than among the other Slavs, they are distinguished by many natural gifts. For there prevails among them an abundance of hospitality, and they show due honor to their parents. There is not a needy person or a beggar to be found in their midst at any time. As soon as infirmity or age has made any of them frail or decrepit, he is committed to the charge of his heir to be cared for with the utmost kindness…. The land of the Rugiani, furthermore, is rich in crops, fish and game. The principal stronghold of the land is called Arkona.”65

  


  The Rujani islanders were the last to be conquered and converted to Catholicism and, except for Pribislav’s possessions, most of the southern Baltic coast fell under the kings of Denmark and the Holy Roman Empire, as concluded by Helmold:


  
    … (after) the Slavs have been everywhere crushed and driven out … (and) as the Slavs gradually decreased in number he (Albert the Bear) brought large numbers of Hollanders, Zeelanders and Flemings and had them live in the strongholds and villages of the Slavs…. Germans came from their lands to dwell in the spacious country, rich in grain, smiling in the fullness of pasture land, abundant in fish and flesh and all good things.66

  




  Eight



  



  Internal Conflict and Foreign Invasion


  



  The Decline of Kyiv


  Following Prince Mstislav’s death in 1132 Kyiv continued to experience prosperity and growth, and by the beginning of the 12th century the city had become the largest urban complex in Europe, outside of Greece and Italy. A high level of culture had been attained, literacy was widespread and the beauty and affluence of Kyiv was well known in Europe and many parts of Asia. It was endowed with public monuments such as gold-coated church domes, monasteries, palaces and buildings of wealthy merchants and men of state. The princes and the military aristocracy, the Church prelates and many men of commerce had accumulated wealth and prosperity, and precious metal currency circulated in large volumes. With the exception of slaves and bound men, the affluence of the upper classes benefited the large number of builders, mosaicists, artists and craftsmen who lived in the city. With the adoption of Eastern Christianity by Prince Volodimer the Great many Greek craftsmen had settled in Kyiv, which became the main agent for the transfer of technology from Constantinople to Eastern Europe. The city had become the center for crafts and manufacturing and exported Church-related items, glass products, decorations, amber, enamel and molded gold and silver jewelry and other products to the rest of the principalities. Goods from Kyiv such as pink slate spindles and rings have also been found along the southern Baltic coast and as far north as Sweden. New city districts were established for artists, jewelers and craftsmen such as Kopiriv Kinets in the Podol (lower town) with its stone and brick buildings covering an area of some 40 hectares (100 acres). The Podol was the main manufacturing suburb on the banks of the Dnipro, covering a total area of 72 hectares (180 acres) and mainly inhabited by craftsmen, apprentices and merchants. This was the largest industrial complex in the city with its extensive iron works, a large glass-making factory, workshops for amber jewelry and spindles, leather production and other manufacture.1 Kyiv’s position of pre-eminence was also made possible by the monopoly which it exercised over a large part of the internal trade and in fact, between about 900 and 1240 Kyiv was one of the major commercial centers of medieval Eastern Europe.2


  By the early 12th century the Great Princes of Kyiv were also beginning to secure the southern territories along the Dnipro River with its two lucrative trade routes: the Greek Route to the Black Sea and Constantinople, and the Grape Route to the Crimea and the Sea of Azov. Although beer was the common beverage, wine was a luxury for the more affluent and was indispensable for Orthodox communion. Slav settlements arose along the river and its tributaries such as the Ros, Sula and Vorskla, as well as on larger islands such as Oleshe in the river’s estuary. Turkic and Sarmatian nomads seeking refuge were also settled as border guards to reinforce the southern Dragon Walls and other fortified settlements. Towns such as Torchesk and Cherkassy in central Ukraine still bear the names of the Tork and Circassian tribesmen who were settled there. Very soon they mixed with the descendants of the other “best men” who were settled by Volodimer the Great, adopted Orthodox Christianity and Slavic speech and became an integral part of Rus. Not all nomad traditions and customs were renounced, however, particularly the loathing for agricultural labor and flamboyant dress which would continue well into the Cossack era.



  Kyiv’s growth and prosperity was driven by trade, manufacturing and rich agricultural land, which had introduced a money economy to Rus, based on silver and gold coinage. As trade became more lucrative a greater control over the flow and distribution of wealth and property became important. The rise of the state and the struggle for supremacy and trade routes introduced a virtually constant state of warfare between Riurik’s princely descendants, as well as with rulers of foreign lands. With the coming of state institutions, Kyiv and Rus also began to increase in size and complexity, and with more economic functions to be fulfilled we see divisions into social groupings and social strata. The prince’s senior men-at-arms, the boyars, rose in prominence and a military aristocracy began to emerge, based on service to the prince and the hereditary ownership of land. At first, during pagan days privileged positions and acquired wealth were not necessarily handed down to offspring, but as wealth and titles became hereditary we see the emergence of a ruling class, supported by force of arms and the Church, itself a key member of the feudal state. Unlike west European feudalism, land in Rus was granted outright to be owned and not as a fief conditional on service to the king. The land was passed on to sons, or daughters if no male offspring was available, and by the late 11th and early 12th century we see large private landholdings emerging.


  One of the most important parts of the Kyiv state was the prince’s “druzhina,” hand-picked by the prince himself, which formed his bodyguard and close companions, and was responsible for maintaining law and order. The “druzhina” normally divided into two parts, a junior and a senior part. The senior members were experienced military personnel who had distinguished themselves in war and in the prince’s council. They filled the highest positions in the armed forces and administration and could command sizeable forces of their own financed by war booty, trade, or land grants from the prince. The junior members were young men-at-arms who aspired to senior positions. They were generally picked on military merit and personal prowess and could be of any social background, including freed slaves. As the prince’s personal companions, “druzhina” members could become a part of the court (“dvor”) or the princely household, and were indispensable to his ability to rule. Although Kyiv provided the model for future principalities a single state did not emerge and conditions tended to vary locally. Thus in Novgorod, for example, the native nobility maintained its separate identity from the “druzhina,” and at times even clashed with the prince and his men. The druzhina system generally prevailed, and by the second half of the 12th century about 100 princes had their own well-armed retainers.


  It is impossible to overestimate the influence which constant warfare had on east European society. Most able-bodied men would take part in a military campaign at least once in their life, and the maintenance of the prince’s men-at-arms required resources which were obtained by either taxation or booty following a military victory. War leaders evolved into aristocracy, and together with the Orthodox Church began to dominate political, social and economic life, generally at the expense of the rural peasant-farmer and the urban trades-craftsmen. Much of the social values and ethics, for example, were due to the military nobility as well as what was acceptable personal behavior amongst well-bred and educated people. An interesting influence of war activity was in the type of food found in Ukraine to this very day. Many military expeditions (and much fur trading) took place in the winter due to the heavily forested terrain studded with frozen water systems which could be easily negotiated by heavily armed men. To ensure a handy supply of provisions a dumpling was developed consisting of ground meat wrapped in dough, which could be easily boiled in melted snow using a large kettle. It was made in the distinctive shape of a canoe or a “pirog” (from Slavic “bi-rog” meaning two horns) with the term surviving in some dialects until the middle of the 20th century.3 Meat could also be preserved in a cooked coil or a “kolbassa,” and in the late summertime or autumn a red beet soup called “borsch” was probably also common, with its diverse ingredients that would vary with the regions.


  Besides the feudal nobility the other indispensable part of the state was the Orthodox Church, modeled after that of the Eastern Roman Empire, at times referred to as the “Greek Church.” It played an important role in society by providing literacy, education, and a common cultural influence. Also the Archbishop of Kyiv and Rus, who was appointed by the Patriarch of Constantinople, took a direct part in the selection of the Great Prince of Kyiv, and the Church provided a metaphysical justification for the prince and the boyar nobility. As a result, besides its economic and military supremacy Kyiv enjoyed a political and religious hegemony, as the seat of the senior (“The Great”) prince as well as the head of the Church, the Metropolitan of “Kyiv and all of Rus.” By the 12th century the Metropolitan held sway over all city states headed by Volodimer the Great’s descendants, and the Church became the only institution under a single leadership which was common to all principalities. It was the Orthodox faith and the Metropolitan’s title which would eventually extend the usage of the term “Rus” to other Orthodox city states, beginning particularly in the 14th century when the Metropolitan decided to leave Kyiv and move to Vladimir. To parallel the Metropolitan’s title, the Grand Duke of Vladimir and Moscow, Ivan I (1332–41), took on the title “Sovereign of all Rus,” which would be continued by the Grand Princes of Moscow. One of the Church’s responsibilities was to support the state of which it was a part, and the Church enjoyed autonomy from the prince’s laws and could act on its own jurisprudence. The Church also had the right to own and exploit landed property, which was usually obtained from princely donations. An interesting exception was Novgorod, where following a revolt in 1136 the Veche passed a law that only Novgorodians could own land on Novgorod’s territories, and the prince’s holdings were transferred to those of St. Sophia’s Cathedral.4 Elsewhere we know that Prince Rostislav of Smolensk, for example, gave the bishop two villages, including renters and slaves together with vegetable gardens, meadows, untilled land and lakes. Prince Iaropolk of Kyiv also donated three districts of his realm to the Monastery of the Caves, and when Andrei Bogoliubsky built the Church of the Mother of God in Vladimir in 1161 he gave the Church “many estates and the best villages and pieces of land.”5


  As in other Christian kingdoms, slavery was legal and slaves formed one of the more valuable exports of Rus. A slave or a “chiliad” in good condition could fetch as much as five grivna compared to a mare which could be bought for three.6 Slaves usually came from prisoners of war and captives taken during the many conflicts, and were often sold abroad in both Christian and Muslim lands. Following Prince Volodimer’s conversion, state authorities seem to have frowned on enslaving Christians, and with the spread of Christianity the practice diminished but nevertheless persisted throughout the Middle Ages. Another form of common but temporary slavery was indentured labor, known as the “zakup.” This was a system by which men were held by a creditor, or a “gospodin,” for unpaid debt until the sum had been worked off. If a “zakup” attempted to escape and was caught, however, he could be sold into permanent slavery by the “gospodin.” Due to the helplessness of the indentured worker the system was widely abused, but after the great revolt in Kyiv in 1113 (which was strongly supported by the “zakups”) their condition was somewhat improved. Although they could still not testify in court unless it was totally essential, they could come to the prince to complain about any harsh treatment they had received. If the “gospodin” tried to sell his zakup into slavery illegally, the latter would be freed and the gospodin was assessed a fine of five grivna. A fine was also imposed if a gospodin beat his zakup without cause, or if he expropriated his personal property.


  Several other more minor socio-economic categories existed in the Middle Ages in Rus. The “Vdachi,” for example, were people who had received as subsidy (“Dacha”) from a landowner usually following some personal catastrophe, such as destruction by a military conflict. The subsidy was a gift and not a loan, but the “Vdachi” had to work for the benefactor for a specific period of time. Landless workers known as “riadovichi” could also enter into a contract (“riad”) with a proprietary to work for a period of time at an agreed upon recompense. The proprietor had no hold on the “riadovich” who still remained free to be paid at the end of the contract. Lastly, there were the “izgoi” or men who had lost their position or function in society, but could not find another. They were the medieval equivalent of unemployables, and were usually taken under the protection of the Church where they were put to work for some religious institution, such as a monastery. Other more adventuresome “izgoi” became highway robbers or jointed the “Brodniki” (Wanderers) who roamed the steppes as freebooters. The “izgoi” included men such as freed slaves, illiterate sons of priests and insolvent merchants. Later by the second half of the 11th century some sons of princes who were prevented by the rules from inheriting a princedom also became “izgoi.” When a ruling prince died his oldest surviving brother would succeed him. Should the younger brother die first (and would not inherit), and without other brothers the succession would go to the next brother, skipping the dead prince’s son(s), who then became “izgoi.” The rule was often contested and led to endless warfare between uncles, nephews, and brothers.


  The majority of individuals in Rus and adjoining principalities were freemen. Besides members of state institutions such as the prince’s court and the Church, most urban inhabitants were merchants, artisans and craftsmen who had always retained their freedom. Unlike in western Europe serfdom did not exist and the bulk of the population engaged in agriculture, the so-called “smerdy” who were free peasants. These were the descendants of the Slavic tribes who still lived in extended families in communal villages or the “mirs,” but were now subject directly to the prince’s authority and protection. Thus a “smerd” could not be arrested or deprived of his land without the prince’s explicit permission. There is no surviving document(s) spelling out land tenure, but based on surviving records we can infer that a “smerd” had the right to farm the land in perpetuity. As the conqueror of the original tribe, however, the land belonged to the prince and when a “smerd” had no sons to inherit it reverted to the prince, after a share was assigned to the peasant’s unmarried daughters. The tax or “tribute” was paid by the senior member of the clan on behalf of all members, and it was he who managed most aspects of daily life. The “smerdy” had another important responsibility—they were charged with breeding and raising horses for the prince’s druzhina and his regiments.


  Mstislav I was the last Great Prince of Kyiv to impose his rule on the princes, and his death signaled a power struggle for the throne of Kyiv and Rus. While continuing to thrive Kyiv was beginning to lose its position of influence and power. By now there were ten city states each with its own capital and a developed local identity. Of course, feelings of a common bond amongst members of Riurik’s dynasty was still pervasive even as late as the turn of the 13th century, when the Olgovichi branch of Chernihiv complained against Prince Vsevolod of Vladimir-Suzdal that “we are not Hungarians or Liakhs (Poles) but grandsons of one grandfather.” Nevertheless the principalities were developing separate orientations and a sense of distinctiveness. Actually in spite of a commonly understood language and shared religion there never had been a single and consistent authority amongst Riurik’s descendants since the time of Volodimer the Great. Occasionally a prince such as Monomakh the Wise would capture the throne of Kyiv after a bloody struggle and impose his will on the other princes. But with a Great Prince’s death the conflicts would begin anew, growing longer and more frequent as the number of princes multiplied. It is therefore misleading to think of Rus as a single political entity or even as a loose (con)federation, as at times is assumed by traditional Russian historians. The Orthodox Christian city states of Eastern Europe did not even have a common name, the term “Rus” being reserved for the area around Kyiv, Chernihiv and Pereiaslav in what is today north-central Ukraine and parts of southern Belarus.7


  Three groups of principalities began to emerge during the middle of the 12th century. Novgorod, Staraia Ladoga, Pskov and Smolensk in the north; Rostov, Vladimir and Suzdal in the northeast; and Galicia and Volin in the southwest. Other northeastern cities such as Riazan, Murom and Iaroslavl also began to grow in importance. Kyiv was no longer able to impose its hegemony—indeed no city state would be able to do so—and for the next century constant conflict and warfare became the norm. And for the first time in its history Kyiv was attacked and pillaged by a coalition of princes as the surrounding principalities began to acquire the crafts and manufacturing technology and were able to reduce their dependence on the great city. Fur was also becoming a valuable commodity in western Europe, and once again Novgorod became the chief supplier with trading posts ranging to the Arctic Ocean and the Ural Mountains. In the 1120s and 1130s a simpler method of manufacturing in Novgorod made possible a sharp increase in the production of blades, axes, and shears which could be bartered with the northern hunters. We know that during the second half of the 12th century Novgorod began to experience great prosperity, as indicated by the twenty churches built during this time, all extensively decorated with frescoes. Also in 1136 the Novgorod republic took a major step towards independence by expelling the late Prince Mstislav’s son Vsevolod, the last prince from Kyiv to preside in Novgorod and its subject territories.


  To the west lay the new principalities of Volin and Galich which were becoming important due to the north-south and east-west trade routes which linked them to central Europe, the Baltic Sea, the Eastern Roman Empire, and Kyiv.8 Volin and Galicia were also ruled by members of the Riurik dynasty and had accepted Eastern Christianity following Volodimer the Great’s conquest in 981 of Przemysl (Peremyshl), Cherven and Cholm. The Donets-Buh river region was the territory of the Dulibi, Ulichi and Tivertsi Slavic tribes, and would change hands several times with Poland and Hungary before becoming a part of later “Rus.” In 992–93 the conquest was extended to the territory of the White Croats, up to the Carpathian mountain range where the city of Galich would be built. Before his death in 1054 Iaroslav the Wise gave Galicia to his grandson Rostyslav while following his death, his son Mstislav assigned Volin to his brother Andrei. Both territories were held as personal domains of the Kyiv princes and could be disposed of at will, and the princes’ rights to the principalities were confirmed at the Liubych conference, held by the princes in 1097 to resolve problems of inheritance. Volodimer Monomakh’s offspring soon discovered that Galicia had its own traditions which were not the same as the other principalities. While Riurik’s Scandinavian princely model could be imposed on the Dulibian tribesmen of Volin, this was achieved with great difficulty in Galicia. Here landowning boyars had evolved from tribal warrior chieftains, who had appropriated common land to become a powerful and independent nobility, something which was unknown in the other Riurik principalities.


  The third area of major importance was the northeast with the cities of Suzdal, Vladimir and Rostov under Prince Yuri Dolgorucky (“George of the Long Hand”) who would be the first prince to organize an anti–Kyiv coalition. The early 11th century had experienced a warming trend, and the fertile Opale region around Vladimir and Suzdal had attracted settlers from Rus. These were also the lands of the Viatichi tribe, which had conquered and pushed out the original Finnic inhabitants but who continued to harbor hostility towards Kyiv and its ruling class. Many of the tribesmen still followed pagan traditions while paying lip-service to Christianity and the Church. Founded in the first half of the 11th century by the rulers of Kyiv, the towns and cities of the northeast were experiencing prosperity, mainly due to the renewed trade along the Volga River with the Muslim world.


  Kyiv, however, continued to experience a gradual decline compared to the growing principalities of the northeast, Chernihiv, and the west, although it still remained the most wealthy and prosperous city in Eastern Europe, and its Golden Throne would be contested fiercely for decades to come, right up to the Mongol invasion.


  



  The Rise of Vladimir-Suzdal


  Following Mstislav’s death none of Volodimer Monomakh’s relatives were able to impose hegemony, as Kyiv began to decline militarily and politically. Princely warfare became common as the number of brothers, uncles and nephews grew. The Nikonian Chronicle of Kyiv gives an idea of the conflict and confusion that began to reign. Thus, in the year 1142 we find the entry:


  
    Great prince Viacheslav Volodimerich, son of Monomakh, left Turov to become prince of Pereiaslav, while prince Sviatoslav Vsevolodich (son of Vsevolod Olgovich of Kyiv) went west to Turov. In the meantime, Prince Igor Olgovich also wanted to become prince of Pereiaslav. He assembled many warriors and marched to Pereiaslav which he besieged for two months. Then Viacheslav’s nephew, Iziaslav Mstislavich, came to Viacheslav’s aid with his brother Rostislav Mstislavich from Smolensk and they occupied Igor’s four cities. When Prince Igor heard that his cities had been captured he marched away from Pereiaslav. Then Great Prince Viacheslav Volodimerich, son of Monomakh, gave Pereiaslav to his nephew, Prince Iziaslav Mstislavich, and he, himself, returned to Turov to be Great Prince there. Then, on the twenty-fifth day of the month of January, Great Prince Vsevolod Olgovich of Kyiv sent his son, Sviatoslav, to be Great Prince of Volodimer (in Volin).9

  


  The main rivalry eventually ended up between Mstislav’s eldest son Iziaslav and a brother Iury Dolgoruky, each supported by allies. The hostilities began in 1149 when Iziaslav sacked Iury Dolgoruky’s son’s domain in a continuing disagreement with his uncles and cousins. Iziaslav had been invited by the people of Kyiv to be prince three years before when he went to Novgorod’s aid to block Dolgoruky’s intention to dominate the republic. Enraged by his son’s humiliation, and the fact that he was shut out from the southern lands (“How does it happen that I and my children have no part in the land of Rus?”),10 Prince Dolgoruky raised a large army consisting of his own men, a force from Chernihiv, as well as Hungarians, Czechs and Poles. Being married to a Polovetsian princess he could also count on the support of her tribe. Iziaslav in the meantime sent for his two brothers the princes of Smolensk and Volin and levies from Galicia, and marching to Pereiaslav he was joined by the local men-at-arms. The two armies met on 23 August 1149 at Ianko’s Village, and as the sun began to set they clashed in “a great and fierce battle.” We don’t know the relative sizes of the armies, or who had their backs to the setting sun, but Iziaslav’s men were routed and he fled to Kyiv with only two of his men, and taking his family he retired to Lutsk.


  The first round of fighting had gone to Iury Dolgoruky, who installed his son Rostislav as prince of Pereiaslav and three days later he himself entered Kyiv. Pressing his advantage Dolgoruky attacked Lutsk, but after three weeks of fighting neither side gained the upper hand and a peace settlement was arrived at; Iury Dolgoruky could keep Kyiv, and Iziaslav received Volodimer in Volin. The contest, however, was not yet over, and the fortunes of war would swing back and forth several times. Iury Dolgoruky and his men were not well received by the citizens of Kyiv, who began to conspire to bring back Iziaslav. Taking his “druzhina,” Iziaslav entered Kyiv in secret and drove his uncle from the city, to assume once again the title of Great Prince. Iury Dolgoruky was not Mstislav’s oldest brother and had no right to the throne of Kyiv, and in 1150 to gain legitimacy Iziaslav accepted his oldest surviving uncle, Viacheslav, as co-ruler of Kyiv. As the legal heir to the throne, Viacheslav was symbolically installed in the main Great Palace while Iziaslav moved to the smaller Ugorsky Palace, although he remained the actual ruler of Kyiv.


  Now Prince Volodimerko of Galicia came to Dolgoruky’s aid, and gathering their forces the two princes converged on Kyiv, one from the west and the other from the east. Not waiting for the two armies to unite, Iziaslav marched against Volodimerko but was defeated, which allowed Dolgoruky to enter Kyiv once more. Volodimerko was refused entry into Kyiv by the citizens and had to meet Dolgoruky in the Cave Monastery outside of the walls where they “agreed upon a complete concord between them.”11 The conflict continued with both sides occupying and reoccupying the city, but the final victory went to Iziaslav. Volodimerko was defeated in 1152 on the river Sian by Iziaslav’s ally the king of Hungary where he was wounded and died shortly afterwards.


  Iury Dolgoruky continued to advance “with a great multitude of men-at-arms … like the waves of the sea and it was terrifying to see them in their armour which shone just as water shines in the bright sun” as commented poetically by the Kyiv Chronicler. The force laid siege to Chernihiv, which in the meantime had switched sides, but after a 21-day siege Iziaslav arrived with a relieving army and Dolgoruky was forced to retreat to his domain. Shortly afterwards Iziaslav’s son, Mstislav, won a great victory over Dolgoruky’s Polovtsi allies, after which “they rejoiced greatly and showed such love and mercifulness towards the afflicted and the sad, the poor and the paupers, as if they were their own brothers.”12 Prince Iziaslav was Kyiv’s popular choice, and he remained on the throne until his death.


  Iury Dolgoruky outlived both his nephew and his older brother. Iziaslav died in 1154, Viacheslav followed him a year later, and Dolgoruky assumed the throne of Kyiv for the next two years until he too died. He was being hosted by a customs duty collector by the name of Petrillo when he became ill and died five days later, probably from poison. Dolgoruky was exceptionally unpopular in Kyiv and already in 1150 he had been forced by the citizens to leave the city. Now after his death the inhabitants of Kyiv rose against his men:


  
    On Thursday he was buried in the church of the monastery of the Holy Saviour in Berestevo, and much wickedness occurred there the same day: his Krasny Palace was sacked; also his other estate beyond the Dnipro called “Samorai” was sacked. The estate of his son, Vasilko, in the city (Kyiv) was also pillaged and the people of Suzdal were killed in the cities and villages (of Rus) and their possessions were plundered.13

  


  The wars for the throne of Kyiv had gone beyond a dynastic struggle between princely relatives and had assumed a more popular character, expressing a regional hostility towards outsiders, probably caused by Dolgoruky’s rule which was particularly oppressive, as was that of his son Andrei Bogoluibsky several years later. Prince Iury Dolgoruky was responsible for building the first fortification on the Moscva (Moscow) River the beginning of the capital of Muscovy.


  It was Andrei Bogoliubsky, Dolgoruky’s oldest son by the Polovetsian princess, who would widen the split between the northeast and Kyiv. He began to assert his authority by attacking and defeating the Volga Bulgars in 1165, which secured his rear and allowed him to strengthen trade links with the Muslim world. Next, in alliance with Smolensk and Polotsk in 1167 he marched on Novgorod in support of Prince Sviatoslav Rostislavich who had been expelled by the citizens of the city. He had to withdraw without achieving his objective, and the Novgorodians sent a delegation to Kyiv to ask Iziaslav’s son Prince Mstislav to send his son Roman to be prince. This would have caused a power imbalance between the wealthy principalities of Kyiv and Novgorod on the one hand and the other city states on the other, and provoked suspicion amongst the lesser princes. Kyiv had already shown its strength when in 1167, supported by his two brothers and the Prince of Volin, Mstislav inflicted two crushing defeats on Bogoliubsky’s Polovtsi allies. This was a dire warning to Andrei Bogoliubsky, whose aim was to replace Kyiv (and Novgorod, which was traditionally close to Kyiv) by his own principality of Suzdal, Vladimir and Rostov, as the new political and economic center of Orthodox Eastern Europe. After building Kyiv-style churches and monasteries in Vladimir at great expense, Prince Bogoliubsky wrote to the Patriarch of Constantinople requesting a Metropolitanate for Vladimir, similar to that of Kyiv and Rus. Bogoliubsky’s request was turned down and it is probably at this time that he decided to attack Kyiv and place it under northeastern authority.14


  Bogoliubsky began to assemble an alliance of princes from Murom, Smolensky, Vyshorod, Drohobich, Pereiaslav, Seversk, and several others who were joined by Hungarians, Czechs, Poles and Lithuanians as well as the always willing Polovtsi. The chronicles comment on the “tremendous multitude of warriors” who were gathered to march against Prince Mstislav of Kyiv, commanded by Bogoliubsky’s son, also named Mstislav. Kyiv was besieged and after three weeks of intense fighting the city still held out, until a conspiracy of renegade boyars sent out a secret message pointing out the weak spots in Kyiv’s massive defenses. In the attack that followed the besiegers stormed Kyiv’s walls once again but this time as a decoy, in the meantime sending a powerful strike force against the more vulnerable part. Overcoming the defenders’ resistance, Bogoliubsky’s force broke into the city and proceeded to pillage and loot the wealthy metropolis, something which had not been achieved before. No doubt an eyewitness, the Kyiv chronicler described what occurred next:


  
    And so Kyiv was taken on 8 March (1169) in the second week of Lent, on Wednesday. And for two days they plundered the entire city, both the Podol and the Hill, as well as the monasteries and the (churches of) St. Sophia and of the Mother of God the (church of the) Tithe. And there was no mercy to anyone from nowhere: the churches were burning, the Christians were being put to death, others were captured, the women separated by force from the men (and) taken into captivity, the children seeing their mothers taken away were crying. And much property was plundered….15

  


  Andrei Bogoliubsky took his share of the war booty and returned to Vladimir-Suzdal, appointing his uncle Gleb to rule Kiev in his stead. Perhaps he feared the same fate would await him as met his father, but in any case the move illustrates the distance which had grown between the northeast and the south. Kyiv was his last (and perhaps the only) major success and his attempt to subdue Novgorod met with defeat at the hands of Mstislav, the daring nephew of the deposed Prince Mstislav of Kyiv. Following Gleb’s death in 1171 the prince of Smolensk and Mstislav of Volin decided to oppose Andrei Bogoliubsky’s control of Kyiv, Bogoliubsky having in the meantime raised a large army with the support of some 20 princes. Bogoliubsky’s coalition was defeated and he returned to Suzdal and settled in a palatial residence in the village of Bogoliubovo (“Place of the Love of God”) by which he became known. He was a haughty and authoritarian individual and attempted to introduce the imperial principle of absolutism.16 Five years after the sack of Kyiv Bogoliubsky was assassinated by his boyars, bringing to an end his unpopular rule. His whole administration, however, must have been unpopular, for following Bogoliubsky’s assassination great riots broke out against members of the princely state. The riots turned into a veritable uprising with Bogoliubsky’s officials killed and their estates looted.


  Meanwhile in the southern prairies the threat from Polovtsi tribes had greatly diminished following their major defeat at the hands of Prince Mstislav of Kyiv. By 1180, however, the eastern tribes along the Don River were raiding river shipping to the Azov and the Black Seas. To halt the raids the prince of Kyiv, Sviatoslav Vsevolodovich, reinforced by other princes moved out into the steppe in search of the nomads. The assembled Polovtsi army was not difficult to find, and the two forces clashed by the river Orelia. The battle began with the usual individual combat between champions, followed by a release of arrows, and after several hours of bloody hand-to-hand fighting the Polovtsi gave way and fled into the steppe, to fight another day.


  The nomads were led by the great Khan Konchak, who had survived the battle together with many of his men and continued to raid the shipping lanes and agricultural settlement. A prince of the Chernhiv line, the 34-year-old Igor Sviatoslavich of Novgorod-Seversky decided to show how it was done. With only his own men and a few other units—“to gain more glory”—he set out to confront Khan Konchak. The expedition became immortalized in the first great medieval poem of Rus, “Slovo O Polku Igoreve” (“Word of Igor’s Regiment”) and later in the 19th century by Borodin’s musical composition “Prince Igor in the Polovtsian Steppe.” Prince Igor had every expectation of success, being a seasoned campaigner who at the age of 17 had routed a Polovtsian army on the Vorskla River. What he was unaware of was that Konchak had united the western and the “wild” eastern tribes into a powerful force. In the spring of 1185 together with his younger brother Vsevolod and some junior princes (including his 12-year-old son) Prince Igor set out from Pereiaslav deep into the Ukrainian steppe. By the 1st of May his force had reached the Donets River where a bad omen awaited them—an eclipse of the sun. Undaunted they pressed on and soon came across the enemy on the Surla River. Forming his men into six regiments Igor led the light cavalry flanked by mounted archers, with the remaining three rear guard regiments held in reserve. After a day’s fighting the Polovtsi beat a hasty retreat with Igor’s cavalry in pursuit to the enemy camp, which was promptly attacked and plundered as a prize of war. Unknown to Igor he had defeated only a part of Khan Konchak’s forces, most of which were kept in reserve.


  After resting for three days in the enemy camp to decide their next move, Igor’s men found themselves surrounded and trapped by the Polovtsi cavalry. The situation was described by a medieval chronicler:


  
    The Polovtsi did not lose time in assembling, and they marched against them (the Rusins). They started galloping about, like demons, everywhere, neither attacking nor retreating. Only their bowmen were shooting, for they expected to be joined by other Polovtsi with greater forces. And so they dealt cunningly, howling for three days, not using lance or sabers, awaiting additional troops … and not allowing the Rusins to draw near water.”

  


  With horses exhausted by thirst, Prince Igor’s men found themselves fighting on foot against the Polovtsi cavalry: “Then the Polovtsi pushed them back to the water, and there was a terrible fight and a wicked massacre…. Divine wrath descended upon the Rusian warriors and they were defeated…. And this was such a calamity that not one single messenger came (back) from them to Rus.”17


  Many of the men including Prince Igor were taken prisoner, but Igor escaped from captivity and returned safely to Rus. Interestingly, the epic poem of Rus describing Igor’s campaign implies that the Goths were still living by the Sea of Azov and were a part of the Polovtsi forces. Following the Rusian defeat: “Now shame has replaced glory and thundering violence has stunned freedom; and lo, the beautiful Gothic maidens are singing on the shores of the Blue Sea, jingling their ornaments of Rusian gold.”


  The conflict with the Polovtsi continued for another decade during which the nomads suffered a series of defeats. Some of the Polovtsi tribes migrated westwards towards the Danube and those who remained behind were no longer able to mount large offensives. Kyiv was still a wealthy and powerful metropolis, the main center for manufacturing and commerce, but its status was waning. A major blow would come with the sack of Constantinople in 1204 by the 4th Crusade, which would alter major trade patterns and eliminate the great trade route “from the Varangians to the Greeks.” In the meantime other principalities to the west, not as dependent on southern trade as Kyiv, were rising in prominence.


  




  The Rise of Galicia-Volyn


  By the second half of the 12th century, the rising power of Suzdal and Vladimir was being overshadowed by two southwestern principalities, Galicia and Volyn. Following Prince Volodimerko’s death in 1152, his son Iaroslav “Osmomysl” (“Eight Senses”) became Prince of Galicia with the consent of the powerful boyars’ and it was during his long reign until 1187 that Galicia emerged as a prosperous city-state with its capital at Galich (Halych), in the foothills of the Carpathian mountains. A hot-tempered man, he nevertheless pursued sound policies by building up the economy and maintaining a powerful army. Osmomysl began by extending his territory along the Dnister River to the Black Sea which established an alternative trade route from the Baltic to Constantinople, along the Vistula and Buh rivers to Bilhorod at the mouth of the Dnister. Large salt deposits found in his domain, mined at Kolomiya in the Carpathian mountains, became an important source of wealth establishing Galicia as an exporter of salt.


  Prince Iaroslav Osmomysl remained on good terms with the boyar aristocracy, many of whom had become wealthy during his reign. The boyars had also become powerful, and when Osmomysl’s son Volodimer tried to succeed him in 1187 he was expelled and had to seek help abroad. King Bela of Hungary agreed to send an army in support, but instead proceeded to occupy Galician territory and install his son Andrew as king. Volodimer turned to the Polish Prince Kazimierz of Krakow and together with the Galician boyars (who had changed sides) Andrew was expelled in 1190 and Volodimer was installed as Prince of Galicia.


  A neighboring principality to the north was also growing in strength. As the personal domain of the princes of Kyiv, the western region of Volin with capital at Volodimer was given by Iziaslav of Kyiv to his son Mstislav, who continued to spend most of his time in the struggle with Suzdal for possession of Kyiv. After his death Mstislav’s son Roman, by his marriage to the Polish Princess Agnes, continued his father’s policies. As a young man he was invited by Novgorod in 1168 to defend the city against Andrei Bogoliubsky, whose army was repulsed, and defeated two years later. After Volodimer’s death Roman seized Galicia in 1199 with Kazimierz’s help and quickly established control over the independent minded Galician boyars, many of whom were executed or expelled from their estates. The following year he gained fame by helping Constantinople defeat the Pechenegs who were threatening the Balkans. His ties with the Eastern Empire were further strengthened when in 1196 he disposed of his first wife Predslava and married Anna, the (most likely) daughter of Emperor Isaac II Angelus, and the step-daughter of the sister of King Andrew II of Hungary.


  A year after his seizure of Galicia, Roman turned to his main objective, the title of Great Prince of Kyiv and Rus. Although diminished in stature, Kyiv was still the main prize and being the residence of the head of the Greek Orthodox Church of Eastern Europe gave it much prestige. Kyiv was ruled by Roman’s former father-in-law Riurik Rostislavich, who was allied with Chernihiv, and in a surprise move Roman appeared before the city with a Galician-Volynian army, supported by the “Black Hoods” nomads. The people of Kyiv also turned against Riurik, and Roman’s men were allowed to enter the Podol section and occupy the entire lower town district. Riurik retreated to the “Gora” (Hill), Iaroslav’s fortified city, but his position was hopeless and he submitted without a fight. Riurik was sent off to his possession of Ovruch and for the next 2–3 years Roman reigned as Great Prince of Kyiv and Rus, known in the west as “Romanus Rex Ruthenorum” or simply as “Rex Russiae.”


  Roman’s rising dominance had alarmed many princes who saw the balance of power shifting once again. Anyone could be next, and the Olgovichi of Chernihiv felt particularly vulnerable. Prince Riurik began to assemble a “great force” to attack Kyiv which would be taken and sacked a second time with unprecedented violence.


  
    The same winter (December-January 1202–03) Great Prince Riurik Rostislavich of Kyiv desiring to get back Kyiv, joined the Olgovichi, took the Polovtsian khans … and summoned all the Polovtsian land: so he came with great forces, and the great and glorious city of Kyiv was taken by Riurik, by the Olgovich princes and by the entire Polovtsian land. And such great evil occurred in the land of Rus as has not been seen since the Christianization of Kyiv. There were many misfortunes, occupations by the enemy which befell it but never such misfortune as happened now. Not only did they burn the Podol and the upper city but they robbed the metropolitan cathedral of Holy Sophia, the holy Church of the Tithes of the Theotokos (Mother of God), and all the monasteries. They seized all jewels from the icons and they stole others, and venerable crosses and sacred vessels and books and costly vestments of the first princes, which hung in the holy churches as mementos of them. Old monks and nuns, priests, the blind, lame and deaf, the handicapped—all were massacred. And those who were young were taken captive by the Alans (Polovtsi) … to their encampments. Then the princes of Chernigov went to Chernigov and Riurk Rostislavich went to Ovruch.18

  


  For the next seven years, however, the Rostislavichi and Olgovichi clans continued to fight each other for possession of Kyiv, which repeatedly changed hands.


  The fortified border cities of Cherven and Peremyshl and the territory between the Buh and Visla rivers had become important for trade and commerce. Two major trade routes passed through it: the east-west trade route from the orient to Kyiv, and through Liublin to Poland and Germany; and the north-south route, from the Slavic Baltic towns (Section 7.5) and along the Buh and Dnister rivers to the Black Sea and on to Constantinople. In 1205, after securing the south by a successful campaign against the Polovtsi, Roman turned his attention to the trade routes along the Polish border. At first he had friendly relations with Little Poland’s ruler the Grand Duke Leszek of Cracow, but relations between them soon deteriorated. Leszek was a devout Roman Catholic and attempted to convince Roman to convert from Greek Orthodoxy to the Latin Church. He also suggested to the Pope that he send envoys to Roman to urge him to accept Latin Catholicism. His envoys arrived in 1204 promising to place Prince Roman under the protection of St. Peter’s sword. This greatly offended the prince who, pointing to his sword, answered, “Is the Pope’s sword similar to mine? So long as I carry mine, I need no other.”19


  This would be Prince Roman’s last year to carry the sword. The following year he invaded Leszek’s Little Poland and crossing the Vistula captured several towns, but in early June while leading a reconnaissance (or a hunting) party he was ambushed and killed by the Poles. The main Galician-Volinian force was then surprised at Zawichost on the Vistula by Leszek and his brother Conrad of Mazovia and suffered a crushing defeat.


  For the next two decades Galicia and Volin would become the object of a power struggle between the Kings of Hungary and Poland and the Orthodox princes. Although an anti–Orthodox Crusade had not been proclaimed by the Pope, religion was beginning to play a greater role when Pope Innocent III crowned King Andrew II’s son Kolman as King of Galicia. In the meantime Prince Roman’s widow Anna was forced to flee with her two infant sons Danylo (Daniel) and Vasilko when the Galician boyars invited Volodimer, the son of Igor of Novgorod-Siversky who had survived the fatal battle with the Polovtsi. Not welcome in either Galicia or Volyn, Princess Anna fled to Poland from where her young son Daniel was sent to Hungary to be raised under the guardianship of King Andrew. By the treaty of Spisz in 1214 eastern Galicia with Galich fell to Hungary while western Galicia and many border towns of Volyn went to Poland. Only the capital of Volyn, Volodimer, was retained by Anna.


  It was Riurik’s nephew Mstislav the Daring, who would play the key role in restoring Galicia. Born sometime before 1176, he was the son of Prince Mstislav “Khrabry” (“The Brave”) and is first mentioned as commanding the Kyiv fortress of Trepol on the Dnipro River. We know he later held Torchesk, was driven out in 1207 and invaded Novgorod territory, capturing the important eastern outpost of Torzhok. In 1210 he was invited to be prince of Novgorod, and in the next four years he showed his ability by capturing Chud (Estonian) and Chernihiv towns. As observed by the Nikonian Chronicle he “was very intelligent, brave, and always careful in his actions,” traits which he would soon exhibit in the west. His opportunity came in 1216–17 when Leszek of Cracow had a falling out with the King of Hungary and asked Mstislav for help. With his cousin Volodimer Riurikovich and troops from Polotsk and some Polovtsi cavalry, Mstislav the Daring invaded Galicia in 1218. He had married the daughter of the Polovtsi Khan Kotian and could also count on his father-in-law’s support. Kalman, the son of King Andrew of Hungary, was taken prisoner with his family and sent back to Hungary, and Mstislav installed himself as Prince of Galicia. The following year Mstislav’s daughter Anna married Roman’s eldest son Danylo, who by now was Prince of Volodimer-in-Volin, perhaps with a view of restoring the union of the two principalities. A year later, however, Mstislav the Daring was expelled from Galich by a combined Polish-Hungarian army, and Prince Kalman returned to rule.


  Left to their own devices, Prince Daniel and his brother Vasylko set out against King Kalman to regain their father’s domain. “Upon his return (from Galych), Danylo went forth with his brother (Vasylko) and took Berestia, Ugrovesk, Vereshchin, Stolp, Komov and all of Okraina.”20


  A Polish force sent along the Buh River was also defeated and suffered heavy casualties. In 1219 a joint Polish-Hungarian army invaded Galicia and advanced on Peremyshl which soon fell into their hands. Prince Danylo barricaded himself in Galich, and was soon besieged by the Catholic forces. Mstislav the Daring had in the meantime entered Galicia with an inadequate force, and with winter approaching King Kalman broke off the siege, turned on Mstislav’s army “and drove him from the land.” Kalman was again installed as Prince of Galicia, and with Mstislav unable to offer help Daniel turned to Duke Leszek’s foes the pagan Lithuanians, who were more than happy to continue to pillage his domain.


  Mstylav the Daring had withdrawn to Rus to raise a larger army and in 1221 with Mstislav Romanovich of Kyiv, a force from Suzdal, and Polovtsi cavalry he unleashed his third campaign in Galicia. The first battle took place on the Seret River where Filio, the “ever-proud” Hungarian commander,” had boasted “one stone can break many pots, or … that one needed only a sharp sword and a swift steed (to kill) many Rusins.”21


  The decisive encounter of the war occurred on the Dnister River, not far from Galich where a mighty battle began to unfold. Prince Mstislav put into effect the “Rusian battle,” as was anticipated by Filio who briefed his commanders that “Rus is quick to battle but bear their attack since they cannot endure long.”


  This was the standard battle tactic of Rus, dating to Sviatoslav the Conqueror, and was especially used when outnumbered by the enemy. The idea was to deliver the first blow, penetrate the enemy ranks and break up his battle lines into isolated pockets that could then be destroyed more easily. The two battle lines met, and pressed by the superior Polish-Hungarian forces the Rusian and Polovtsi regiments began to give way, just as Filio had predicted, but this time it was a ruse. Mstislav had held a part of his army back, waiting for the enemy to push forward and overextend himself. At Mstislav’s signal the hidden reserves struck the enemy’s flanks, and surrounded and hemmed in on all sides, most of Filio’s men were cut down and he himself barely escaped with his bodyguard and several commanders. The two Mstislavs had won a great victory which ended the Catholic attempts to dominate Galicia and Volin. As recorded by the Nikonian Chronicle: “The same year (1221) Mstislav Mstislavich (the Daring) fought against the Hungarians, slew a great multitude of them, captured the son of the Hungarian King (Kalman) and himself ascended to the throne of Galich.”


  



  The Second Baltic Crusade


  The incursion into Galicia and Volin by the Catholic kingdoms had been halted but the Latin expansion along the Baltic coast continued, and would soon come in conflict with the Orthodox Slavic principalities of the north. By the end of the 12th century the pagan Baltic Slavs were conquered and incorporated into the Holy Roman Empire, but more pagans were waiting to be saved. The East coast of the Baltic was still inhabited by pagan Fins, Latvians, Lithuanians and Prussians, and was ripe for another Papal crusade. Land in the Low Countries and Germany was becoming scarce due to population increases (over and above what current agricultural technology and practice could sustain), and the Crusade movement was accompanied by the “Ostsiedlung” or the settlement of German and Flemish colonists on Slavic lands east of the Elbe and Saale Rivers. By the second half of the 12th century we witness extensive outmigrations of Flemish and German colonists not only to the east but also to the west.22


  News of the extensive territories of northeastern Europe with their low populations were first brought back to the Germans by traders. The end of the Slavic pagan resistance and naval dominance of the Baltic came to an end in 1168 when the Danish king Valdemar I captured Arkona on Rugen Island, and the Abodrite prince became his feudal vassal. Also Lubeck fell into German hands and very quickly became the chief trading port and the gateway to the Dvina River on the east Baltic Coast.


  The Danes were also interested in the east Baltic, and in 1171, encouraged by Valdemar I, Pope Alexander III announced that a Crusade could be held against the pagan Fins in what is today northwestern Russia, Finland and Estonia. By 1161 Westphalian merchants had begun to visit the mouth of the Dvina River to deal in salt and cloth, sailing in the so-called cogships which could carry a cargo of 80 tons. The Latvians of Livonia were receptive to western trade since the isolated pagan tribes lacked many commodities which were available in Christian Europe, and the first merchants from Lubeck were greeted with a friendly welcome. The arrival of German merchants is well documented in the “Livlandische Reimchronik” (Livonian Rhymed Chronicle): “Merchants … who had decided to seek a profit [arrived]…. They had a large supply of goods which they sold there, somewhat more profitably than elsewhere…. The pagans proposed that they should make peace and that the merchants should come again.”23 In return for western goods the merchants were seeking valuable furs and amber which were plentiful on the eastern Baltic coast.


  With regular trade established the merchants began to penetrate inland where they traded, and stayed so long that with pagan permission they built a fortified dwelling on a hill by the Dvina that became known as Uxkull. The first German settlement on the east Baltic coast was built with Livonian permission, and with the establishment of trade relations a Roman Catholic mission soon followed, for the conversion of the Livonians, and to prepare the ground for future German settlers. The first mission was led by an Augustinian canon called Meinhart, who arrived in Uxkull in about 1181 and was soon appointed bishop by the Archbishop of Bremen Hartwig II, indicating the Church had bigger plans for the region than just being confined to a trading post. Meinhart’s means for spreading the faith were at first peaceful enough, resorting to bribery if the need arose. Salvation was the end which justified any means thought to work. Noticing the hostility between the local Livonian and the neighboring Lithuanian tribes, Meinhart struck a deal with the local Livonian chiefs. He would build them a stone fortification in return for conversion to Roman Catholicism. The agreement didn’t work for long since once the Livonians took possession of the stone fort they quickly returned to their traditional religion. In a letter to Meinhart the Pope expressed a different solution—the use of force—but this was not available to the good bishop.


  Meinhart died in 1196 and was succeeded by Berthold of Loccum who followed his predecessor with attempts to convert the Livonians with presents and even introduced religious plays to impress the pagans. No sales pitch seemed to work and briberies were to no avail, and after a year he returned to Germany. The Pope was right; nothing would work short of physical force, and in 1195 Archbishop Hartwig persuaded Pope Celestine III to proclaim a Crusade to Livonia, which was confirmed by Innocent III in 1198. The same year Bishop Berthold sailed back to the Dvina with Saxon Crusaders and began to attack and destroy Livonian settlements when they refused to accept Roman Catholicism. It is not known how many pagans converted, but not a significant number since the invasion was abruptly terminated, when while leading a force Berthold was ambushed and killed and the Crusaders decided to return to Germany. The spread of Christianity, however, was not the purpose of the Crusade as was professed. Some of the indigenous Livonians (Latvians) had already converted voluntarily to Greek Orthodoxy, and their churches were destroyed along with the pagan temples.24


  Real advances began to be made when Hartwig appointed his nephew Albert of Buxtehude (Buxhoeved) as bishop to replace Berthold. Albert began to recruit Crusaders and a few years later with 500 men and 23 ships he sailed to the Dvina. His first act was to move his seat from Uxkull to a more defensible and strategic location between the Dvina and the Rige rivers, which formed a natural moat on three sides of the walled city he built called Riga. By now a decision had been made to conquer the east Baltic territories, and following a fire in 1215 Riga was expanded to accommodate more men-at-arms, merchants and colonists, who began to arrive in the occupied land. In the following years Albert worked tirelessly for what became a family enterprise involving his brother, cousin and brother-in-law, a continuation of the “Ostsiedlung” movement to Germanize all lands east of the Elbe River.


  A prominent and well-documented role in the Third Crusade of the Middle East was played by military orders of monks, and this was even more so the case in the east Baltic Crusades of the early 13th century. The first order to be born was the German Knights of the Catholic Order of Livonia, better known as the Order of the Sword or simply the Sword Brothers, followed by the Knights of Dobrzyn (Dobrin) from the Christianized Slavic lands. Formed by Bishop Albert at Riga to man the fort, the knights lacked the independence of the Templars or the Hospitalers and were directly under the orders of the Bishop, whom they swore to serve and protect. Albert’s authority was further increased when the Holy Roman Emperor granted him secular powers by recognizing him as a territorial prince. The German Crusader enclave of Livonia was beginning to take shape, particularly when in 1212 Prince Vladimir of Polotsk conceded his tribute rights over the local Livonian tribes to Bishop Albert, in return for a military alliance and free passage for Polotsk merchants down the Dvina River to the sea. The new trade with Riga benefited the Slav Principality and it was a sign of recognition of Crusader supremacy, which they had gained in the lower Dvina region.


  The Sword Brothers led by Bishop Albert’s brother Hermann, also a bishop, next turned to another region which paid tribute to Pskov, the land of the Chuds (Estonian Finns). The territory lay to the west of Lake Peipus (Chud) and had been conquered by Iaroslav the Wise of Kyiv, who had a fort built at Iuriev (Tartu, Dorpat) to control the area. In 1224 the fortification came under siege by Bishop Hermann and soon fell, with the whole garrison massacred except for a sole survivor who carried the news to Pskov. Iuriev or Tartu as it became known was nominally under a Chud elder called Vetseke but had a garrison from Pskov. Its sack was a clear signal to Novgorod that the Crusade would not stop at the domination of the local pagan population. The conquered territory was divided between the sword Brothers and Bishop Hermann, who installed himself as prince and began to give fiefs to relatives and other settlers. Since much of the local population was still pagan, more priests were brought in to convert the Chud tribesmen.25


  The days of the Sword Brothers, however, were numbered. The Lithuanian tribes south of the Dvina River were still defiant, and in the summer of 1236 a large Crusader army together with reinforcements from Pskov under the leadership of the Grand Master Valequin set out into Lithuanian territory. They were met at Siaulia (Saule) near Bauska by the Samogitian tribesmen and a major battle took place. The marshy terrain evened out the odds in favor of the Lithuanians who could not match the Crusaders’ crossbows, heavy armor and ironclad mounted knights. After heavy fighting the Crusader army was crushed, with half of the Sword Brothers lying dead on the battlefield including a Master of the Order, Folkwin. Both German and Novgorod chronicles left a record of the stunning defeat:


  
    The same year (1237) the Nemtsi (Germans) came from beyond the sea to Riga, and they joined the people of Riga and of Pskov (and) they waged war against the Lithuanians and campaigned actively; but the Lithuanians united and started fighting them. There was a great battle and the Lithuanians defeated the people of Pskov and the Nemtsi….”26

  


  The defeat was a major setback for the northern Crusade, and all territory south of the Dvina River was re-occupied by the Lithuanian forces.


  Following the defeat at Siaulia the surviving Sword Brothers were absorbed by a larger military order that had been brought in during 1226 to fight the pagan Prussians. This was “The Order of the Hospital of St. Mary of the Germans of Jerusalem,” or the “Teutonic Knights” for short as they became known, modeled on the Templars of Jerusalem. Although they were nominally placed under Bishop Christian the Teutonic Knights were a virtually independent body, answerable only to the Pope. They had made their appearance in Eastern Europe in 1211 when they were invited by King Andrew of Hungary to defend his eastern border against the princes of Galicia-Volin but were expelled in 1225 for disobedience. In an agreement between Duke Conrad of Mazovia, Frederick II and Pope Gregory IX, the Order was brought in soon after as an independent body to fight the Baltic pagans.


  There were now three separate Catholic powers facing the Baltic pagans: Bishop Herman Von Buxtehude, King Valdemar of Denmark, and the Teutonic Order led by the Grand Master Herman Balk. When disagreements began to arise over territory the Pope stepped in, and in 1234 Bishop Herman’s authority was restricted to Tartu and the surrounding area. Also in 1238 following the disaster at Siaulia, Estonia was assigned to Denmark’s sphere of influence, and all of Livonia north of the Dvina went to the Order. Seemingly satisfied with beneficial trade agreements, both Novgorod and Pskov accepted the loss of Tartu (Iuriev) and the lower Dvina region to the Crusaders and nothing seemed to point to the future conflict which erupted several years later. The Roman Catholic intrusion on the east Baltic coast and the differences between the Greek Orthodox and Catholic Churches did not at first interfere with the two faiths in mixed communities. Thus Canon Meinhard had been allowed to set up a Catholic mission on the lower Dvina which had been subject to Orthodox influence for some time. Also, when the citizens of Pskov thought Prince Iaroslav was going to attack they entered into an alliance with the Teutonic Order in Riga.27 The Roman Catholic Church was intent on dominance and in 1222 Pope Honorius III declared that the Orthodox rite was not to be allowed in any lands under Catholic control. Two years later when Iuriev was captured and made a Catholic Sec the bishop was instructed to begin mission work in Greek Orthodox areas.


  Conflict between Novgorod and the Teutonic Order in Riga was inevitable, especially when in 1226 the citizens of Novgorod invited Iaroslav Vsevolodich of Pereiaslav to be prince. The warlike Iaroslav had made a name for himself by defeating what was considered to be a large force of 7,000 Lithuanian warriors who were devastating the outskirts of Novgorod, Toropets, Smolensk and Polotsk. After being expelled by the citizens of Novgorod in a disagreement Iaroslav was soon invited back on condition he respect “Novgorod liberties.” In 1232 he took an army from Novgorod and attacked Chernihiv causing much damage, and after defeating another Lithuanian force and a raiding Chud (Estonian) war party Iaroslav turned his attention to the German Crusaders. In the winter of 1234 he marched against Tartu, where a battle took place on the river Amozhiva. Some of the Germans fell through the frozen ice of the river and drowned and the remaining force withdrew behind the safety of Tartu’s walls. Not possessing large siege equipment, Iaroslav proceeded to loot and burn the surrounding countryside in the traditional manner, until the besieged city “petitioned Prince Iaroslav who made peace with them, and returned to Novgorod.”


  The attack on Tartu was Novgorod’s response to Roman Catholic pressure on the Greek Orthodox population, and was followed by Prince Iaroslav’s obstruction of Catholic missions in Finland. Constantinople had already fallen to the Catholic armies of the Fourth Crusade and it was felt that northeastern Europe would be next. Friendly persuasion failed to convince Novgorod to abandon Greek Orthodoxy, and in 1237 Pope Gregory IX decided to use force—his favorite method of persuasion.28 The attack on Slavic Orthodox territory came in 1240 from two directions—the Swedes landed in the north on the Neva River and the Teutonic Knights to the south along the Dvina.


  Prince Iaroslav was conducting a power struggle with Mikhail of Chernihiv for control of Kyiv and in 1236 had appointed his oldest son Alexander as Prince of Novgorod. In July 1240 Alexander was informed that a Crusader army from Sweden had landed on the south shore of the Neva River with the clear intention to block Novgorod shipping. The Swedish army was led by Earl Karl Birger and Bishop Thomas of Uppsala who had been organizing missionary work in southern Finland, and included Norwegians, Finnish tribesmen and a contingent of Teutonic Knights. As described in the Novgorod Chronicle: “The Swedes came with their rulers and with their bishops and halted on the Neva at the mouth of the Izhora (river), wishing to take possession of Ladoga, or in one word of Novgorod and the whole Novgorod land.”


  After receiving reports of the enemy’s strength and movements from his Finnish scouts, Alexander decided to attack at dawn. Bursting into the Crusaders’ camp, Alexander’s men quickly overcame their first line of defense and after a short and bloody battle Birger’s army was destroyed. The Earl was apparently wounded in a duel with Alexander and barely escaped with his life. As recorded in the Novgorod Chronicle: “Again the most kind and merciful God, lover of men, preserved and protected us from the foreigners…. He (Alexander) went against them … on the 15th day of July … and there was a great slaughter of Swedes.” Following the victory on the Neva, Alexander was given the honorary title of “Nevsky,” by which he was known until his death in 1263.


  The battle against the Swedes was only the first Alexander Nevsky would have to fight. By now the German Crusaders were firmly established along the Baltic coast and had gained influence amongst the Novgorod and Pskov merchants. Novgorod had more than 30,000 inhabitants and was ruled by the popular “Veche” or citizens’ gatherings. The actions and expenses of the appointed prince and of his “druzhina” comrades were closely regulated, and neither could own land in the principality or trade with the Germans. Princes were not trusted and were also prohibited from establishing their headquarters within the city walls. Novgorod was a commercial republic whose ships plied the waters of the Baltic from the Swedish inland of Gotland to Poland, northern Germany and Denmark. Trade had become a lucrative activity, too lucrative to be interrupted by Crusades or other conflicts, and German and Swedish merchants were a common sight in Novgorod and enjoyed a privileged status and a large degree of autonomy. Novgorod had two influential upper classes, big landowners and wealthy merchants, with the latter heavily involved in trade with the Catholic Crusader powers.


  The Germans in particular had strong sympathies among the Novgorod big merchants who stood to lose much valuable trade so long as hostilities lasted. When Alexander returned from the Neva following his victory he found that he was no longer welcome, and taking his “druzhina” and family he returned to Pereiaslav. In the meantime things were not going well for Novgorod, and in spite of their defeat on the Neva the Crusaders continued to carve out territory. Koporye in the land of the Finnish Vod tribe on the Gulf of Finland was occupied and a stone castle was built to secure the territory. Further to the south, Tesov and the village of Sablia—which lay only 30 km from Novgorod—were also captured. In a coordinated move a second army of Teutonic Knights—Danes and local auxiliaries, “many noble heroes … and the King’s men (of the Danish crown) also came with a fine force….”29 They were allied with Iaroslav Vladimirovich, the former prince of Pskov, who was in exile amongst the Crusaders, and their first target was Izborsk, a Novgorod fortress situated to the southwest of the city. A 600-man force from Pskov tried to retake the fort and was defeated, and the Crusader army marched on Pskov, which was left largely defenseless. The battle is described in the Livonian Rhymed Chronicle whose author was probably a member of the Order.


  
    Those from Pskov were unhappy about the news (capture of Izborsk). This is the name of a neighboring town in Rus whose inhabitants were extremely evil. None of them stayed behind but rather all participated in the expedition and grimly stormed Isborg, with many bright cuirasses and helmets shining like glass. There were many crossbowmen among them. When they came upon the Brothers’ army (the Teutonic Knights) they attacked and the Brothers and the (Danish) King’s men boldly charged towards them. The Germans hacked great wounds and the Rusins suffered terribly. Eight hundred of them fell on the battlefield…. The others took to flight and were pursued relentlessly….30

  


  The Crusaders camped outside of Pskov and plundered the area for a week, burning many villages and Greek Orthodox monasteries, with their books and icons. With a reduced defense force the city had no choice but to open its gates, but it had become clear in Novgorod that besides trade the Crusaders were also interested in conquering the Novgorod lands. The pro–German merchants lost their support in the “Veche” gatherings and a delegation was sent to Great Prince Iaroslav with the request that his son Alexander be sent back to them. After refusing the first invitation Alexander relented and set out for Novgorod with his “druzhina” comrades, where upon arrival he promptly hung the leaders of the pro–Crusader merchants.


  Not waiting to be attacked in Novgorod, the newly arrived prince took his “druzhina,” the city militia, and “some Karel and Izhora (Finnish) people” (who were Novgorod’s allies) and set out into the country of the Vod. By the autumn of 1241 Koporye with the newly built Crusader stone castle was in Alexander’s hands. German and Danish prisoners were sent to Novgorod for ransom and others were set free, but the Vod and Chud people were hanged as betrayers of their alliance with the princes of Novgorod. Reinforced by his brother Prince Andrey of Suzdal, Alexander Nevsky appeared before the walls of Pskov in the winter of 1242 with a strong force. The city was defended by a German and Danish skeleton crew commanded by two Teutonic Knights, as well as the Pskov militia which had joined the Crusaders, but who now switched its allegiance to Alexander. The gates were opened and Pskov fell to the joint Novgorod-Suzdal force and Alexander Nevsky decided to take the war to the Crusaders. The marshes and waterways were frozen and the two brothers began to head west towards the Baltic Sea, crossing the Velika River, and spreading across Crusader territory began to burn and pillage the countryside.


  The Crusaders responded by raising an army in German Livonia and Danish Estonia under the command of Bishop Herman von Buxhoeved of Tartu consisting of auxiliary troops, retinues of German colonial vassals, urban militias, and several hundred Scandinavian and Teutonic Order knights, a force of some 3,000 infantry and cavalry. Alexander’s army was roughly of the same size, with the cavalry consisting of light lancers and mounted archers, but without the heavy armored knights as was the practice in western armies.31 The first clash between the Crusaders and Alexander Nevsky’s men occurred by a bridge, where a Novgorod advance party led by the city mayor’s brother Domash Tverdislavich was ambushed and destroyed. Domash was killed trying to rescue some of his trapped men, and the survivors made it back to the main camp to bring news of the approaching enemy. With insufficient forces to mount a counter-attack, Alexander Nevsky decided to turn back to the narrow channel which joins Lake Peipus and Lake Pskov where he could take up defensive positions on more favorable ground.32 The exact route taken by Alexander’s army and the pursuing Crusaders is not known, but we can piece together the main highlights of the great battle using chroniclers from both sides.


  The Crusaders were following in pursuit and Alexander Nevsky decided to give battle in a location of his choosing. We know from the Novgorod Chronicle that “Kniaz (Prince) Alexander and all the men of Novgorod drew up their forces on Lake Chud (Peipus) at Uzmen by the Vorony Kamen (Raven Rock).” Alexander drew up his ranks on the higher grounds of the opposite shoreline, which forced the Crusaders to attack across the open ice. Bishop Herman had formed up his ironclad knights in the classic German “boar’s head” formation to penetrate Alexander’s center, split his army and destroy each half separately by the advancing infantry. As described in the Novgorod Chronicle:


  
    An army of Nemtsy [Germans and Danes] and Chud [Estonians] came upon them [at sunrise] and they fought their way through his [Alexander’s] army in a wedge. And there was a great battle with the Nemtsy and Chud, with the crash of shattering spears and the sound of clashing swords, so that even the frozen sea moved and the ice could not be seen for all was covered with blood.

  


  To blunt the charge of the armored knights Alexander would have ordered a counter-charge by his druzhina, “with the crash of shattering spears” followed by the “clashing swords,” as the two bodies met. Mounted archers figured prominently in the prince’s army, and before the Crusaders’ cavalry crashed into Alexander’s men it would have been met by a deadly hail of arrows, as recorded in the Livonian Rhymed Chronicle:


  
    … they [the Crusaders] decided to attack the Rusins. The latter had many archers and the battle began with their bold assault on the [Danish] King’s men. The Brothers’ [Teutonic Order] banners were soon flying in the midst of the archers and the swords were heard cutting helmets apart. Many on both sides fell dead on the grass.33

  


  The Novgorod center held for a time, but began to give way as it absorbed the onslaught of the Crusaders’ heavy cavalry and the massed infantry which followed. As the infantry ranks retreated Alexander gave the signal for both reinforced flanks to begin to encircle the enemy. Most of the Estonian auxiliaries managed to avoid the encirclement, but hemmed in on all sides the Crusader force was destroyed and the survivors pursued for several kilometers over the ice. The Novgorod Chronicle:


  
    And there was a great slaughter of Nemtsi and Chud … (Estonians) … and God helped Prince Alexander, and the Nemtsi fell there, and the Chud gave way, and they fought with them during the pursuit on the ice seven “versts” (just over seven kilometers) short of the Subol (western) shore. And there fell a countless number of Chud and 400 of the Nemtsi and they took 50 (prisoners) … to Novgorod. And they fought on 5 April 1242 on a Saturday….

  


  Following the peace negotiations, the Crusaders had to surrender all conquered Novgorod territory including the fortification of Izborsk. Alexander Nevsky’s victory was a significant event in the history of Eastern Europe and prevented a Roman Catholic dominance of the region. The young prince showed himself to be a superior strategist and went on to demonstrate his prowess, this time against the rising strength of the Lithuanian tribes. When Lithuanians launched an invasion of Novgorod territory around Torzhok they were met by Alexander Nevsky at the head of troops from Novgorod, Pskov, Tver and Dimitrov and in two great battles at Zhizhitsa, and at Usviaty, the Lithuanian army was destroyed with nine chieftains killed in the fighting.


  The battle of Lake Peipus was not the last conflict between Orthodox Slavic city states and the Catholic colonists on the Baltic. The northern part of the Baltic coast from Revel (Tallin) to the Narva River was in Danish hands, while the southern stretch was occupied by the Teutonic Knights. In 1267 Novgorod decided to attack the Crusaders in Estonia, the main objective being the new Danish castle at Rakovar (Rakvere), built in 1252, which was threatening Novgorod shipping. The expedition was too weak and ill equipped to make much progress and was forced to withdraw. The following year a larger force from Novgorod, reinforced by detachments from Tver, Smolensk and Pskov and led by Alexander Nevsky’s son Dimitry of Pereiaslav, set out again to attack Rakovar. This time the force was equipped with siege machinery and was large enough to surround the entire perimeter of the castle walls.



  The operation against the Danes was conducted during January and February of 1268 but it, too, failed to take the castle, when a relieving force of the Teutonic Order and auxiliary troops arrived on the scene. Using their standard wedge formation the Teutonic Knights struck the Novgorod and Pskov regiments and shattered their ranks, while a second “boar’s head” wedge emerged from cover and attacked the Novgorod camp and transport. Left without reinforcements the main besieging force was attacked on its flanks and surrounded but could not be overcome by the Knights’ onslaught. The fighting raged for the entire day and it was only as evening fell that Dimitry’s men overcame the Teutonic Knights and their men. The Order had suffered another major defeat at the hands of Novgorod.


  The hero of the battle was the refugee Lithuanian Prince Dovmont (Daumantas) of Pskov, who played a prominent part in the battle, and when the Teutonic Knights broke into flight he pursued them all the way to the Baltic coast.34 Prince Dovmont would prove himself once again when after the battle of Rakovar, a German Crusader force of a thousand men invaded a frontier settlement belonging to Pskov. Gathering a detachment of men Dovmont attacked the superior German force which was busy looting on the Miropovna River, on 23 April 1268 (St. George’s Day) and defeated them.35


  Matters did not rest there, and in the following year the Grand Master of the Teutonic Order Otto von Rodenstein gathered an army of 18,000 men and set off once more against Pskov, both by land and by water, bringing heavy siege catapults. The fort at Izborsk was taken as before, and by the end of June the Grand Master was ready to attack Pskov. A heavy assault was beaten off on the city walls and the Crusaders settled down to a siege, with the energetic Prince Dovmont leading several sorties and reportedly wounding Grand Master Rodenstein in combat. Word came that a relief column was advancing from Novgorod and on 8 July the siege was abandoned. The failure to capture Pskov brought to an end any further major attempts by the Crusaders to conquer Novgorod territory.


  



  The Mongols Stage an Appearance


  Elsewhere, on the opposite end of the Orthodox Christian lands of Eastern Europe, the appearance of a different people announced another foreign invasion, one which would be of a much greater magnitude. It would have a great effect on Europe and alter the balance of power in Eurasia, which would never return to its original state. The new invaders were the Mongols, also known as Tatars, whose first arrival in the Russian and Ukrainian prairies occurred in the spring of 1223 in very much the same way as previous Asian nomads had made their appearance, suddenly and without warning. They, like the Huns and Avars before them, had inherited Sarmatian tactics and military technology, such as body armor and the composite bow, which would have a devastating effect. Sarmatian Alans had penetrated far to the east, which is witnessed by engravings of horsemen on rocks along the Enisei River, which are very similar to those painted on walls in tombs found on the Ukrainian prairies and the Crimean Peninsula. We know from Mongol mythology and legends that they venerated Alan-Qoa, or Alan the Beautiful, who was wife of the warrior-knight Dobun-Mergan, and the Mongol language also had Sarmatian words for “glory” and “hero,” which were prominent in a warrior culture such as the Sarmatian.36


  Mongol conquests began in the Far East where, led by their commander Temujin, better known as “Chingis Khan” (Great King), by 1215 they had conquered most of northern China and Manchuria. Next, Kara Khitai was defeated and continuing west they overran the Moslem Sultanate of Khorezm, (today’s Uzbekistan), Tadjikistan, Turkestan and Azerbaijan in central Asia and part of the Caucasus Mountains. A Persian army which was sent to support Sultan Mohammed II was crushed and a Mongol army corps led by the one-eyed Subodai and Jebei Noyon (“The Arrow”) went in pursuit of the sultan who had fled to Azerbaijan in the Caucasus Mountains. The force was but a small portion of the whole Mongol “urda” or army, and did not have heavy equipment such as siege catapults or gunpowder which they had obtained in China. News reached them that Sultan Mohammed was dead, and the Mongol contingent settled into winter quarters in the Mugansk steppe in southern Azerbaijan to await further instructions.


  

Their marching orders were not long in coming. They were to cross the Caucasus mountain range, reconnoiter the steppe to the north, and subdue the Polovtsian Khanate. In September 1222 Subodai and Jebei invaded Georgia reinforced by regiments sent by Chingis Khan, and the local Muslim Kurdish and Turkic tribes. When the powerful Georgian army led by King Giorgi III “The Brilliant” came out to meet them, Jebei’s men initiated the old nomad cavalry withdrawal ruse. Charging the Georgian cavalry the Mongol mounted archers released several volleys, then turned and fled with the Georgian cavalry in hot pursuit. Subodei’s men had been placed in ambush at a prearranged spot, where the pursued Mongol cavalry quickly mounted fresh horses and turned on the pursuing Georgians. Riding tired steeds and encircled by Subodei’s waiting regiments the Georgian cavalry was destroyed, with the loss of its entire military nobility.


  Continuing their advance the Mongol army soon found itself trapped in the narrow passes of the Caucasus range. Guided by hostile local highlanders they were led deep into the mountains towards the northern slopes and Sarmatian territory. When the captive guides vanished, Subodei and Jebei found themselves in unknown surroundings hemmed in by tall peaks and facing a combined force of Polovtsi and Alan cavalry, which was blocking the mountain passes along the Terek River. Unable to maneuver, the Mongol leaders resorted to deception. Subodei and Jebei sent emissaries to the Polovtsi Khans with generous gifts, explaining that they had no wish to fight a people of a similar tongue; and being religious, they did not want to shed innocent blood.37 The Polovtsi accepted the Mongol overtures, broke camp and left their Sarmatian allies to their own devices; they were promptly attacked by superior forces and defeated. After plundering the Sarmatian lands and replenishing their supplies the Mongols advanced into Polovtsi country, and in a major battle on the Don River the main Polovtsi army was shattered and destroyed with only a few survivors managing to flee beyond the Dnipro River.


  It is these Polovtsi who brought news of the unknown newcomers to the western Polovtsi federation led by Khan Kotian, Mstislav the Daring’s father-in-law. Their coming was first recorded in the Kyiv Chronicle: “An enemy hitherto unknown appeared, godless Moabites called Tatars (who) attacked the Polovtsi land…. Juri Konchakovich the senior prince of all the Polovtsi … fled. And many were slaughtered (pursued) to the river Dnipro.”38


  Bearing many gifts, Khan Kotian turned to Prince Mstislav the Daring with a proposal of an alliance and a warning that Rus was next on the newcomers’ agenda. Realizing that the Polovtsi could join the Mongols if defeated again, Prince Mstislav called for a meeting to be held in Kyiv, presided by himself and the other two Mstislavs of Kyiv and Chernihiv and attended by the junior southern princes. It was decided to lead a strong army out into the steppes rather than wait for the Mongols’ arrival, which would have endangered Kyiv and all Rus.


  The combined princes’ army set out along the Dnipro River, with the infantry on boats and the cavalry following the western shore, until they reached a town called Zarub where envoys from Subodei and Jebei awaited them with the words:


  
    We are all men and we are descendants of Adam. Why should we senselessly and vainly shed our blood, quarreling and fighting? We have not come against you and we have taken nothing of yours but we have come against our slaves the Polovtsi because from ancient times the Polovtsi have tended our horses.39

  


  Seeing the large force set out against them, the Mongols were attempting to repeat the deception they had used to split the combined Polovtsi and Alan army on the Terek River. The Kyiv Chronicle made it a point to stress the large force fielded against the Mongols:


  
    … all Rusky princes crossed the river Dnipro with numberless armies. Great Prince Mstislav Romanovich of Kyiv…. Great Prince Volodimer Riurikovich of Smolensk … the princes of Chernihiv, of Galich, of Volin, of Kursk, of Trubchevsk, and of Putivl; and the princes from all the land of Rus with an endless multitude of warriors.40

  


  The Mongol proposal fell on deaf ears and the envoys were handed over to the Polovtsi tribesmen who promptly executed them—a serious violation of the Mongol code. An advance Mongol force was defeated by the Rusian mounted archers on the Khortitsia tributary of the Dnipro River, and encouraged by the victory the princes and their Polovtsi allies pressed on deeper into the endless steppe. The enemy, however, was nowhere to be seen but on the eighth day in early June scouts reported the Mongol army was camped nearby, beyond the Kalka River.41 Subodei and Jebei had lured the allied army far into the steppe to a battlefield of their own choosing. Perhaps they were also aware of the allies’ divided leadership and the lack of communication between the three Mstislavs, “out of jealousy, for there was a great discord between them.”42 Not possessing a clear numerical superiority the Mongol leaders would attempt to outmaneuver the disorganized enemy and attack each ally piecemeal after the princes had made the initial move.


  Mstislav the Daring of Galich was the first to attack the Mongols with a cavalry charge, supported by young Prince Danylo of Volodimer (in Volin) and the Polovtsi horsemen. Instead of responding with the usual mounted archers, Subodei and Jebei unleashed their heavy cavalry of armored men and horses, and a great battle broke out on the Kalka River. Prince Vasilko was struck by a lance while his eighteen-year-old brother Danylo, although wounded, met the Mongols head on, supported by princes Iaroslav Nemoi, Oleg of Kursk and the Polovtsi Khan Iarun. As the battle was raging the Polovtsi began to give way, and pressed by the Mongol cavalry broke and fled. In their hasty retreat they charged through the Rusian camp rampaging as they went, perhaps in anger at the lack of support from Mstislav of Kyiv, which could have won the day. Instead, due to a lack of communication between the princes, he had not been informed of the attack and his men were unprepared for battle when the Mongols struck their camp. Mstislav the Daring with young Danylo and Mstislav of Chernihiv, seeing the attack on the Rusian camp, broke away from the battle and, fighting a rear-guard action, headed towards the Dnipro River. Abandoned by his allies and taken by surprise, Mstislav of Kyiv decided to stand his ground and fight. Barricading themselves on a rocky rise by the Kalka River for the next three days, his men beat off all Mongol attacks, inflicting heavy casualties on the enemy.


  Besides the Polovtsi nomads the steppe was also home to Slavic freebooters, escaped slaves or the “izgoi,” who did not fit into society and had fled Rus to pursue a life of freedom on the vast and plentiful steppe. They were known as “Brodniki,” or wanderers, and had joined the Mongols to fight against the princes of Rus. We know from the Kyiv Chronicler that on the fourth day Mstislav of Kyiv was approached by the head of the Brodniki, one Ploskinia with a proposal: all lives would be spared and prisoners offered for ransom if the men of Rus would surrender. The promise turned out to be a deceptive ruse for no sooner did Mstislav’s men lay down their arms than they were attacked and slaughtered. A special fate was reserved for the nobility. Prince Mstislav of Kyiv with his grandson, son-in-law and other princes were brought to the Mongol camp, and when a great feast was held to celebrate the victory they were wrapped in carpets, placed under the floorboards of the tent and slowly crushed to death, as the Mongols celebrated on the floor above them. According to one contemporary observer, “there was a victory over the Rusian princes as had never before occurred since the beginning of the land of Rus.”43


  Records indicate that about half of the princes died in the battle and probably the same proportion of other ranks out of a likely force of 10,000 men.44 The battle fought in June 1223 was the first encounter between a Christian European army and the Mongols. It would not be the last.




  Nine



  



  The Coming of the Mongols


  



  The Destruction of Rus


  Following their victory on the Kalka River the Mongols left as suddenly as they appeared, or so thought the princes of Eastern Europe. It was an “out of sight, out of mind” attitude and the usual fighting amongst the Riurik dynasty soon resumed, particularly for possession of Kyiv. After a brief rest Subodei and Jebei headed back, halting in the land of the Volga Bulgars to replenish supplies. We know from the Moslem historian Ibn-el-Athir that the Mongols suffered further losses from Bulgar ambushes when they set out on their raiding parties throughout the land. The surviving force retreated to Saksin (Itil) on the Volga delta from where they continued east to rejoin the main armies that had just defeated Jolal ad-Din, Sultan Mohammed II’s son. In 1229, two years after Chingis Khan’s death, the Mongols returned to the Volga delta where Subodei and Kokodei captured several Bulgar outposts and three years later devastated their southern territory. When the Bulgars approached Prince Yuri of Suzdal for help he reneged on the treaty they had signed in 1229 and refused to send troops.


  Chingis Khan’s main effort had gone into the conquest of China, with its old civilization and wealth. By 1215 most of northern China and Manchuria were in the hands of the Mongols, who had adopted the advanced Chinese military technology. Subodei and Jebei’s force, which had penetrated the outskirts of Eastern Europe, was only an exploratory probe, to learn what lay beyond the Caspian Sea and its military capabilities. It was after Chingis Khan’s death in 1227 that a decision was made to invade Europe at a meeting of clan chiefs or a “kuriltai” held in 1234. The force sent consisted of 120,000–140,000 men, both Mongols and allies, with enough siege equipment to overpower the defenses of any city they chose to attack. By now the Mongols had incorporated Chinese and Moslem technologies and knowledge into their own brand of warfare. Engineers were sought after and were rewarded for joining their engineering corps, which became a standard part of Mongol armies together with the most sophisticated military equipment of the time. They were led by capable commanders and strategists with a single objective in mind—victory by any means.1


  It took two years to prepare an invasion of Europe and to assemble animal herds and locate adequate pastures and marching routes. The entire horde was under the command of Batu, the son of Chingis Khan’s eldest son Juchi, who was accompanied by Subodei with his knowledge of the territory that would soon be invaded. Before his death, Chingis Khan had divided his conquests amongst three surviving sons by his first wife Barte who were the only legitimate candidates to replace him. Juchi received the west beginning with what is today Kazakhstan, but he died shortly before his father and his share or “ulus” was given to Batu. Chingis Khan had also expressed the wish he be replaced by his son Ugedey, and this was confirmed unanimously by the great “kuriltai” held in 1229. Khan Batu was also given an experienced but small force of 4,000 horsemen, and to bring his army up to strength for the western conquest the Great Khan Ugedey transferred parts of other “uluses’” armies to Batu. Ugedey’s two sons Guyuk and Kadan, three other of Chingis Khan’s grandsons and a great-grandson Buri were also assigned to Batu. It is thought the total force consisted of some 50,000 Mongol horsemen who with Turkic tribesmen and other subjects, brought Batu’s horde to over 120,000 men. Much of the great army, however, was used for garrison duty and side expeditions and probably no more than 50,000 were available for any major confrontation, still a very large force for the time.2


  Before advancing beyond the upper Volga and the Don River the Mongols secured their rear and flanks by destroying all major Bulgar cities and subduing the Mari, Bashkir, Mordvinian and Burta tribes. At the same time this gave the Mongols control of the vast grazing area needed to feed their vast herds of horses, cattle and sheep. The Alan Ossetians and the neighboring Polovtsi tribes were also forced to swear allegiance, and by 1237 the invasion of Europe could begin.


  As the Mongols were preparing for the invasion, their reconnaissance units and excellent spy networks were reporting a complete lack of preparation by the northeastern princes. The city states could be isolated and picked off one by one, and the first to be attacked was Riazan which neighbored Bulgar territory on the Oka River. The Mongols first sent envoys to announce that the sacking of the city was not their intention. If Riazan would surrender and acknowledge the Great Khan Batu as their overlord the city would be spared and placed under Mongol protection. The Mongol rulers had no wish to become embroiled in local politics and problems and usually allowed traditional rule, customs and religious expression, so long as the standard 10 percent tax was paid each year into the Great Khan’s coffers.


  Riazan refused to surrender and in December 1237 the Mongols began to besiege the city in a novel fashion. Using captive labor, a wooden palisade was erected around the city, which sealed off all access to the outside world and provided cover for the Mongol siege catapults which began to lob large stones and pots of burning naphtha on the wooden city walls. After a 15 day bombardment the Mongols burst into the city, destroyed the buildings and massacred much of the population, as described in the chronicles: “The accursed aliens came to the capital city of Riazan and on the sixth day of December they besieged the … city … built fortifications around it. The princes of Riazan reinforced the city with their men and they fought courageously, becoming wearied.”


  The defenders did not have sufficient manpower to take turns on the walls, which were under constant assault by the much larger Mongol force. An account has been preserved in “The Tale of the Destruction of Riazan”: “Batu changed his regiments frequently, replacing them with fresh troops while the citizens of Riazan fought without relief…. On the dawn of the sixth day the pagan warriors began to storm the city, some with firebrands, some with battering rams, and others with countless scaling ladders.”


  The chronicler’s claims are confirmed by the Pope’s envoy Carpini when he visited the Mongol capital a few years later. The Mongols first surrounded a fortified place so that no one could get in or out and the siege began with a bombardment of machines and arrows which continued day and night “so that those in the fort can not rest” while the Mongols divided their forces, which took turns in the fighting “so they are not tired at all.” Carpini also mentions the use of “Greek fire,” probably naphtha in a clay pot, which was lit by a wick and delivered by a catapult.3


  When the citadel fell the inhabitants were dealt with in a particularly inhuman fashion, even by standards of the day.


  
    … and they killed Great Prince Iury Ingvarevich as well as his princess and other princes and their men, wives, children, monks, nuns and priests. Some were hacked to pieces by swords, some were shot by arrows, and some were thrown into the fire; and some were bound and they would cut out their breasts; some had their gall bladder removed; others they skinned; some they stuck with needles and splinters under their nails; they defiled the nuns and the priests’ wives, and the Great Princess and the boyars’ wives; and they raped the women and virgins before their mothers and sisters.”4

  


  The brutality was meant as a lesson to the other cities if they resisted. Those deemed fit for labor were spared and others released to spread the word of what was in store for any city that did not open its gates to the invaders. Recruits into the Mongol army were also welcome, particularly trained infantry.


  The terror tactics failed to achieve their intended end and Vladimir, Suzdal, Iaroslavl, and Tver had to be taken by the heavy siege machinery and frontal assault. None of the city-states received help from their neighbors, and they all fell one by one.5 As the Mongol army was advancing on Vladimir, Prince Iury II retreated to the north with a small detachment, and with fresh recruits had gathered a force on the Sit River, a tributary of the Volga. No doubt he intended to relieve the siege but before he could make a move Vladimir fell on 8 February 1238 after only a 6-day siege. Three weeks later Subodei’s main army was on the Sit River and with quick maneuvers struck Iury’s men from several directions and completely routed it. Following the northern campaign the Mongols returned to their prairie base in the southern steppe where they spent the following winter building-up supplies and putting down Circassian, Ossetian and Polovtsi rebellions.


  In the spring of 1239 the Mongols were ready to continue their advance. On 3 March the first city to fall was Pereiaslav in southeastern Rus, and refusing to surrender, it suffered the same fate as Riazan. Next a Mongol army under Mongke invaded the southern part of Chernihiv’s territory. The city was besieged and a large catapult, probably a trebuchet, was brought to batter down the walls—it was said that it could hurl stones, large enough to require four men to lift them, the distance of a bowshot. Chernihiv was defended by Mikhail’s cousin Mstislav Glebovich, who found himself helpless against Mongke’s siege equipment. Leading his men outside of the battered city walls, Mstislav met the Mongols in an open battle and was defeated by superior forces.6 Mstislav Glebovich survived the battle, and contrary to Prince Mikhail’s wishes concluded a peace treaty with Mongke and recognized Khan Batu’s overlordship. Mikhail reacted by symbolically appointing his son Rostislav to replace Mstislav as prince of Chernihiv but to no avail; three years later Rostislav broke with his father and defected to Hungary to join King Bela IV. Three other princes followed suit by concluding peace treaties with Khan Batu: Danylo of Galich, Alexander Nevsky of Novgorod and prince Vladimir of Rostov-Suzdal.


  The Mongols had also suffered heavy casualties in the fighting, and Batu decided to retire to his base area along the Volga and Don rivers to gather supplies and replace the lost manpower. A reconnaissance force under Mongke was sent toward Kyiv to survey the terrain and the city’s defenses in preparation for the next stage of the offense. In the autumn of 1240 the bulk of the Mongol forces began to invade southern Rus and quickly penetrated the “dragon’s teeth” defenses. We have an account by the Kyiv Chronicle of the Mongols’ arrival:


  
    The same year Khan Batu came to Kyiv with many troops and encircled the city. The Tatar forces besieged it so that no one could either enter or leave the city. Those who were within the city could not hear each other because of the creaking of wheels and the din of the camels, the blowing of the trumpets and the sounding of organs (?), the neighing of horses and the hue and clamour of innumerable people; and the entire land was filled with Tatars.7

  


  Kyiv was now in the hands of Danylo of Galich, who had appointed a commander called Dmytro to be in charge of the city’s defenses. When the Mongols sent the usual envoys he refused to accept an “infidel’s” offer of surrender, not realizing that Mongke was a Christian, a member of the austere Assyrian Church. Kyiv was surrounded and the Mongols began to pound the city walls with heavy siege catapults placed in a ravine against the southeasterly wall by the Liadsky Gates.8 Once in place the catapults began to hurl large stones day and night in an attempt to open a breach in the city walls. Unable to make headway Batu sent a delegation to Kyiv with an offer of clemency, should they surrender; otherwise all would be put to the sword when the city fell. The Mongol envoys were sent back with curses, and the bombardment continued. This time Khan Batu brought in battering rams, which succeeded in breaking down a part of the walls: “wall-battering rams had destroyed the city walls, they entered the city but the citizens rushed against them. There could be seen and heard the clashing of lances and clanging of shields, and the arrows flew so thickly that one could not see the sky … the dead lay everywhere.”9


  Unable to penetrate into the city the Mongols climbed partly destroyed walls and waited for the coming daybreak. What remained of the defenders—“voivoda Dmitro was badly wounded and many strong men fell”—retreated into the city and dug in around the Church of the Tithe (Church of the Mother of God) and waited for the final assault. It came on the morning of 6 December, and heavily outnumbered and exhausted, the defenders succumbed to the Mongol attack, with the last men fighting within the church until the walls collapsed which put an end to the resistance. Batu was now master of the city, and many of the captives and prisoners of war were put to death. Some chivalry, however, was shown by Batu, and those who had fought to the end may have been spared since the chronicle points out that “voivoda Dmitro was brought, wounded to Batu who ordered that he not be killed because of his courage.” Those that could not flee were massacred, and much of Kyiv was destroyed. A great city was extinguished, never to shine as brightly as it had during the last two centuries.



  We have a unique account of southern Rus (today’s Ukraine) by Friar Giovanni DiPlano Carpini, who was sent by Pope Innocent IV as an envoy to Batu’s court on the Volga River. Leaving Lyons (France) on 16 April 1245 he was met before the onset of winter by Prince Vasilko in Galicia, who arranged for Carpini’s reception by Batu. Passing through Kyiv five years after its sack the friar wrote:



  
    When these people had been defeated the Tartars advanced against Rus and devastated it. They destroyed cities and fortifications and killed men and besieged Kyiv which is the greatest Rusian city, and after a long siege they took Kyiv and killed the citizens so when we went through that country we found countless human skulls and bones from the dead scattered over the field. Indeed Kyiv had been a very great and populous city but now is reduced to almost nothing. In fact, there are hardly two hundred houses there now and the people are held in the strictest servitude.10

  


  Evidently the Mongols had also suffered heavy casualties in the siege, which must have lasted some two months.


  Dividing their army the Mongols continued west, with one column attacking Volodimer in Volyn and another advancing on Galich with both cities falling in 1241 after short sieges, and many smaller towns laid to waste. The main force under Batu and Subodai headed towards the Carpathian passes which were guarded by fortresses, and on 10 March King Bela of Hungary received word that they were being attacked. Four days later the fortresses fell, and the Mongols began to advance into Hungary on their hardy steppe horses covering some 40 miles per day, even in snow. Caught off guard by the Mongols’ unexpectedly rapid advance, King Bela began to gather an army and wait for the enemy on the Danube. A large cavalry army with herds of several hundred thousand heads of cattle, sheep, and horses required a great amount of fodder, and only Hungary offered a plain large enough to support the entire Mongol army in central Europe. To secure the grazing area Khan Batu sent a 20,000 man force northward towards Silesia in today’s Poland as the two columns of the main army entered Hungary to recuperate after more than two months of campaigns.


  A Mongol army or “urda” consisted entirely of mounted soldiers with about a third heavy cavalry and the rest archers with little or no armor. Each man possessed two, three or even four horses, which gave them rapid long distance mobility. On forced marches the Mongols slept and ate in their saddles, cutting strips of raw horsemeat or beef, which they carried under the saddles. A Mongol army was divided on a decimal system of tens, hundreds, thousands, and “tumens” of ten thousand men, armed with battle axes, two or three recursive bows, and the same number of large quivers filled with arrows. They also carried lassoes to snare unsuspecting enemy horsemen or infantry. The more well-off owned curved sabers and provided the heavy cavalry with horse armor, helmets, and cuirass body armor for the riders. Mongol horses were small, hardy steppe ponies that could survive the winter on the open plains and could cover great distances, unlike the larger west European chargers. Mongol “armor” was made of leather covered with strips of polished steel sewn on, and although not as effective as the complete suit of armor, it was light and flexible.


  The thrust to the north was the first to experience major fighting and to gather much booty. Led by Baidar and Kaadan the raiding expedition penetrated deep into Poland to the Wisla (Vistula) River, destroyed Lublin, crossed the river and on 13 February 1241 sacked Sandomiercz (Sandomir). A month later a small force of Polish knights which attempted to halt their advance northwest of Krakow at Cmielnik was annihilated. King Boleslaw the Chaste, however, showed much less courage and fled with all his men. The Mongols entered Krakow unopposed; the city was promptly looted and many buildings burned to the ground. Heading west towards the Silesian capital of Wroclaw (Breslau) they found the city in flames, set on fire by its own inhabitants who had sought safety in the citadel. They were joined by another Mongol raiding party and learned that a 30,000 man army was approaching, led by Duke Henry II of Silesia and consisting of German, Polish, Czech and even some French knights and foot troops. Even the local gold miners were drafted to help in the fighting. Also a 40,000 man army from Bohemia under King Vaclav was approaching to join Duke Henry. To prevent the two armies from joining, which would have outnumbered the Mongols, Baidar and Kaadan decided to attack first.


  The two armies met on the field of Lehnica (Liegnitz) on 9 April 1241, about ten kilometers from the city. Henry formed his men into 4 corps, and encountering heavy volleys of arrows he ordered a charge of the ironclad knights. The first wave was repulsed, but pressed by the second wave the Mongols gave way and began to retreat, drawing the knights deep into their ranks. Cut off from their infantry and archer support, the knights were attacked by the Mongol heavy cavalry and annihilated. The Mongols also employed a smokescreen, which served further to cut off the knights from the infantry support, “a cloud with a foul smell that envelops the Poles and makes them all but faint so that they are incapable of fighting.”11


  The burning material was probably gunpowder, which the Mongols are known to have used on battlefields. Henry’s infantry was also surrounded and wiped out, with few managing to escape. Duke Henry was killed and his head paraded around the walls of Lehnica impaled on a spear. It is said that his naked body was only identified by the six toes which he was known to have on his left foot. Several large Mongol detachments proceeded to penetrate into Bohemia and Moravia but were defeated by King Vaclav of Bohemia at Kladsko.


  In the meantime Batu and Subodei were pillaging Hungary with the main 50,000-man horde when news came that King Bela IV was approaching with a large army. The Mongols retreated to the plain of Moki and were followed by King Bela’s entire force, who committed the grave strategic error of enclosing his men within a camp encircled by wagons. Batu quickly took advantage of the move and surrounded the Hungarian army within his own defensive position, and using large crossbows, catapults and other siege equipment, began to bombard the Hungarians with rocks, burning naphtha, and large flaming arrows, all the time remaining out of range of the Hungarian archers. Realizing it was a matter of time before his army would be weakened and overrun, King Bela decided to break out of his hopeless position. A reconnaissance unit had brought news of a wide gap in the enemy lines, which happened to be in the direction of the Hungarian stronghold of Pest on the Danube River. Breaking camp the Hungarian army poured through the gap apparently undetected and began the march to Pest. Khan Batu and his commander Subodei once again proved to be the superior strategists. The gap had been left open to channel the retreating Hungarians into a trap, and when the orderly retreat turned into panicked flight the waiting Mongol regiments struck the disorganized Hungarians. A great slaughter ensued, as described by the chronicler Thomas of Spalato (Split): “The dead fell to the right and to the left. Like leaves in winter the slain bodies of these miserable men were strewn along the whole route. Blood flowed like torrents of rain.”12


  King Bela survived the battle, together with his wounded brother Kalman, but when he fled to Bratislava (today’s Slovakia) Duke Frederick of Austria refused to let him through to his lands on the Dalmatian coast unless a large ransom was paid. Paradoxically, a Crusade had been declared against the Baltic pagans and Greek Orthodox Christians but was not against the Mongols. Batu and his men continued their advance across Hungary along the Danube and into Slovakia with a large force (probably a 10,000 man Tumen) sent in pursuit of King Bela. Zagreb was sacked, and the Hungarian King saved himself only by taking refuge on an island in the Adriatic. The Mongols continued along the coast into Albania and a detachment left Hungary to invade Austria, but was turned back at Wiener Neustadt by Duke Frederick’s army. These would be the furthest reaches of the Mongol advance in Europe. In September 1242 messengers brought news that Great Khan Ogedei had died (perhaps poisoned) and Batu decided to head back to Mongolia, for when the great “kurultai” would meet to elect the new Great Khan. Waiting for the rivers and wetlands to freeze, the great Mongol army began to withdraw across northern Serbia and Bulgaria towards the Ukrainian steppe, and their base territory north of the Caspian Sea.


  The Mongol invasion had made a great impression in western Europe and news of their arrival had spread quickly. Thus already in 1240 a Benedictine monk in St. Alban’s monastery in Hertfordshire (England) by the name of Matthew Paris had written of “that detestable race of Satan” which had “ravaged the eastern countries with lamentable destruction, spreading fire and slaughter wherever they went.” His writings represent the first mention of the Mongols, and also the earliest known Jewish conspiracy theory, whereby the Jewish leaders in Europe were supposed to have plotted to use the Mongols to subjugate the Christians: “[They bought up] all swords, daggers and armor they could find … and in order to conceal their treachery, securely stowed them away in casks (to donate to the Mongol invaders).”13


  Jewish quarters were attacked throughout western Europe and burned, their inhabitants slaughtered just as during the earlier crusades. The survivors fled to other cities, towns, and villages where they were usually met with similar violence. The Catholic Church also ordered Jews to wear distinctive clothes so they could be easily identified and kept out of Catholic communities.


  What made the Mongol armies virtually invincible and allowed them to conquer most of the known world? In the words of a contemporary historian:


  
    Numerical superiority over their enemies they certainly enjoyed … many sources, Western and Eastern—Matthew Paris, John of Plano Carpini, the Hungarian Dominican Julian, the Persian historian Juvaini, Rashid ad-Din—talk of their strategy and military tactics and of their skill: of their carefully planned reconnaissance, the attention paid to psychological warfare, the preliminary dispatch of envoys whose task it often was to sow dissension among the enemy, the swiftness and surprise of their attacks, their skill in maneuvering, their use of foot-soldiers conscripted from local inhabitants and prisoners of war to bear the brunt of the initial assault, the excellence and accuracy of their bowmen, the speed and endurance of their cavalry, the advanced technique of their siege—drill, rams, catapults, Greek fire—the minute attention to detail, the strict discipline, the efficiency of their intelligence system, and above all their ability to dispense with extended lines of supply….14

  


  The Mongols’ combination of tactical brilliance, organization and skill is the envy of military commanders to this day. The main technological innovation the Mongols brought was gunpowder, which would revolutionize warfare to an extent even greater than that brought about by the composite bow. They also introduced the Bubonic Plague (Black Death), which began to break out on a periodic basis and with warfare contributed to the heavy toll in human populations.


  



  Mongol Domination: The Rise and Fall of Galicia-Volyn


  By the spring of 1242 Batu was back in the east European steppe, but in spite of his impressive victories he appears to have been in a weak position amongst his relatives in the Mongol hierarchy. He decided not to go to Mongolia for the election but instead began to consolidate his newly conquered realm in western Asia and Eastern Europe. He also decided not to repeat his invasion of central and southern Europe, but all of Rus up to the Carpathian Mountains as well as the northern principalities were now included in his khanate with capital at Saray on the Volga River. The first to swear allegiance were the princes of the north, who were summoned to appear in Saray before Batu and acknowledge his overlordship. Alexander Nevsky’s father Iaroslav was confirmed as prince of Vladimir in 1242, and four years later he was ordered to attend Guyuk’s enthronement as Great Khan in Mongolia, from where he never returned alive. Alexander and his brother Andrey were also summoned to Saray in 1247 and confirmed as princes of Kyiv and Vladimir, respectively, before being instructed to go to Karakorum in Mongolia to pay their respects to Khan Guyuk. Alexander Nevsky had already arrived at an agreement with Batu, which left him free to fight the Crusaders in the spring of 1242.


  All of Rus, however, was placed under Batu’s direct rule and a Mongolian division under Kuremsa (Qurumshi) was stationed just south of Kyiv. Only Prince Mikhail of Chernihiv continued to defy the Mongols and continued to fight Batu’s ally Prince Danylo for possession of Galicia. He soon realized his only hope to retain Chernihiv was to yield to Batu and he also made his way to Saray. Mikhail’s defiance, however, would cost him his life. He arrived with a boyar named Fedor and his grandson Boris, and was instructed to perform the Mongol ceremony of purification by walking between two lines of fire, and to bow to a golden statue of Chingis Khan. Mikhail and Fedor refused to perform what they considered to be pagan rituals, and were executed on Batu’s orders. With Prince Mikhail’s death all resistance to the Mongols ceased.


  Besides the destruction of Kyiv the Mongol invasion altered the balance of power, both economically and militarily. Rus, however, was not completely destroyed or depopulated since we know that as early as 1245 the Mongols were recruiting men for the army. Always on the lookout for skilled craftsmen the Mongols lured many skills to their territories, which deprived the Slavic city states of much future development. Also, virtually all communication between north and south ceased, and both areas began to develop in different ways. Prince Danylo of Volodimer (and later Galicia) was the first to arrive at an agreement with the Mongols, as early as 1239 following the invasion of Vladimir-Suzdal. In 1236 Danylo and Vasilko had been defeated by Prince Mikhail of Chernihiv at Torchesk for possession of Kyiv, but their fortunes began to improve when two years later the brothers defeated the Teutonic Knights at Dorohichin, who had been invited by Duke Conrad of Poland to defend his eastern frontier. The following year Danylo re-took Galich, apparently with the support of the citizens, and embarked on a reconquest of his father Prince Roman’s domain. As he came across the cities and towns sacked by the Mongols on their way to Poland, he witnessed first hand the devastation: “Danylo came with his brother (Vasilko) to Berstia but could not go out into the field because of the stink [from] the countless dead … not one person remained alive. The Church of the Blessed Mother of God was filled with corpses, as were the other churches.”15


  With a force of 3,000 infantry and 300 cavalry, Danylo sacked the city of Diakov and occupied the Bakota lands which were held by the Mazovian Prince Boleslav. The brothers’ control of Galicia and Volyn was finally established in the great battle of Iaroslavl where with the support of Polovtsi (who were returning from Hungary with the Mongol horde) Danylo and Vasilko won a resounding victory over Prince Mikhail’s son Rostyslav and his Polish and Hungarian allies. The Chronicle gives a graphic and poetic description of the battle:


  
    When Rostislav saw (Danylo’s) men approaching he put his soldiers—the Rusians, Hungarians and Poles—in battle formation and went forth against them … as he was advancing upon Danylo’s army (his) dvorsky Andrei … hurried (his men) and engaged Rostislav’s army himself. Spears broke fiercely against spears, cracking like thunder, and on both sides many fell from their horses and perished, while others were wounded by the thrust of lances. Danylo saw that the Poles were stubbornly attacking Vasilko singing a hymn which emanated loudly from their ranks. (He also saw) Rostislav’s troops approaching and Filia (exhorting his men) to endure the attack (of Danylo’s men) … and Danylo attacked him with (his stolnik) Jakov Markovich and Shelv…. Danilo (was momentarily) captured but he broke free … catching sight of a Hungarian who was coming to help Filia he struck him with his lance … the shaft broke and (the Hungarian) fell from (his horse) and gave up the ghost … (then) Danylo swiftly swooped down upon Filia again, annihilated his regiment and tore his standard in half. Rostislav … fled, and the Hungarians also turned to flight. (In the meantime) Vasilko was engaging the Poles. (At first) both sides stared facing each other. (But then) the Poles began calling (the Galicians) names, exhorting each other (to attack and) drive “these longbeards” away. Vasilko … lashed his horse and charged. The Poles could not withstand his attack and fled.16

  


  The Hungarian commander Filia was brought before Danylo, who promptly killed him, along with many of the rebellious boyars. He now had a free hand to repel the Lithuanian raids that were taking place on his northern frontier.


  By 1245 the two prince brothers had achieved the near impossible. They had eliminated the Olgovichi hold on the thrones of Galicia and Volin, driven out the Hungarian and Polish army, established their authority over the unruly boyars, and successfully campaigned against the pagan Lithuanians. Danylo’s authority over Galicia was further confirmed by Khan Batu when Danylo visited him in Saray in 1246, making him the Khan’s official ally. Galicia-Volin was becoming a power to be reckoned with, and Danylo and Vasilko began to take an active part in the affairs of central Europe and in the lands of their northern neighbors, the Lithuanians. Making peace with the King of Hungary and the dukes of Poland, the two brothers first invaded the Jadvingians, with Polish and Polovtsian support. Burning pagan villages the allies advanced into enemy territory where they were met with Jadvingian infantry and cavalry. After a great battle the Lithuanian tribesmen were forced to retreat, but counter-attacking they were on the verge of victory when Prince Danylo led a charge of his heavy cavalry. This broke the enemy ranks and forced them to retreat into the thickets where they continued to offer resistance protected by the trees and heavy vegetation. The fighting ended by the river Oleg after the Lithuanians had lost much manpower and most of their war leaders.


  Danylo’s wife had died and to check the growing Lithuanian expansion he married the niece of a Lithuanian prince Mindaugas (Mindog) who was establishing his influence amongst the Lithuanian tribes. Next as allies of King Bela of Hungary in 1250, Danylo and Vasilko became embroiled in a war against the “Nemtsy” (Germans), in today’s Austria. We know that to counter the military strength of the boyars Prince Danylo had raised regiments consisting of peasants and townspeople financed by the Carpathian salt revenues, and had also adopted some Mongol tactics and equipment for his “druzhina” companions:


  
    The Hungarian king sent (an envoy) to Danylo requesting him to come to his aid, for he was waging war with the Nemtsi (Germans)…. The King rode forth … to meet Prince Danylo, and Danylo approached him with all his troops in battle formation. The Germans (envoys to King Bela) marveled at (their) Tatar armor: all of the horses had mail over their heads and (their bodies) were covered with leather and the riders wore armor. And the splendour of his regiments was indeed great due to the luster of their weapons. (Danylo) himself rode at the King’s side, in accordance with the traditions of Rus.

  


  The chronicler continues to describe Prince Danilo’s gold saddle, gilded weapons and luxurious clothes, all intended to impress the enemy envoys: “The Germans could not cease staring and admiring (all of this) and the King told (Prince Danylo) that his coming (to him dressed) in accordance with the traditions of Rus and of his forefathers was more important to him than a thousand pieces of silver.”17 The chronicler makes it clear that Danylo had laid claim as the legitimate successor to the princes of Kyiv, and Galicia and Volyn had now become a part of Rus.


  The dispute in which Danylo took part on behalf of the Hungarian King and Duke Boleslav of Mazovia had arisen over the “Rakusian and Styrian” lands, which were also claimed by the Czech King Peremysl. There is no doubt that he saw a bigger role for himself in central Europe by undertaking the campaign.18 It was also an attempt to influence Pope Innocent IV to declare a Crusade against the Golden Horde as Khan Batu’s army and domain on the Volga became known. In return Danylo would place his domain under the Pope’s ecclesiastical jurisdiction as a move towards adopting Roman Catholicism. As a first step the Pope offered Danylo a royal crown through his envoys, who had arrived to meet the Prince in Cracow. Danylo insisted the coronation not take place “in a foreign land,” and returning to Galicia he was crowned in Dorohychin by the papal legate Opizio as “Rex Rusiae” (King of Rus).19 The choice of Dorohychin was not accidental since the city with its adjoining lands had been occupied by the Catholic Duke Conrad of Mazovia in 1235 and turned over to the Teutonic Knights who were expelled by Prince Danylo two years later. By the coronation the Pope tacitly recognized the city to be a part of Danylo’s “regnum Galiciae et Lodomeriae” (kingdom of Galicia and Volyn). Nothing came of the arrangement. Although in 1253 the legate Opizio was sent by the Pope to other European rulers to drum up an anti–Mongol Crusade, it was to no avail—no doubt the great defeats suffered by the Catholic armies at Lehnica (Leignitz) and Hungary were still fresh in their minds.


  In 1254 Danylo decided to challenge the Mongols on his own by expelling Mongol troops from the Bolkhov territory (in today’s Podil province of Ukraine). A year later in retaliation a Mongol force under Kurumshi (Kuremsa) attacked the stronghold of Kremenets while the Mongols’ ally Prince Iziaslav of Smolensk marched on Galich, with the intention of seizing the salt mines of Kolomiya. He was caught off guard by Prince Danylo’s son Roman and defeated, while Danylo at the head of his men expelled the Mongols from his eastern domains. This was the first serious setback which the Mongols had experienced in Eastern Europe. Not receiving any support from the Catholic rulers, Danylo broke off his arrangement with the Pope to convert, and Galicia and Volin remained Greek Orthodox. In the following year Kuremsa appeared again and without warning attacked Volodimer and Lutsk in Volin. They were defeated again, before the walls of Volodimer by Vasilko, while the unfortified city of Lutsk was saved by the river’s high water, which prevented the Mongols from crossing and attacking the city. This was Kuremsa’s second defeat “and not gaining anything (the Mongols) returned to their land—that is, the steppe” as stated in the Galician-Volynian Chronicle.


  Batu had died the previous year, and was succeeded by his son Sartok who died soon after in 1256 and was replaced by one Ulagchi, who also died two years later. Batu’s brother Berke, who as a young man had converted to Islam, became Khan. In the meantime Prince Danylo moved his capital from Galich to the virtually impregnable new fortress of Cholm, and a year later another fort was built named Lvov in honor of his son Lev, which would grow into a major urban center. In response a new Mongol commander, Burundon appeared with a large army and Danylo fled to seek refuge in Poland. Vasilko was forced to demolish all defenses except Cholm, which could not be taken by the Mongols, who proceeded to cross the Vistula River and pillage the Polish lands. Vasilko, who had no choice but to confirm his alliance with the Mongols, marched north and defeated the Lithuanians who were raiding in the vicinity of Pinsk.


  Prince Danylo died in 1264 followed by his brother Vasilko five years later, and they were succeeded by their sons Lev and Volodimer, respectively. The next century continued in the usual fashion, with chronic warfare between princes, dukes of Rus and kings of Poland, Hungary, and the Mongol horde. The Lithuanian tribes were also becoming more powerful, united by Prince Mindaugas (Mindovg) who became king, only to be assassinated by a conspiracy of the princes. His son Vaishelga (Vaishelk) had renounced power and entered into a Greek Orthodox monastery, but on receiving news of his father’s murder he left the cloister, donned his armor and with the help of Prince Danylo’s troops defeated the princes. In 1267 Vaishelga returned to his monastery after handing his crown to his brother-in-law Swamas, Prince Danylo’s son. This did not sit well with Swamas’ half-brother Lev, but before he could make a move, the Lithuanian throne was captured by Prince Traidenis (Traiden) who attacked and sacked Lev’s city of Dorohichin.


  Faced with a powerful enemy, Lev turned to his Mongol ally, the Great Khan Mangu Timur of the Golden Horde. “Mangu Timur gave him (Lev) an army (led by) the voivoda Jagurchin and (ordered) all the princes from beyond the Dnipro to come to his aid.” The purpose of the great expedition was to conquer the Lithuanian lands, but a quarrel developed between Lev and the other princes and the force split up. “They had made plans to march into the Lithuanian land … but they did not go because of their [the princes’] anger at Lev, and thus returned home.”20 The opportunity to conquer Lithuania was lost, which would continue to grow in strength while the city states of Rus, left to their own devices, weakened.


  For the time being, however, Galicia and Volin continued to prosper under the two cousins, Lev and Volodimer. Lev married the daughter of King Bela of Hungary, and allying himself with the Czech King Vaclav (Wenceslas) II he annexed Lublin at Polish expense. The Mongols changed their policy after Mangu Timur’s death and in 1286 they launched an invasion of the Polish lands as well as Lev’s domain, introducing the devastating Black Death in the following year. “That winter God’s wrath appeared in the guise of a great plague, not only in Rus alone but also in Poland. That very same winter all of the horses, cattle and sheep perished also in the land of the Tatars. Everything perished, nothing remained.”21 In the following year Prince Lev invaded Poland with the intention of capturing Cracow, but although he couldn’t take the city he returned home with “an enormous booty in servants (slaves?), cattle, horses and supplies.”


  Lev died in 1301 and was succeeded as prince of Galicia and Volin by his son Iury, who took on his grandfather’s title “King of Rus.” Judging by foreign chronicles King Iury I was an effective and a powerful ruler and presided over a prosperous land. The Galician-Volinian Chronicle ends in 1289 and not much is known about his short reign (1301–1315), except that he carried sufficient influence to have been able to obtain Constantinople’s consent for a second metropolitanate in Galicia-Volin, when the Metropolitan of Kyiv and Rus moved north to Vladimir in 1303. Iury’s two sons, Andrei and Lev, were the last of the Romanovich dynasty to rule Galicia and Volin. The brothers seemed to have followed a hostile policy towards the Mongols-Tatars who by now had adopted Islam, and were probably both killed fighting them.


  The Romanovich line became extinct with the brothers’ death, and in 1323 the Galician boyars chose their nephew Prince Boleslav of Mazovia, the son of King Iury’s daughter Maria and Prince Troiden of Mazovia. He converted to Greek Orthodoxy under the name of Iury II and showed no compunction against fighting the dukes of Poland in defense of his lands. To strengthen his position in 1331 he married Princess Auka (Ofka) the daughter of the Lithuanian Grand Duke Gediminas. In 1340 he was poisoned by Galician boyars probably at the instigation of King Casimir (Kazimiers) III of Poland, who had signed a treaty with the Hungarian King Carl Robert of Anjou in the previous year. Nine days after King Iury’s death King Casimir and his Hungarian allies invaded Galicia. The invaders were met by an anti–Catholic coalition of Galician boyars led by Dmytro Dedko, who defeated the Polish-Hungarian forces and proceeded to offer the crown to Liubartas (Lubart), the son of the Lithuanian Grand Prince Gediminas. Liubartas established his residence in Volin while the boyar Dedko became his lieutenant in Galicia, and as the new vassal of the Mongol Khan Uzbeg he received support in clearing Galicia of Casimir’s troops. In 1349 King Casimir launched another campaign against Galicia-Volin and Lubart once again received support from the Golden Horde. Casimir’s forces were expelled from Volin but managed to retain Galicia, and when he died in 1370 without a male heir the kingdom reverted to King Louis of Hungary as was specified in their treaty. In 1387 Louis’ daughter Jadwiga became Queen of Poland and received Galicia as a part of her domain.


  King Casimir’s onslaught on western Rus was a part of the Roman Catholic Crusade against the Greek Orthodox Church and Lithuanian paganism. Already in 1341 Casimir had requested that Pope Benedict XII cancel his commitment to tolerate the “Orthodox schismatic” traditions and practices, and the Pope was happy to oblige. With Galicia a part of the Polish Crown, the Orthodox Church and many of the local boyars began to lose land and the Roman Catholic Church became the biggest landowner in the province. The Greek Orthodox Church was a major part of the political structure of Rus, and was traditionally hostile to papal authority and Latin Christianity, which it considered to be heretical. In spite of their differences, however, when the Mongols began to invade the Metropolitan of Kyiv and Rus, Petro Akerovich followed Pope Innocent IX to the Ecclesiastical Council of the Roman Church held in Lyons (France), where he accepted union with the Latin Church. The concept of a union was rejected by the other Orthodox states, and as it turned out the Mongols had no intentions to persecute Eastern Christianity or any other religion, all of which were tolerated. All traditional rights and privileges of the Greek Orthodox Church were guaranteed and even expanded under Mongol rule. The holdings of the Orthodox Church were also confirmed and exempt from taxation and military obligations, and its persecution in any form became a capital offense. Greek Orthodox Christianity was beginning to make inroads among the Mongol aristocracy, particularly those who were already Christians, especially when the Metropolitan of Kyiv and Rus moved his seat to the northeast first to Vladimir in 1300, and then to Moscow in 1326. We also know that an Orthodox bishopric was established in the Mongol capital of New Saray by the order Khan Berke.


  The great Khan of the Golden Horde, Uzbeg (Ozbag) who reigned 1313–41, however, was a Muslim and with him Islam became the official faith of the Golden Horde. Jews were also treated with tolerance even by the Christian rulers. In Poland a statute proclaimed by Henry the Pious in 1264 granted Jews their own legal courts which were administered by rabbis, permitted freedom of worship in synagogues, allowed Jewish cemeteries, and guaranteed inviolability of person and property. To attract craftsmen and merchants to his new cities Prince Danylo of Galicia had already granted similar rights to Jews, Armenians and Roman Catholics.


  



  The Rise of Polish and Lithuanian Dominance


  Kyiv and Rus were destroyed by the Mongol invasion and what remained of Riurik’s dynasty was too fragmented to stand up to its neighbors. The Papal envoy Carpini commented on the weakness of Rus some five years after the fall of Kyiv: “we always traveled in a deadly danger because of the Lithuanians who often carry out secret attacks … especially in the area through which we had to pass, and because most of the Rusian (Ruthenian) men have been killed or captured by the Tatars.”22


  In spite of the occasional support from the Golden Horde, by the middle of the 14th century the Kingdom of Galicia was inherited by Queen Jadwiga of Poland following King Casimir’s conquest, who gained 52,000 square kilometers of land and a population of some 200,000 inhabitants. The gains in the east were made at a cost of losing Silesia to Czech Bohemia and the Baltic coast to the Teutonic Knights but nevertheless Poland was emerging as one of the more powerful kingdoms of Europe. Casimir the Great’s victories were also based on a new army which he had raised, by offering land to nobles and peasants in return for military service. His own personal power also extended beyond Poland proper which consisted of Great (Major) Poland in the west and Little (Minor) Poland in the south since the dukes of independent Mazovia also recognized his overlordship. The Galician kingdom (Red Rus), however, was a foreign conquest, and to establish control Casimir III took over many Greek Orthodox estates by claims of inadequate proof of ownership, and those which had been abandoned by Galician princes, and turning them over to Polish nobles. Catholic Church schools were extended to the nobility, and the University of Cracow was founded in 1364.
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  The Principality of Lithuania-Rus following the Mongol invasion as most of Galicia became part of the Polish Kingdom.


  



  An even more rapid rise in power was that of the Lithuanian tribes led by Prince and later King Mindaugas (Mindog) and his successors. The Lithuanian, Prussian, and Lettish tribes were the last remaining pagans in Europe, involved in a drawn-out conflict with the Christian world, particularly the Crusaders and the Teutonic Knights. The Lettish tribes were the first to succumb to the Crusaders in what is today Latvia, followed by lengthy Christian campaigns against the Prussians, whose lands stretched from the mouth of the Vistula to the Nieman (Nemunas) rivers. After several setbacks the Prussians began to offer stiff resistance to the Teutonic Knights and the Poles, and allied with the Pomeranian Duke Swatopelk they destroyed most of the forts along the Vistula River erected by the Teutonic Order. More spectacularly a German army was annihilated in the battle of Rensen in 1244 with the loss of the commanding marshal, and five years later the Prussian tribesmen repeated the performance by wiping out another German army at Krucken, also with the death of the commander. Although not as well equipped militarily as the Christians such as the much-vaunted Teutonic Knights, the pagan tribesmen were learning their enemy’s tactics and ways to overcome them in their own familiar territory.


  The Pomeranian Duke Swatopelk was not as successful and failed to destroy a force of Teutonic Knights which he had attacked in 1254 outside of Torun. Faced with a combined German-Polish army he was forced to sue for peace and recognize the Order’s presence in the delta of the Vistula River. The Teutonic Knights were further strengthened by King Ottokar of Bohemia, who joined the Baltic Crusade in 1254 and financed the fort in the Sambian Peninsula which became the order’s headquarters, known as Konigsberg. In the same year King Danylo of Galicia in alliance with the Polish Dukes Samovit and Boleslav invaded the territory of the Yatwingians—the most powerful of the Prussian tribes. The Teutonic Knights took advantage of the support to renew their building activities by establishing a fortress at Klaipeda (Memel) to cut off the Samogitians from the sea, and began sending raiding expeditions against the Sambian and Samogitian tribes.


  The Prussians sued for peace and the Crusaders used the lull in the fighting to strengthen their ranks with volunteer knights who came from as far away as England. Troops were also sent from Pomerania (now a Crusaders’ ally), Bohemia, Moravia and Poland to help fight the pagans but to little avail. A Catholic force led by the Order’s Master von Hornhausen was attacked by the Samogitians and defeated at Skuodas (Schoten) in 1259, and the Prussians were only prevented from following up on the victory by a Mongolian invasion. Not used to fighting in the dense forested wetlands the Mongols withdrew, which freed up the Semigallian Prussians to join the Letts and in the following year inflict an even greater defeat on the Crusaders, in the Battle of Drube. Commanded again by the Teutonic Order’s Master von Hornhausen, the Catholic army was destroyed and the Grand Master himself killed in the fighting, along with 150 of his knights.23


  Durbe was followed by another Lithuanian victory against the Teutonic Order at their stronghold of Lenevarden which signaled a general anti–Crusader uprising. King Mindaugas renounced his treaty with the Teutonic Order and with his Novgorod allies and a pagan Lithuanian force he declared war on the Order. The troops from Novgorod attacked Tartu (Dorpat), and the following year the Lithuanian Prince Treniata defeated the Knights at Ust-Dvinsk (Dunamunde), joined forces with the Yatvigians and invaded the German-occupied part of Prussia, Polish Masovia, and Volin. Many German colonies were massacred and when a Crusader reinforcing army arrived, it was wiped out at the battle of Pokarwis in 1262. All forts with the exception of Koningsberg were burned and the Teutonic Knights were virtually wiped out, prompting Pope Urban IV to divert his anti–Mongol effort (such as it was) against the Baltic tribes. The Crusader defeat of 1262 was followed by three other major catastrophes in 1270, 1279, and 1287 where four Masters of the Order were killed in battle, with Marshall Willekin captured and burned at the stake, probably in retaliation for a similar Crusader practice when captured pagans refused to convert.


  The pagan victories prompted a massive Catholic reaction from the Saxons and the Christianized Slavic lands of northern Germany. A new Crusade was organized, led by the Duke of Brunswick and the Margraves of Thuringia, Brandenburg, and Meissen. In a renewed effort in 1280 the reinforced Teutonic Knights also opened a campaign against the Prussian tribes of Sudavia, and within three years succeeded in conquering the area. Also in 1282, Duke Leszek the Black of Cracow crushed the Yatvigians near the Nieman River which ended independence. By 1290 a line of forts had been built from Dunanburg to Memel, in spite of the defeat three years earlier, and a burnt, devastated no-man’s land was established to the south to act as a defensive buffer zone. Many Prussians headed east to seek refuge with the Lithuanians who had managed to halt the German advance, and those who stayed behind had to accept forcible conversion. Two unsuccessful revolts by the “converts” took place in 1286 and 1295, following which the Crusaders were left in control of Livonia and the depopulated Prussian lands. By the mid–14th century the native Prussians had been wiped out, one of the first known cases of genocide in Europe.


  The Letts (Latvians) were conquered and Prussia largely depopulated, but the Lithuanian tribes continued to thrive in their forest homeland, reinforced by Prussian refugees. Hemmed in between the German Catholic Crusaders and the Slavic Orthodox city states to the east and south, the Lithuanians began to realize the military value of inter-tribal unity under a single monarch, to replace the loose tribal co-operation common at the time. The process took several decades and began with Prince Mindaugas, an able strategist and politician who after inheriting his father’s large estates began to enlarge them at his tribal neighbors’ expense. He next turned his attention to the Slavic city-states, but at first things did not go well. His attack on Polatsk and Novgorod territory were met with defeat at the hands of Alexander Nevsky, and reinforced by German and other European Crusaders. The Teutonic Knights were gaining the upper hand as they invaded and ravaged the Lithuanian Naliskiai and Samogitia. In 1249 Mindaugas’ rival for leadership, Tautvila (Tavtivil) allied himself with the Teutonic Order, and converted to Catholicism. Hard-pressed by the Crusaders, Mindaugas saw little choice but to be baptized as well, and in 1252 he was crowned King by the Pope’s envoy.


  Mindaugas’ conversion was only political to stall for time and he continued to observe the Lithuanian pagan faith, turning on the Crusaders, as we saw during the great uprising of 1260. He had raised a strong and well-equipped army and by 1235 he was in possession of Black Rus, the most westerly part of the weakening principality of Polatsk in today’s Belarus. The rest of the principality was soon seized by his nephew Tautvila, who proceeded to install himself as the Grand Prince of Polatsk, while another nephew became prince of Vitebsk. Also by the middle of the 13th century Mindaugas was in control of Novgorodok, Grodno, Volkovysk and Slonim, giving him possession of much of Bela Rus (White Rus) since the prince of Pinsk also recognized him as his sovereign. Mindaugas had realized that his Lithuanians alone could not withstand the Christians for long without the participation of the neighboring city states of Rus. With a treaty he gained significant support in manpower and Rus gave him access to ready-made state institutions, manufacturing capability, and military training and technology. The Slav princes in turn welcomed the Lithuanian military support against the Mongols and the Polish Roman Catholic pressure. An alliance was also concluded between Lithuania and Galicia-Volin when Mindaugas’ niece married King Danylo. Mindaugas was now powerful enough to withstand both Mongol and Crusader pressure. Thus a large Mongol raid in 1259 did not prevent the Lithuanians from driving the Teutonic Knights from Courland, Samogitia and Yatwingia, and four years later advancing to the mouth of the Dvina River. There, in a moonlit night battle near Riga, Mindaugas’ nephew Treniata (Trainot) defeated a Roman Catholic army and, continuing south, caused much damage in Prussia and Mazovia.


  King Mindaugas was assassinated in 1264, and the following year Treniata was killed in a steam bath. The reason seems to have been personal but could also have involved a faction of princes who opposed Mindaugas’ rising power and wealth. After his wife’s death Mindaugas had availed himself of Prince Daumantas’ (Dovmont) wife, and was killed with two of his sons by the Prince who fled to Pskov where he was baptized and made prince of the city. Mindaugas’ surviving son Vaishelga (Vaisvilkas) had become a monk in a Greek Orthodox monastery who now came out to don armor and avenge his father and brothers. The conspirators were defeated and not wishing to assume power Vaishelga appointed his brother-in-law (and King Danylo’s son) Svamas as Prince, and returned to the peaceful world of the cloister. Svamas was assassinated the following year and was replaced by Traidenis who resumed the war with the Teutonic Knights. Vaishelga had re-established relations with both the Teutonic Order and Volin, an unpopular policy which was also followed by Svarnas and which had allowed the Order to launch their campaign of extermination against the Prussians and reduce the Sambian peninsula to a burnt desert. The Yatvigians were also attacked by Boleslav of Cracow, and were finally defeated and subjugated by Leszek the Black in 1282.


  Vaishelga died in 1282 and a new dynasty came to power with a Grand Prince known as Liutavras. His son Vytenis became Grand Prince in 1295 as the whole area to the east and south of the Baltic Sea again became a theater of constant warfare, with new Crusades declared, in the struggle for supremacy. A state of open warfare developed between the Archbishop of Riga and the Teutonic Order, which continued to pursue its narrow corporate interests. In 1298 the burghers of Riga sought the help of the pagan Prince Vytenis, who sent a force to garrison the city, defeated the Teutonic Knights under the command of Master Bruno and, entering Livonia and Prussia, destroyed many of the newly established German colonies. In spite of the Lithuanian pagans’ alliance with the Archbishop of Riga a new Crusade was declared against them at the beginning of the 14th century. Now with the support of much of Catholic Europe the Teutonic Knights began to launch intensive raids into Lithuanian territory, in the process even destroying Catholic churches that had been allowed to operate under Vytenis’ policy of religious tolerance. It is known that the Teutonic Order took steps to prevent the spread of Catholicism in pagan territory, which would have destroyed much of its “raison d’être” for the conquests of pagan lands. In 1311 Vytenis suffered a defeat at Woplauken near Rastenburg as raids into Lithuanian territory by the Knights continued unabated.


  Prince Vytenis was succeeded by his brother Gediminas in 1316, who continued to expand his domain and encourage trade and the crafts by allowing freedom of commerce and religion. He also attempted to arrive at an understanding with the Catholic powers by signing peace accords with the Archbishop of Riga, the Danish King, and the Teutonic Order. The truce was short-lived and in 1322 Gediminas sent a force to devastate Dorpat in Livonia; and while his brother David the Prince of Pskov invaded Estonia, the main Lithuanian army advanced to the mouth of the Niemen River and took the fort of Memel. In 1323 Gediminas ravaged Samland and Dobrzyn, forcing the Teutonic Order to send a delegation to his capital Vilnius, to ask for a truce. In a year and a half the Lithuanians had killed or captured some 20,000 Crusaders and German colonists.24


  The Teutonic Order continued to be an implacable foe, and reinforced by a new Crusade called by Pope John XXII against pagans, Mongols, and Orthodox Christians, the Knights went on the offensive. In order to recoup the territory in Pomerania with the port of Gdansk (Danzig), King Wladyslav I of Poland concluded an alliance with the Lithuanians which resulted in the defeat of the Order’s allies Brandenburg and Mazovia at the battle of Ploce, in 1331. While Gediminas pillaged the interior of Livonia the Teutonic Knights laid siege to Riga, which again had allied itself with the Lithuanians. The city fell in the following year and Grandmaster von Orseln of the Order with King John of Bohemia led a large Crusader army into Poland, forcing King Wladyslav I to sue for peace and give up the Baltic territory.


  For the Lithuanians, however, the real opportunities for expansion lay to the east and south. Appointing his war-like brother Keistutis to face the Teutonic Order, Gediminas turned his attention to the neighboring city states of Rus, and by patient diplomacy more than doubled his domain. In 1318 his son Algirdas married the only daughter of the Prince of Vitebsk, and two years later he succeeded his father-in-law while five years later his youngest son Liubartas (Lubart) inherited north Volin by wedding the Prince of Volodimer’s daughter. Gediminas now assumed the title “Lithuanian and Rusian King” (Lethewindorum et Ruthenorum Rex)25 and in 1331 his daughter Auka married King Iury II of Galicia-Rus. Gediminas was killed in 1341 defending the Lithuanian stronghold of Veliuoma, and by the time of his death he oversaw the beginning of a Lithuanian-Slavic state stretching from the Nieman River to Kyiv. His reign was based on the respect of regional traditions and did not impose on local princely autonomy, and the Greek Orthodox Church was allowed to function unopposed. Gediminas also adopted the expanded “Ruska Pravda” legal code of Kyiv Rus, and Rusian Church Slavonic became the official language of the courts and administration. Lithuanian princes also began to take Slavic wives and convert to Greek Orthodoxy, as the Lithuanian nobility was slowly being assimilated by the more advanced culture and civil society of Rus. Gediminas himself, however, never converted to Christianity, and remained true to the traditional Lithuanian faith and practices.


  In the winter of 1344–45 Gediminas’ son Algirdas (Olgerd) was proclaimed as Grand Prince by his uncle Kestutis. The new Grand Prince and his uncle faced a difficult situation. The Teutonic Order had purchased Estonia from the King of Denmark and captured Pomerania from the Polish King and now held land along the Baltic, stretching from about the mouth of the Odra River to the Gulf of Finland. The territorial continuity was only broken by the stubborn resistance of the Samogita Letts, between the Nieman River and Courland, helped by the Lithuanians further to the east. Algirdas and his uncle now decided to expel the Teutonic Order from the entire Baltic territory. Kistutis led an attack on Samland while Algirdas ravaged central Livonia around Riga, returning home with booty and some 600 prisoners. The area was raided again in 1346 and the year after that, resulting in thousands of prisoners and captives, many of whom were sold as slaves to the Mongols.


  The Teutonic Order was in a precarious situation but was once again saved by large reinforcements, particularly from England and France, which allowed Marshall Von Kniprode to mount a winter raid and defeat a Lithuanian-Rus force near the Strawa River. The war was halted by an outbreak of the Black Death, but resumed in 1352 and again in 1356 when Lithuanian-Rusian forces razed some 17 German villages near Allenstein (Olsztyn). The Order had used the pause in the fighting to regroup and build new fortifications, and the period leading to Prince Algirdas’ death in 1377 was once more marked by raids and counter-raids, with neither side able to deliver the final blow. The no-man’s land separating their respective territories consisted of virtually 100 miles of impenetrable deciduous forest, marshes and rivers which prevented the passage of large armies. Gunpowder made its appearance at this time, when in 1381 the Teutonic Order brought a cannon by boat to bombard a Lithuanian fortification.26


  While unable to drive the Teutonic Order into the sea, Grand Prince Algirdas met with greater success to the east and south. The principality of Moscow (Moskva) was emerging as a regional power under the umbrella of the Golden Horde and in 1351 Prince Simeon of Moscow attacked Smolensk, but was forced to retreat when Algirdas appeared with a strong force. By 1355 he had succeeded in adding Rzhev, Mstislavl, Velizh and Belyi to his domain and in the following year he took Bryansk. Taking advantage of the Golden Horde’s dynastic in-fighting, Algirdas also proceeded to take Novgorod-Seversk and Chernihiv. He was now in possession of a large and powerful Lithuanian-Rusian state, consisting mainly of what are today Lithuania, Belarus, and northern Ukraine but his greatest success came with the victory over the Mongols in 1362 in the battle of “Syni Vody” (Blue Waters). The battle was fought in what became Bratslav Province in Ukraine between Kyiv and Podilia, and allowed Algirdas to occupy Kyiv and most of today’s central Ukraine down to the Black Sea between the Dnister and Dnipro rivers. Not much has come down to us of the battle, but it was the first time the Golden Horde had suffered a major defeat in Europe, almost two decades before Dmitry of Moscow’s celebrated victory at “Kulikovo Pole.”


  The political importance of Lithuania-Rus—its military strength, size and wealth—depended largely on the Grand Prince’s Rus possessions.27 Most of Algirdas’ subjects were from Rus and probably also formed the majority in his capital Vilnius, which was built in eastern Slav architecture brought from Constantinople. Sixteen princesses of Rus were married to Lithuanian princes, and fifteen Rusian princes had taken Lithuanian princesses as wives. Christianity was beginning to take hold with some 56 pagan princes converting to Orthodoxy, and Algirdas himself was baptized shortly before his death. His attempts to establish a metropolitan sect, on the other hand, were short lived. In 1354 Constantinople assigned a Metropolitan for Lithuania-Rus and seven years after his death in 1369 the office was assumed by Cyprian, who in 1390 also became Metropolitan of Moscow. Once again the Greek Orthodox Church had a single head in Eastern Europe.


  



  The Polish-Lithuanian Alliance: Destruction of the Teutonic Order


  Great Prince Algirdas died in 1377 and was succeeded by Jogaila (Iagailo), his eldest son by the Princess Juliana of Tver. The legitimacy was confirmed by his uncle Kestutis, who would be badly repaid by his nephew for the principled support. In August 1379 a ten-year treaty was signed by Jogaila and his uncle with the Teutonic Knights, but motivated by personal ambition Jogaila signed a second, secret treaty with the Order. He would maintain the peace, not lend Kestutis aid, and in return the Teutonic Order would support Jogaila against his half-brother Andrew who was challenging Jogaila for the Princedom. Kestutis learned of his nephew’s treachery and in 1381 occupied Vilnius in November of that year forcing Jogaila to step down. On Kestutis’ son’s urging, Jogaila was treated leniently and was appointed as governor of Kreva and Vitebsk with Kestutis proclaiming himself as Grand Prince. He was soon challenged by Jogaila’s supporters, including the Teutonic Knights, but when faced by Kestutis’ forces Jogaila lured his uncle into his camp by promises of immunity. Kestutis was arrested and five days later was strangled by Jogaila’s henchmen. On 31 October 1382 Jogaila was proclaimed Grand Prince. In return for the Teutonic Knights’ help he signed a new peace treaty with the Order surrendering his claim to Samogitia. Jogaila was challenged by his cousin Vytautas, Kestutis’ son, who had escaped from prison disguised in women’s clothes. Vytaitas approached the Teutonic Order for help, and with a mixed German-Lithuanian force attacked Jogaila, but was defeated. The two cousins then reached an agreement and turned on the Teutonic Knights, destroying their strongholds of Georgenburg, New Marienburg, New Baierburg and New Marienwerder.


  While Algirdas was still Grand Prince, the last Piast ruler of Poland, Casimir III (The Great), died in 1370 without leaving an heir. Before his death he chose his nephew King Louis I of Hungary, a member of the French-Italian Anjou dynasty who had little interest in Poland, to succeed him. When he also died in 1382 after a largely absentee reign, the great nobles from Poland Minor chose his 12-year-old daughter Jadwiga as “queen,” with her future husband to become the sovereign ruler. The choice was made based on the so-called Statutes of Koshice, in which Louis I made several important concessions to the Polish nobility including a permanent exemption from paying taxes, official posts in Polish provinces to be held by nobles who were natives of the province, and only a Pole of non-royal blood being eligible to be appointed as “starosta,” or royal governor of any one of the 23 main regions.


  The Polish nobles’ choice fell on Jogaila, who had put his candidacy forward and in the meeting at Kreva (today’s Belarus) on 14 August 1385 it was agreed that Jogaila would marry Jadwiga and become King of Poland. In return, he agreed to convert to Roman Catholicism along with his subjects, to return land that had been taken from Poland, and to unite Lithuania-Rus and Poland into a single Roman Catholic Kingdom. Most of the inhabitants of Rus, however, were Greek Orthodox whose fate was not directly specified, in what became known as the Union of Krevo. Jogaila was crowned in 1386 as Wladyslav II, but when Jadwiga died in 1399 at the age of 24 the Union of Krevo became a dead letter, particularly in view of Vytatutas’ objections to what he saw as a Lithuanian loss of sovereignty.


  If Jogaila expected to unify the Polish Kingdom and the Lithuanian-Rus principality under his reign he was sadly disappointed. Many of the nobles objected to the forced Catholicism which was to be introduced, and in 1389 led by his cousin Vytautas, they revolted against Jogaila’s young brother Skirgaila who was acting as his deputy in Lithuania-Rus. The revolt did not go well, and Vytautas once again sought the help of the Teutonic Knights in exchange for Samogitia. A large army led by the Order advanced into Lithuania and laid siege to Vilnius, which was defended by Jogaila. The Order could raise sizeable forces by inviting “guest crusaders,” who joined at their own expense. On this occasion we know that the future King of England Henry IV (then Henry Bolingbroke, Earl of Derby) joined the Teutonic Knights in the siege of Vilnius. On his second expedition in 1392 he brought over 100 men at a total cost of 4360 pounds of silver.28 The siege failed and Vytautas was recognized as Grand Prince of Lithuania-Rus by an agreement signed at Ostrov. Jogaila was also confirmed as ruler of both Poland and Lithuania-Rus with capital at Cracow, and Skirgaila was appointed Prince of Kyiv. Jogaila proved to be a popular king by doing what Lithuanian rulers had done before—not interfere with local traditions in Rus. He also accepted direction from the Polish nobility and distributed landed estates to his supporters with little or no payment.


  The Golden Horde, in the meantime, was experiencing an internal struggle for the khanate and one of the contenders, Tokhtamysh, appealed to Vytautas for help. Seeing an opportunity to dominate Mongol politics, Vytautas agreed and began to raise a large army. It took three years to gather the force of Lithuanians, Rusins, Teutonic Knights, Poles and Tokhtamysh’s Mongols, equipped with up-to-date armor and weaponry, including cannons. Setting out from Kyiv in 1399 Vytautas met the Mongols led by Khan Edigey by the Vorskla River, an eastern tributary of the Dnipro not far away from today’s Ukrainian city of Poltava. The battle was described in the Nikon Chronicle, according to which Edigey’s envoys approached Vytautas with a proposal to settle matters peacefully. Confident of victory, the Grand Prince demanded extreme conditions, which were countered by Khan Edigey’s equally unacceptable terms, and a great battle broke out. As the cavalry and infantry formations clashed Vytautas’ men began to gain the upper hand and victory seemed in sight. However Vytautas failed to anticipate the Mongol flying wing, kept in reserve and out of sight, a common Mongol tactic. The fresh Tatar cavalry squadrons struck Vytautas’ battle-weary rear ranks putting Tokhtamysh’s Mongols to flight. Other exposed formations were also thrown into disarray and Edigey’s men began to inflict a great defeat on Vytautas’ army. The Great Prince escaped with his “druzhina” comrades, but the rest of his forces were destroyed. Many princes perished, and as asked rhetorically by the Nikon Chronicle, “who could count all the Lithuanians, and Rusins, and Poles, and Germans slain on that day.” Edigey’s Mongols and their allies also suffered heavy losses, and unable to take Kyiv, the Great Khan settled for a ransom of 3,000 Mongol rubles, plunder from Vytautas’ southern domain and the occupation of the Black Sea coastal region by the Tatars.


  The defeat in the battle on the Vorskla was a great setback for Vytautas’ ambition to expand to the east, but one which would be compensated for in the west by gains from the Teutonic Order. It would require an alliance with Wladyslav II of Poland, and in 1401 a new treaty was signed between the two cousins, confirming the Ostrov agreement of 1382 but with a further stipulation that each would be considered a candidate for the other’s throne in the case of death. The arrangement was confirmed by the Polish nobility and the boyars of Lithuania-Rus, who were moving closer towards a cooperative relationship. Both saw the need to counter the threat from the Teutonic Order, which had grown in strength during Jogaila’s and Vytautas’ infighting and when the latter went to the Order for support.


  Now united in a common cause, the Grand Prince Vytautas and King Wladyslav II decided to break the Order’s hold on Pomerania and Prussia. The Teutonic Knights had regained Samogitia in 1404 by the treaty of Raciaz, when Svidrigaila had also gone over to the Order for support. Now a Samogitian uprising broke out in 1409 with Vytautas’ support, and the Order declared war. After some indecisive fighting a temporary armistice was signed on 8 October 1410 to last until 24 June as both sides took advantage of the lull in hostilities to prepare for a major confrontation. The Teutonic Order sent agents throughout Europe to recruit “guest crusaders” for the fiction that had become the Crusade in the Baltic. A payment of 300,000 ducats was made to King Zygmunt of Hungary to attack Poland, and King Wenceslaw (Vaclav) of Bohemia was beginning to lean in favor of the Order. In December 1409 Wladyslav and Vytautas met in Brest Litovsk and agreed to invade Prussia and attack Marienburg (Malbork), the Order’s capital. The meeting was attended by Mongols, although their involvement would be minimal. The aim of the attack was not only to destroy the power of the Teutonic Order but also to recover Pomerania and Samogitia, and give Poland and Lithuania-Rus access to the Baltic Sea. Western Europe was experiencing price increases for agricultural produce known as the Price Revolution, and the rulers and nobility of Poland and Lithuania-Rus were eager to participate in the profitable trade


  To mask their intentions, Wladyslav and Vytautas kept the Teutonic Order off balance by feigning troop concentrations, with small-scale raids on the Prussian northern and southern borders. The aim was to prevent the Knights from discovering the agreed upon rendezvous point at Czerwinsk, some 50 miles from the Prussian border. The Polish stronghold was on the Wisla (Vistula) River which would have to be crossed by the allies’ large forces in broad daylight. On 2 July the Polish-Galician army completed the crossing; the next day they were joined by the Lithuanians and Rusians and the combined army began to advance northward. Four days later it was on the Prussian border and on 9 July it entered Prussian territory with the usual indiscriminate plundering and devastation that was the usual byproduct of warfare. Many Lithuanians were still pagans, whose attacks on churches came to an abrupt end when two Lithuanians were hung on gallows, which they themselves had constructed in full view of the army, but looting of non-ecclesiastical property continued.


  Not knowing what to expect, the Grand Master of the Teutonic Order Ulrich von Jungingen led his assembled army to Schwetz (Swiecia) on the Wisla River to await further reinforcements, and for the enemy to reveal his true intensions. The word came that Wladyslav and Vytautas were heading north towards Marienwerden (Kwidzyn) and Marienburg, and leaving his commander Heinrich von Plauen with 2,000–3,000 men to block the Poles at Bromberg (Bydgoszcz) von Jungingen himself marched east to meet the enemy’s main force. The Grand Master was heading towards the main ford on the Drewenz (Drweca) River, which was dominated by a strong castle and which Wladyslav’s and Vytautas’ forces had to cross. Von Jungingen had established himself in a near impregnable position and the allies decided to head northeast to avoid the river altogether. The Teutonic Knights relied heavily on crossbows, and in addition to their own men had hired hundreds of Genoese mercenaries, reputedly the best crossbow archers in Europe. The crossbow had become a feared weapon and the best were made using ancient Scythian technology with composite bows of horn, sinew and wood. A force attempting to cross an open river would have been decimated by the crossbow bolts, which could penetrate armor. As the invading force was heading towards Gilgenburg (Dobrowno) it was shadowed on the opposite shore by the Teutonic Knights.


  The advance of the Polish-Galician and Lithuanian-Rus army was slowed when it sacked Gilgenburg, which gave von Jungingen time to move ahead and establish defensive positions on a terrain of his own choosing between the villages of Grunwald and Tannenberg. On the morning of 15 July 1410 news reached the encamped and still advancing allies of the unexpected presence of the enemy nearby. King Wladyslav was on his way to mass, which he continued to attend in spite of urgings to ready his knights for battle. Only Vytautas’ Lithuanians and Rusians were deployed, and only the king’s and the prince’s vanguards were ready for battle. Suspecting a trap in the wooded terrain, von Jungingen kept his men in their defensive positions, which gave Wladyslav sufficient time to complete his prayers. Then donning his armor and inspecting the troops, the king moved to a command post behind his battle lines.


  Both armies were now facing each other in battle array when the legendary (but apparently factual) incident of the two swords occurred. Two heralds sent by the Grand Master appeared before King Wladyslav each bearing a sword, which were plunged into the ground before him, as he himself described in a letter to his wife: “After we had stood and watched each other for a time, the Grand Master sent two swords over to us with this message: ‘Know you, King and Vytautas, that this very hour we shall do battle with you. For this, we send you these swords for your assistance.’”


  Having prepared his position Grand Master von Jungingen was trying to prod Wladyslav and Vytautas to launch the first strike. We do not know the exact battle formations which the two opposing armies assumed, but a typical arrangement would have been for the Polish-Galician and the Lithuanian-Rusians to form three lines of wedge-like formations of heavy cavalry, about 20 deep. We know King Wladyslav’s men were placed on the left flank and Vytautas’ Lithuanians and Rusians on the right, with Czech mercenaries in between. The Teutonic Order’s ranks would have been arranged in a similar manner, with artillery and crossbow archers shielded behind the armored knights of the Order. It is thought that the Teutonic Order’s force could have been slightly outnumbered by the allies, but what they lacked in numbers they made up by superior armament and better-trained troops. Given the length and intensity of the battle, however, it is clear that each side met its match, with a total of some 60,000 men taking part on both sides.


  At 9:00 a.m. the front lines of the Order’s heavy cavalry drew back, revealing a long line of cannon, which fired two salvoes but with little effect. The Order had prepared pits covered with earth in front of their central position and the artillery barrage was meant to provoke an enemy cavalry charge into the concealed pits. Grand Prince Vytautas did order a cavalry charge but on the enemy’s left wing, where most of the Teutonic Knights’ elite heavy cavalry was concentrated. They were met by a hail of crossbow bolts, followed by a counter-charge of the armored knights. Unlike the German and other European knighthood the Lithuanians and Rusians wore mainly chain mail or lamellar body armor, with open conical helmets and chain mail neck protection (the “aventail”).


  A fierce and bloody cavalry battle now unfolded involving thousands of men. Reportedly, the crack of breaking lances, the metal sound of swords and battle-axes falling against shields and armor, and the cries of men and horses could be heard miles away. In an hour of hand-to-hand fighting the Grand Prince’s infantry began to give way then broke into flight, followed by the Czech mercenaries whose retreat, however, was halted by Mikolai Troba the Archbishop of Galich, and Royal Vice-Chancellor. As pointed out by the Polish chronicler Dlugosz, only the Rus banners (companies) held their ground against the German and other European knights.


  


    In this battle only the Rusin knights from Smolensk, being under their own three banners, deserved the glory not only in their effort in fighting but also for not deserting. But despite their brave fight, as one standard-bearer was killed without mercy and their colors trampled, the other two (banners) were still fighting as true men and knights should.

  


  The right flank led by King Wladyslav himself had not yet joined the battle and had become threatened by the retreat, but the banners of Rus saved the day. Although one was decimated by the massed Teutonic Knights, the other two successfully cut their way through the enemy ranks and joined Wladyslav’s men. Next, the Knight’s left flank charged Wladyslav’s lines which provoked a counter-attack by the Polish and Galician cavalry. The fighting resumed in intensity, and seeing his knights give way Grand Master Ulrich von Jungingen released sixteen more companies fifteen of which were fresh reserves. Circling to his left the Grand Master struck the Poles and Galicians on their right flank which had become exposed by the earlier rout of the Lithuanian-Rusian cavalry. This time the Teutonic Knights made for King Wladyslav’s defensive regiments, which were guarding the command center, but failed to locate their exact position since the king’s battle flag had been furled to conceal his command post. He was recognized by the knight Lupold von Kokeritz, who couched his lance and charged. King Wladyslav spurred his horse to meet the attack but von Kokeritz was knocked off his horse by the royal secretary Olesnicki, and was killed by the King’s lance.


  In the meantime Prince Vytautas had succeeded in rallying his retreating men, who struck the Order’s rear position. The Knights and their allies were surrounded, and the wounded Grand Master was killed by a lance thrust beneath the helmet. Breaking through the enemy lines the Teutonic Knights began to flee towards their camp near Grunwald and those who reached the camp attempted to form a defensive wagon circle, but to no avail as commented by Dlugosz: “When the enemy realized that they would not escape alive they started to form a circle of defense out of their wagons. But soon even that could not save them from the swords. More were killed here than at any other place on the battlefield.” To the victors’ delight the men discovered casks of wine, but the celebration was short-lived:


  
    Some of them (the wagons) were full of barrels with wine which soon became a good source to quench the thirst of an army of tired and sun-scorched men. All started to scoop up some wine with any means they could, some with their helmets, others with their gloves and even with their shoes. But the Polish King Wladyslav in fear of his army becoming drunk and unable to fight anymore, ordered them to smash all the wine barrels. Then all could see a red stream of wine mixed with the blood of the slain men and their horses covering this great battlefield that reached down to the meadows of Tannenburg village.29

  


  Other detachments of the Teutonic Order attempted to escape but were hunted down by light cavalry. The pursuit lasted for several hours and was only called off at 8:00 p.m. About half of the Order’s army lay dead on the battlefield and 14,000 prisoners were taken, records indicating that only 1427 men made it back to claim their pay. Most of the Order’s commanders also perished. Heinrich von Schwelborn, renowned for his haughtiness, was caught while fleeing the battlefield and was executed on the spot. Three other senior officers were taken prisoner: Markward von Salzbach, the commander of Brandenburg, Heinrich Schaumburg, the bailiff of Sambia; and Jurge Marchalk, the Grand Master’s companion. All were brought before Prince Vytautas. Arrogant to the last, they proceeded to insult the Prince and cast aspersions on his mother, whereupon Vytautas ordered that the Germans be taken out into the field and beheaded.30 When told of Grand Master Ulrich von Jungingen’s death King Wladyslav expressed “a wonder at so unusual a change of fortune, or rather at the smothering of human haughtiness and the feeling of superiority.”31 The Polish-Galician and Lithuanian-Rusian armies lost 4,000–5,000 with some 8,000 wounded, but the defeat of the Teutonic Order was total and a setback from which it would not completely recover.



  After two days’ rest the allies began to march on Marienburg, the Order’s capital, some 100 km from the battlefield, on the way capturing the fortresses of Hohenstein (Olsztynek), Osterode (Ostrada), and Christburg (Dzierzgon) which did not offer resistance. On hearing of the Tannenberg disaster, Heinrich von Plouen left Switz to reinforce Marienburg, but after a 57 day siege a dysentery epidemic broke out in the Lithuanian and Rusian camps, and Vytautas withdrew from the siege followed by King Wladyslav, whose men broke camp on 19 September and headed home. The withdrawal allowed von Plouen to rebuild his forces with the aid of western “pilgrims” who had responded to his somewhat fraudulent messages for help “against the Saracens,” and “heathens and servants of Satan.”32 Some of the Order’s captured fortresses were recovered and a column of pilgrims and mercenaries arrived to support the anti–Polish effort. Nothing came of the relief force; it was intercepted by Wladyslav’s men at Koronowa and destroyed. The captured pilgrims, who refused to fight for the Order after they saw that they were opposed by other Roman Catholics, were allowed to go free.


  The fighting dragged on with von Plouen continuing to send out false requests for help against “infidel Tatars, jailers, heathens, schismatics (Orthodox Christians), monsters and evil spirits, in defense of the oppressed Christians.” The conflict temporarily came to a halt with the Treaty of Torun in 1411, by which the Teutonic Order regained the territory it held before 140, except for Samogitia, which was retained by Grand Prince Jogaila. The conflict continued on and off but the Order was a spent force, no longer able to receive external aid to which it had become accustomed. A new opposition arose against the Knights in the form of the Prussian Union, which challenged the Order’s authority to rule. Formed by the city burghers, the Prussian Union expelled the Teutonic Order from most of their strongholds by the middle of the 15th century and the Knights could only depend on mercenary troops, particularly Bohemians, who had taken part in the Hussite Wars but were now mainly unemployed.33


  With their coffers empty, the Order ceased paying their mercenary troops, who promptly occupied the towns including Marienburg, and proceeded to loot. On 16 August 1456 the Bohemian captain sold the spiritual home of the Teutonic Order to King Casimir IV of Poland, at a bargain price. The Grand Master was ejected from Marienburg castle and the king’s troops together with the Prussian Union entered the great stronghold but the city itself held out for three more years. The final end of the Teutonic Order in Prussia came with their defeat by Casimir IV in the battle of Zarnowiec in 1462, and four years later on 19 October the second Treaty of Torun was signed, by which every castle in Prussia became the possession of the King of Poland. Also the territory to the west of the Wisla and Nogat rivers was ceded to the Polish Crown and became known as East Prussia, while the Order retained a small portion to be held as a fief of the Polish Crown. The Grand Master was forced to dress in rags and appear before Casimir IV, where he swore an oath of fealty in return for Koningsberg, which became the capital of Royal Prussia. In 1525 under the influence of the Protestant Reformation the Knights rejected the Papacy in favor of Luther, and the Order of the Hospital of St. Mary of the Germans of Jerusalem, with its corporate state, disappeared from history.




  Ten



  



  The Rise of the Cossacks


  
    … when renouncing house and shelter a reckless individual arose … he became used to look the unfriendly neighbor straight in the eye, forgetting if such a thing as danger existed in the world.—Gogol, Taras Bulba

  


  



  The Wild Frontier and the Cossacks


  With the passing of the Mongol holocaust, agriculture in what had been Rus ceased, although pockets remained in regions of high soil fertility. We have the observations of several west European travelers, such as Josaphat Barbaro, a Venetian nobleman who traveled to Thana (today’s Azov) where he remained for sixteen years. “The wheat had a very long beard, and not very infrequently brings forth a fifty-fold yield. The harvest is sometimes so bountiful that the people do not know what to do with the wheat and leave it on the field.”1


  Much of Rus, however, had been destroyed, and almost overnight the northern steppe began to revert to its natural state. Pastoral nomads reclaimed the tall-grass prairie with its endless pastures and the freedom for the numerous herds, and once again the land became rich in wildlife, fish and other resources such as honey, wax and wild fruit. A detailed description of the bounty to be had was left by Michael “The Lithuanian” in his mid–16th century diary:


  
    Kyiv (the province) has soil so fertile and so easily cultivated that if one ploughs it with a pair of oxen only once the harvest will be very rich. Even uncultivated, this soil yields plants with nutritious roots and stalks. There are also trees with excellent fruit, and vines with large bunches of very good grapes; in some places they grow wild on cliffs. In old oaks and beeches (alders) hollowed by old age one often finds swarms of bees and honeycombs of beautiful color and aroma. There is such an abundance of game in the forests and fields that aurochs, wild horses and deer are killed only for their skins. Only the sirloin and the fattier parts of the meat are taken. Roes and boars are not consumed at all. Such a multitude of wild goats come from the steppes to the forests in winter and to the steppes in summer that one kills thousands of them. There are a great many beaver lodges in the rivers. There is a wondrous multitude of birds so that in the springtime boys gather duck eggs by the boatful (just) as the eggs of wild geese, cranes and swans and then fill their sheds with young birds. They place eaglets in cages for their feathers which are then attached to arrows. Dogs are fed animal meat and fish. The rivers there are full of fish when enormous schools of sturgeon and other large fish enter fresh waters from the sea.2

  


  Among the large fish were catfish, which grew to monstrous proportions—some reportedly 18 feet in length.



  The steppe was also a place of immense beauty as described by the great Ukrainian writer Mykola Hohol (Nikolai Gogol), who himself grew up on the Ukrainian prairies in the early 19th century. The use of the name “Ukraine” was officially discouraged by the Russian authorities, and the Zaporizhia territory was renamed as Novorossia (New Russia) in the late 18th century.


  
    The whole south, the whole area that makes up Novorossia as far as the Black Sea, was a green virgin wilderness. No plough had ever made its way through the immense waves of wild growth. Only horses, disappearing into them as into a forest, trod them down. Nothing fairer could have existed in nature. The whole surface of the earth resembled a green gold ocean sprinkled with millions of various flowers. Through the long, thin stems of grass peeped azure, blue and violet cornflowers. The yellow broom thrust up its pyramidal top. The umbrella-like caps of white baby’s breath dotted the surface. An ear of wheat, brought God knows whence, was ripening in the thicket.3

  


  The natural beauty of the great prairie was also praised by the French diplomat Schirer, who was in the king’s foreign service.


  
    Ukraine is a fertile country as is Podolia and Russia. The whole (Ukrainian) prairie abounds in all types of edible herbs: odorous flowers which Europeans cultivate with so much care grow naturally in the fields … and the (prairie) grass is so tall that a man on horseback can easily hide himself…. Ukraine is one of the most beautiful lands in Europe.4

  


  The great steppe was always home to nomadic tribes but by the beginning of the 12th century it was beginning to serve as a refuge for inhabitants of Rus, those seeking a free life without the taxation and other exactions of Prince and Church. As the military ruling class of Rus and the Church hierarchy became entrenched refugees from the law, escaped slaves, bound men, and classless “izgoi” outcasts began to escape into the steppe, forming armed free-booting bands known as the “Brodniki” (wanderers). No state had successfully imposed control over the vast region, and a refugee soon found himself leading a life of freedom and plenty, able to elect his leaders and avoid all forms of state institutions. The price of freedom was keeping a sharp wit and saber, and being vigilant against the Polovtsi nomads who did not care to share the booty from raiding merchant convoys and caravans. We also know from the Kyiv Chronicles that by the 12th century the Brodniki were strong enough to join the Mongols against the southern princes and their Polovtsi allies in the battle of the Kalka River. Later the Ukrainians would refer to them as the “burlaki,” no doubt a word of Tatar-Turkic origin.


  



  [image: ]


  The traditional territories of Kyiv-Rus and Volynia which were transferred to the Polish Kingdom. The transfer was a major factor which contributed to a worsening of relations with the Ukrainian Cossacks.


  



  The second type of armed men from Rus in the wide steppe were survivors of the Kyiv and Chernihiv princes’ garrisons, which had for centuries manned the extensive defense system which stretched along the Dnipro River, its tributaries, and the lower region of the Don. Trade with Constantinople and other parts of Romania was the lifeblood of Rus, and the Dnipro water system was well defended by outposts and settlements with workshops and warehouses. The steppe was a dangerous no-man’s land, and as the Kyiv Chronicle informs us “only the best men” were selected to garrison the forts. People of the steppe, such as the Circassians (“Cherkessy”) and the Torks, were also settled in the strongholds after being properly Christianized to ensure loyalty. Here, far away from the daily life of the prince, slavery and other forms of bondage were unknown, and leadership was earned by ability and personal example. By the late 12th and early 13th centuries the defensive steppe settlements of Rus were home to the frontier garrisons that became known as “qazaqs” to the Polovtsi nomads, designating a “watch” or “sentry” in their Turkic dialect.5


  Men of the princes’ garrisons that had survived the Mongol onslaught could easily take refuge in the inaccessible wetlands, channels and islands of the lower Dnipro river basin. Here game was plentiful, particularly the huge fish that had always supplemented the frontier settlements’ food supply. The knowledge and experience to pilot boats through the treacherous Dnipro rapids would also have been preserved by the survivors and the lore of the Cossacks, who were the only ones to navigate the “porohy” or cataracts. As time went on, the survivors of the garrisons were joined by adventurous individuals, who despite the constant danger were drawn by the rich resources, occasional booty, and the freedom found in the wild prairie. With a negligible population it was easy to avoid unwanted attention in the great expanse of the steppe.6


  The bands of armed men roaming the prairies and frequenting the Dnipro waterways were not the only Rusins in the northern steppe. All defense systems of Rus were destroyed by the Mongol invasion but some outposts and villages survived and were used by the Mongols or Tatars as they became known. This was confirmed by the interesting voyage undertaken by Carpini the Papal envoy to the Tatars shortly after the fall of Kyiv.7 Rather than hinder the arrival of newcomers the Tatars began to establish free settlements or “slobody” on the fertile black soil, without landlords or other feudal obligations so long as the Khan’s tax was paid on time. We know that many boyars, clergy, merchants and artisans were also hired by the Tatars, and certainly some of the garrisons which survived the invasion as well as the “Brodniki” found themselves in Tatar service as auxiliary troops, with an elected leadership following Mongol tradition.


  Another Rusian presence in the Dnipro steppe region were seasonal hunters and gatherers, who upon paying a fee to the Tatars could hunt and gather produce during the summer, returning to permanent villages before the snow fell. The southern seasonal migrations increasingly took the form of organized bands of armed men arriving in wagon trains to tap the rich resources of game, fur, fish, honey, and the grapes which had taken hold in the depopulated areas. The expeditions began to assume a greater importance for the local economy and, as Tatar power declined, the fee-for-access arrangements were replaced by widespread free hunting and fishing by men who were rapidly becoming expert in the use of weapons. No doubt once in the open steppe, the hunters were joined by the “Brodniki” in defense against Tatar bands that roamed the countryside.



  In 1362 Mongol rule over the Kyiv lands came to an end when they were defeated by Grand Prince Vytautas at “Suni Vody.” The battle marked the beginning of the breakup of the Golden Horde into warring clans and khanates, and independent Tatar bands appeared which fought for booty, or could be hired for pay. They were called “kazaks” to designate themselves as free warriors, distinct from the men in the service of a clan chief or a khan. Their first mention seems to be in the chronicles of Riazan, where Tatar “kazaks” are mentioned in 1444, but the entry is unreliable and the earliest verifiable record of “kazaks” is in 1469 by the Polish chronicler Jan Dlugosz, who wrote: “A large Tatar army, collected from fugitives, robbers, and expellees, whom they in their language call “kazaks,” under the command of the Trans-Volgan Khan Maniak, attacked the lands of the Kingdom of Poland, in three detachments.” The Tatar designation of a free warrior as a “kazak” could be related to the earlier Polovtsi (Cuman) word “qasaq,” meaning a “guard,” the similarity arising from both languages being members of the Turkic family.


  At first the term “kazak” was not restricted to any ethnic group, but by the end of the 15th century the name begins to be applied mainly to the Slavic-speaking bands roaming the steppes, as well as the inhabitants of the mid–Dnipro region.8 Many of the free bands and the town garrisons of Rus were originally Circassians settled by the Grand Princes of Kyiv, and the term “cherkessi” was used interchangeably with “kazak” (particularly in Muscovy) to designate Ukrainian Cossacks. Most of the lands of Rus which bordered “the wild prairie,” such as those of Kyiv and Chernihiv, became known as the “(U)kraina” or Borderland, while the name “Rus” was applied to all the Greek Orthodox principalities lying between Poland and Muscovy, as noted in the early 16th century by the Styrian traveler-diplomat Herbertstein.9 “Ruthenia (Rus) extends near the Sarmatian (Poprad) mountains, up to a short distance from Krakow. Thence along the river Tyra which the natives call Dnister, to the Black Sea across to the Dnipro.”10


  Following the Mongol defeat at “Suni Vody” the Grand Prince Vytautas began to rebuild towns and strongholds along the Dnipro River, but as his men returned they found local inhabitants living independently of any outside authority and enjoying a free lifestyle under their own elected leaders. The entire character of southern Rus had changed. Gone were the prince’s “druzhina” and regiments now replaced by bands of steppe fighters who modeled themselves on Circassian and Tatar practice. Light cavalry mounted on hardy steppe horses fought in bands known in Sarmatian as “vatahas” under the traditional horse-tail standard or a “bunchuk” and led by an elected “vatah” (“ataman”). Larger bodies of men had an “osavul,” who acted as an adjutant to the commander and took care of finances and administration. No defensive armor, helmet, or chainmail was worn and the chief weapons were the lance and the curved Tatar saber. The powerful composite bow was also popular, particularly before the introduction of handheld firearms. Centuries later Ukrainian Cossacks would continue to wear distinctive Sarmatian clothing such as the baggy “sharovary” trousers, “kurtka” vests, and riding boots or “choboty” as well as the Tatar “kepenek” (kobiniak) long-coats. Unlike the princes’ men-at-arms and other military bodies such as the Teutonic Knights, the Cossacks normally didn’t wear beards but cultivated moustaches, which 1sometimes were allowed to grow to great lengths. More senior members of the Brotherhood sported the distinctive chivalry lock on a shaved head known humorously in Ukrainian as a “herring,” or a “khakhol” in Muscovy, which became the Russian nickname for a Ukrainian. At this time Turkic-Tatar and indirectly Arabic words began to make their way into Ukrainian speech, for example “maidan” or an open square (area) where meetings and elections were held.


  With the return of the Grand Prince’s authority came a new system of administration, inspired by the Polish model. The traditional Rus principalities of Volin, Kyiv, Chernihiv and Pereiaslav came under the direct rule of Prince Vytautas and were replaced by provinces or the so-called palatinates (“voivodstvas”) under a military governor (“voivoda”). These in turn were subdivided into areas commanded by a “starosta,” a kind of military sheriff who was responsible for defense, the administration of the executive and judicial branches of the law, and taxation. Appeals against the government officials were possible, but they rarely went very far. The Grand Prince also appointed a marshal known as a “castellan” to maintain the castles and major fortifications, who also had the power to call the local nobility to arms. The nobility of Rus continued to maintain its privileges such as ownership of land and exemption from taxation, and the entire burden of paying taxes was carried by the peasants and town burghers, at times by the Jews. This was due to the common view that only a military landowning class would have the ability and the incentive to defend the country against attack. The Lithuanian-Rus state and the Grand Prince derived income from levies and a monopoly on the sale of salt and alcohol although common beverages such as beer and kvass were excluded.


  Three settlements were rebuilt and fortified on the Dnipro and the Buh rivers which would become important centers for the seasonal Cossack hunters and gatherers—Cherkassy and Kaniv on the middle Dnipro, and Bratslav on the Buh. Following the defeat of the Tatars the whole territory was taken over by the Grand Prince and the land leased to local “starostas,” who in turn levied taxes and various fees. According to a mid–16th century government inspector, the burghers of Bratslav


  
    … go there (into the steppe) continually to live off the meat, fish, honey from apiaries and from wild swarms, and make med (mead) for themselves as if at home…. There are such apiaries that in some cases even (the fees for) three seasonal settlements are not worth one apiary. There is a mile of land around such an apiary, and the smallest … has half a mile. The “owner” also has cropland, drainable ponds, an abundance of bees, all kinds of game, orchards and lush fruit gardens, and all other useful things. Not only is no one allowed to go fishing or hunting or to make any use of such an apiary and the farmlands, meadows and groves belonging to it (the leased estate) but people are not even allowed to take wood or a stalk of grass free of charge; they (the hunter and gatherers) have to give something in exchange for everything.11

  


  The taxation and fees imposed by the starostas were viewed as illegitimate by the Cossack hunters and gatherers who considered the territory to be a part of their medieval heritage. A new breed of man was appearing in the prairie towns of “Ukraina,” men who had become accustomed to a free life and were both willing and able to face danger without having to rely on the Prince’s protection.


  It was the princely state that would soon need the protection of the steppe hunters and warriors. Following the great victory at Tannenburg in 1409, Grand Prince Vytautas was able to reverse the defeat which he suffered at the Vorskla River and begin a program of erecting defensive forts on the west side of the Dnipro River. It was abruptly halted in 1416 when Emir Edigei assembled a large Tatar army and swept along the Dnipro, stormed into Kyiv and destroyed much of the city and its defenses. The main resistance against the Horde was offered by the local Cossack bands and those serving in the garrisons of Cherkhassy and Kaniv, something which was not lost on the Prince’s administration.


  Events which would shape the fate of the Ukrainia frontier were also taking place within the Polish-Lithuanian state. Wladyslav II (Jogaila) of Poland had sons late in his life, and on his death the eldest (but still underaged) son became King Wladyslav III and was placed under the tutelage of Bishop Zbigniew Olesnicki of Cracow. He also became a controversial candidate for the Hungarian throne but received Pope Eugene IV’s support when he promised to lead a Crusade against the Ottoman Turks. With the help of the experienced Hungarian general Janas Hunyadi, the 18-year-old king won a great victory against the Turks but two years later broke the agreed-upon truce and was killed in the crushing defeat at Varna (Bulgaria). The Polish Crown was offered to Jogaila’s third son the Grand Prince of Lithuania-Rus and on 25 June 1447 he became King Casimir (Kaziemirz) IV. The new King quickly moved to meet the demands of the Orthodox nobility, who supported him by granting the same rights and privileges as were enjoyed by the Catholics. They became entitled to the full ownership of their estates, a greater control over their peasants, and a monopoly of the local courts. Although they were also given a share in the high offices of a principality, the Orthodox nobility never achieved complete equality with Roman Catholics.12 Still, powerful Orthodox Rusin families such as the Chortoriysky, Vishnevetsky, Ostrohsky and Zbarazhsky continued to exercise great influence in Volin while the Mstislav and Zaslavsky clans dominated eastern Belarus. Finally, in 1434 the Greek Orthodox Church was officially recognized in Lithuania-Rus to be legally and politically equal to the Church of Rome, but the situation was not to last.



  During Casimir IV’s reign the Tatars abstained from major attacks and the middle Dnipro region was beginning to be resettled by individuals granted free land in return for military service. Thus unlike elsewhere in Lithuania-Rus and Poland where only the nobility could legally carry arms, the peasant-farmers and other settlers of Ukraina were obliged to do so. They were also becoming exposed to Cossack tactics, fighting techniques and styles that had developed to meet a frontier environment, and the particular conditions of the “wild prairie.” This was a population that could not be subjugated by state administrators, nor did the starostas have the inclination to alienate the inhabitants of the Ukraina due to a scarcity of manpower. Most settlements were not very large and ranged from 2 to 10 homesteads as described in a contemporary document where a sample region had 18 villages which during a conflict could raise 150 mounted men. Most Cossacks, however, continued to roam the “wild prairie” at will, moving across the wide expanse of prairie and forest like “grey wolves of the steppe,” as described in accounts and songs.


  The importance of the Cossacks, however, was becoming disproportionate to their numbers. In 1452 Volin was occupied by the Grand Prince’s army which ended its autonomous princely status and converted it into a province of the realm, and in 1471 Kyiv and its surrounding territory followed. The princes’ “druzhinas” and armed forces disappeared to be replaced (theoretically) by the Grand Prince’s men and the nobility. One of the overall results was a reduction in the defensive capability of the Ukraina and other southern lands, which coincided with a period when the Crimean and Nogay Tatars began their regular raids of the Christian lands.


  The world of the Tatars was also changing. A second great conqueror as great and perhaps greater than Genghis Khan appeared in the middle of the 14th century, known as Timur-i-Lenk (Timur the Lame) or simply Tamerlane. By then the Golden Horde had split into two warring factions, one led by Khan Mamai and the other by Tamerlane’s vassal Tokhtamysh. Mamai made the first move.13 To secure his rear he first moved against Moscow but was defeated in the great battle of Kulikovo Polje or the Snipes Field (of battle) in 1380 by Grand Prince Dmitry of Moscow. The following year he suffered another defeat by Tokhtamysh, who then marched on Moscow and, tricking the defenders into opening the main gate, burned the city to the ground. Following Tamerlane’s death the Golden Horde once again split into factions, fueling the formation of the Crimean (Krim) Khanate by Khan Haji Giray in the 1440s, when he failed to become the Great Khan of the Golden Horde. A shrewd politician, Haji Giray allied himself with Casimir IV and in 1453 defeated his main rival Seyyid Ahmed, the Great Khan of the Golden Horde. The following year a great period in European history came to an end. Using massed artillery barrages the Turkish Sultan Mehmet II captured Constantinople. Defended by only 5,000 Greeks the city fell on 29 May, bringing the Roman Empire to a symbolic end. It would be replaced by the Muslim Ottoman Empire, putting the Christian world on the defensive for centuries to come. It would also greatly enhance the power of the Crimean Khans. The Turkish Sultans considered themselves to have inherited the territory of the entire Roman Empire by the law of conquest, and began to occupy the northern shores of the Black Sea. Khan Haji Giray died in 1466 (probably poisoned) in the midst of a civil conflict, and was succeeded by his son Mengli Giray. In 1475 the Crimea was invaded and Mengli Giray was shipped off to Constantinople where he was imprisoned for three years before Sultan Mehmet II decided that, after all, he would be the best candidate for the Crimean throne. A large Ottoman fleet proceeded to capture Kafa and in a few months all Genoese territory along the Crimean coast was in Ottoman hands. While Mengli Giray retained his father’s territory the Genoese possessions came under Mehmet’s rule. Beginning in 1475 the Ottomans began to build forts along the entire coast of the Black Sea at Perekop, Gozleve, Kafa, Yenikale, and Arabat. Mehmet’s conquests were continued by his son Bayasid II with the capture of Kilia in the Danube Delta, Bilhorod (Akkerman) in the Dnister estuary, and the whole of the Taman Peninsula to the east of the Crimea. The Black Sea had become a Turkish lake, closed off to all Christian shipping. The forts were built on estuaries of rivers emptying into the Black Sea and could also lead directly to the conquest of the Christian lands of the interior.


  In spite of the Ottoman presence the political system governing Crimean Tatar society had not changed and was still based on Mongol traditions but with the adoption of the Ottoman legal model. Unlike the Turkish sultans, however, the khan was not a hereditary autocrat but was elected in a “kurultai” by the heads (beys) of four powerful clans. His authority was also limited by the beys, since he could not rule without their consent and cooperation. Most of the political and economic authority lay in the hands of the four clans who owned most of the arable land, and had a much larger military force than the khan himself. The beys of these clans, known as the Karachi clans, formed the highest aristocracy in the Crimea with a female of a single clan, the Shirin, having the exclusive legal right to many the khan. Beneath the Karachi beys were the mirzas or nobles, whose position was largely military, similar to that of the boyars of Rus. By the second half of the 16th century the Ottoman sultans had greatly reduced the power of the beys with the clan leaders losing ownership of their lands, which now could be held only with the khan’s permission.


  The Crimean Peninsula was not well suited to extensive agriculture and, with a rise in the population mainly due to the migrations from the Volga region in the early 16th century, famines began to occur. The land was assigned to villages by the owners and was worked communally with taxes assessed by the beys, mirzas or the khan. By law, the landlord was owed 1⁄10 of the grain harvest, 1⁄20 of the livestock value, and occasionally free labor, which was imposed with care since as Muslims the peasants were free to leave at any time. Slaves were the most valuable commodity and the Tatars became the chief providers to the Muslim world. By the middle of the 16th century Tatar raids into Slavic and Lithuanian lands were yielding more wealth than the value of the entire wheat export. Other Tatar clans, such as the Nogays, continued their traditional nomadic life in the southern steppe bordering the Crimean Peninsula.


  In 1480 Mengli Giray signed a treaty with Prince Ivan III of Moscow, which was directed against their common enemies, Lithuania-Rus and the Golden Horde on the Volga. The treaty triggered a period of steppe warfare and raids on Ukraina-Rus, and revealed once more the importance of the town and steppe Cossacks in the defense system. In the summer of 1482 at the head of a large army Mengli Giray attacked and penetrated the southern defenses, capturing and destroying eleven strongholds. On 1 September Kyiv was stormed and sacked, being inadequately defended by the nobility and Casimir’s royal troops. Even given all the previous damage, the devastation which followed left Kyiv desolate and a mere shell of its former self, a state in which it would remain for many decades. As described by Herbertstein, King Ferdinand’s representative with Emperor Charles V’s delegation to Moscow.


  
    Seven miles beyond Circass (Cherkassy) going up the Borysthenis (Dnipro), lies the town of Cainovu (Kaniv); eighteen miles from which is Chiovuia (Kyiv) the ancient metropolis of Ruthenia (Rus), whose one-time magnificence and evidently royal estates are revealed by the ruins of the city and the monuments, which are still seen lying in heaps. There may still be traced to this city on hills … the remains of churches and deserted monasteries….14

  


  



  Cossack Tatar Fighters


  The following year a new wooden stronghold was erected at Kyiv by Prince Casimir with financial help from the Pope. Other forts were also rebuilt to hinder any Tatar advance into the more populated northern lands and their great estates. The main purpose of the small wooden strongholds was to slow down the enemy until the Grand Prince and the nobility could mobilize sufficient forces to confront the invader rather than defend the local population.15 Other regions such as the territories along the Ros River and the southeast were abandoned altogether and they soon reverted to their natural state. There was little interest on the part of the Polish-Lithuanian state to commit financial expenditure to protect a sparse frontier population and one that, moreover, was not Roman Catholic. The landed nobility, even those who were Greek Orthodox, also saw no reason to vote funds for the defense of a territory far removed from their estates, as it became more expedient to raise private forces subject to their own authority. By the 16th century many Polish nobles had been transformed from knights to gentlemen farmers and were less keen to lead a martial life.16


  The Tatars were also no longer those of Batu’s Mongol Horde. The heavy cavalry had been replaced by light horsemen usually without armor or siege machinery to slow them down in their lightning raids for pillage, particularly for the valuable slaves to be sold on the Ottoman markets of Kafa. Many captives were also held for ransom in accordance with the practice of the time, and sold back to their families or relatives with the price depending on the importance of the individual. Money was sometimes raised for those who couldn’t pay; Ivan III of Muscovy, for example, collected funds to buy back Orthodox Christians offered for sale on the Crimean slave markets.


  Not wishing to finance a large standing army, the nobilities of Poland-Galicia and Lithuania-Rus decided to negotiate an agreement with Khan Mengli Giray. The treaty was directed against Muscovy and in 1512–13 the Khan changed sides and undertook to become Grand Prince Zygmunt’s ally. Tatar claims on parts of the Ukraina were renounced and the Khan pledged to cease all raids on the Grand Prince’s domain. In return, he was to receive military aid and an annual payment of 15,000 zlatys (gold pieces) as compensation for what the Khan considered to be the loss of “legitimate income” from his men’s raids. Half of the sum was paid by the Polish kingdom, the other half by the Lithuanian principality and was raised by a special poll tax levied on the Jewish population. Also a decree was passed in 1507 by the Sejm that a noble was liable for a 100 zlaty fine for failure to appear at the mobilization point by the appointed date. Anyone who failed to appear at all or who deserted before the end of a campaign could be subject to capital punishment.


  Neither the treaty nor the payment of tribute succeeded in halting the Tatar attacks, partly due to the fact that the Crimean khans at this time lacked control over Tatars who were not in their service, such as the men of the Karachi clans and the nomadic Nogays. Thus even as treaty negotiations were proceeding a large Tatar detachment entered the Kyiv, Belarus and Podilia regions. Loaded with loot, they were defeated by Prince Ostrohsky and the local nobility as they were returning to the Crimea, with the loss of all booty and captives. Those in Podilia were intercepted by Crown troops and also defeated. It was difficult to prevent the Tatars from entering the frontier where they could split up and infiltrate Christian territory in small bands. On their way back the bands would re-unite into one (or more) large units to protect the booty, and it was at this point that they were most vulnerable and easy to trace, being slowed down by the captured herds and human captives. Two years before the raids (and the treaty) a Crimean army had marched into the Ukraina, and splitting into two groups advanced on Moldavia and Lithuania-Rus. There were insufficient forces to confront them, and after gathering much booty the Tatars returned safely to the Crimean Peninsula. As a result the nobility voted funds for a standing army in Podilia which raised only a force of 3,000 men. In 1512 a Tatar army again invaded Galicia and plundered a wide area before the nobility could be mobilized and were only defeated near Vyshnevets by local forces. A large Tatar horde of reportedly 30,000 men again devastated a large part of Galicia in 1516 and although the horde was no doubt much smaller than what was claimed, the Crown Hetman’s force was powerless to stop them.17


  The constant attacks and destruction prompted the Polish and Lithuanian governments to take additional measures for defense. The Lithuanian Diet (parliament) of 1514 reinforced the 1507 law by establishing possible capital punishment and confiscation of property even if a nobleman was late for mobilization. In 1518 the Polish nobility’s parliament, the Sejm, voted funds for a defensive army of 3,000 men, and a gathering of palatines and starostas in Lviv in 1520 appropriated funds for an additional force of 600. Also, alarmed by news that more Tatar attacks were coming, the Polish sejm voted appropriations for a corps of 4,000 men to be stationed in Podilia, which was to be used in a Tatar campaign called by King Casimir I to begin in the summer of 1522. Few of the funds actually reached the treasury, and in the following year barely 1,000 men were recruited which would clearly be insufficient to oppose any Tatar attack.


  The defense of the Ukraina was thus left to the local population. The medieval principalities of Rus had lost much of their population but hardy individuals remained in what had become a “no man’s land” where only the daring and the fit survived. Forming self-defense bands to protect their farming settlements and ranches which were beginning to spring up, they became increasingly exposed to the Cossack styles of fighting, supplementing and broadening the Cossack numbers in the steppe and the frontier towns of Cherkassy, Kaniv and Bratslav. In spite of their wide range of economic activities, the defining characteristic of a Cossack remained the same—the ability to bear arms. Those not involved in farming went into the wild steppe to fish, hunt, and gather honey and wax, while others joined the steppe Cossacks in raiding Tatar settlements, which would become a constant preoccupation. By the early 16th century they had replaced the nobility and the Crown troops as the main home defense force and began implementing their own rules, policies, and military operations. The permanent Cossack communities became a free society in a dangerous land, which attracted men in search of adventure and, above all, liberation from an oppressive serfdom that was setting in. “They formed a force that was difficult to control and impossible to check…. It was an outpouring of the human spirit that has scarcely been equaled at any time or in any region, and the Cossacks were praised or hated accordingly as they met with friend or foe.”18


  Survival depended on strength of limb and constitution as well as the skill in the use of arms, which a Cossack would begin to master as a young boy, first becoming proficient in the use of bow and arrow, then saber, lance, and eventually firearms. Knowledge of steppe ecology was also crucial for survival in the irregular-type warfare that prevailed most of the time between Cossack and Tatar. Scouts or “plastuns” had to be trained who could track and report a Tatar force moving through the steppe, as well as “swystuns” (whistlers) who were masters at bird calls and could communicate a pre-arranged signal within enemy earshot. The Sieur de Beauplan, a French nobleman who knew the Cossacks well, left us with a description: “[the Cossacks] are of a strong and sturdy build and easily endure heat and cold, hunger and thirst; untiring in war (they) care not for risk, are brave—rather of great courage—and take no account of their lives.”19 To all intents and purposes the Cossacks were becoming a separate military social caste which was heading into a direct competitive conflict with the nobility.


  What began to distinguish Cossack-style Tatar fighting and gave it a unique flavor were the raids staged on Tatar installations and settlements. Unlike the Lithuanian and Polish authorities, who were reluctant to provoke Tatar retaliatory invasions, the steppe Cossacks and those of the frontier settlements began to take the war to the enemy. The raids on Tatar fortifications and villages resulted in Tatar threats to the Grand Prince, and would force the Cossacks to fight on two fronts. By the second half of the 15th century Cossack bands were attacking Tatar and Muscovite caravans and Tatar settlements on a regular basis. There are no official accounts of the raids except when one threatened to create an international incident. Certainly by that time they were more numerous than what documentary evidence suggests. Many being landless hunters, fishermen and freebooters, the Cossacks of Ukraine had no official status, were disrespectful of state authority, and were considered riff-raff by the propertied nobility.


  Town Cossacks were also increasingly involved in the raids, with or without the permission of the Grand Prince, such as the winter campaign of 1502 by Kyiv and Cherkassy Cossacks, who sailed down the Dnipro and attacked Tatars that were escorting envoys (probably from Muscovy) across the Tiahin ferry of the Dnipro River. Before that in 1489 some men from the Kyiv palatinate had also attacked a Muscovite caravan loaded with merchandise at the Tavan crossing of the Dnipro. Led by the Cossacks Bohdan Holubets (“Little Dove”) and Vasko Zhylo (“Bloodvein”) they routed the merchants’ hired men and returned with much booty. With a low frontier population the Cossacks were unable to raise large forces, and depended on small but well-armed and trained groups for a quick raid, rarely exceeding 200 men. Before being accepted in a Cossack steppe unit a “novak” (novice) underwent training with a “vataha” or a detachment, and only those who made the grade were accepted into the Brotherhood.


  The first known official state expedition using Cossacks took place in 1493 following a Tatar attack on Cherkassy, when Prince Bohdan Glinsky (Hlynsky) took a force down the Dnipro River. His target was the Tatar fortress at Ochakov, built the previous year on the estuary of the river to be used as a springboard for raiding the northern lands. The fort was attacked and destroyed with many Tatar prisoners brought back for ransom, or to be exchanged for Christians. The daring Cossack raids against the Crimean Tatars soon drew the attention of the wider population, particularly the nobility. In the early 16th century the nobles still formed the class whose main occupation and responsibility was the defense of the “fatherland” in return for land. Trained in the use of weapons and the art of war, most had some education and were given positions as “starostas” and other officials in the Ukrainian towns, those drawn by adventure who were indifferent to the rigors and dangers of the frontier.


  As a social class that formed up to 10 percent of Poland-Galicia and Lithuania-Rus, the nobility played the dominant role in the Commonwealth, as it would become known. It was a republic for the nobles and ruled by the nobles, with the (soon to be) elected monarch playing a secondary role. The gentry, who held a monopoly on military and legislative power and filled the executive bodies and other state institutions, was in complete control of the state to the exclusion of all other classes. Initially, recruiting men into the nobility was based on service or bravery on the battlefield, but soon it became restricted mainly to offspring of recognized aristocratic families. Nobles in the Commonwealth did not possess titles such as those common in the rest of Europe, with the exception of the designation “prince” (“Kniaz”), and were mainly differentiated by wealth. At the top were the rich and powerful magnates whose estates by the second half of the 16th century consisted of tens of thousands of hectares of land. The most wealthy and powerful in Lithuania-Rus was the princely Ostrohsky family which was soon to own 1300 villages, 100 towns, 40 castles and forts, and 1600 (mainly) Orthodox churches.20 Rather than rely on a central royal army the magnates employed their own forces and bodyguards, both for defense and to maintain “order” on their estates. Thus although Kostiantin Ostrohsky was the hetman of the Lithuanian-Rus forces, he himself kept 2,000 armed men on his estates at all times. The magnates were only subject to the King (Grand Duke) and were not answerable to the appointed government officials.


  Although much of the domestic and agricultural work on the magnates’ and royal estates was done by slaves, the peasantry was increasingly being made to perform these duties. In Poland-Galicia serfdom began to develop when in 1493 and 1496 the nobles’ parliament (the Sejm) limited the peasants’ right to move, even though they could own and inherit land. Besides paying most of the taxes, theoretically in return for the nobility’s military protection, the peasants also had to provide labor on the landlords’ estates (the corvee duty). By a parliamentary decree of 1520 this was set at a minimum of one day per week, but quickly grew to 3 and even 4 days. In Lithuania-Rus most peasants were tenant farmers who paid rent in kind or by coin, as well as by labor—3 days for plowing and 6 days for harvesting grain.21 In 1447 a charter prohibited many from changing their noble or royal landowners, and although the Lithuanian Statute of 1588 ended slavery it also stipulated that peasants who had resided in the same place for ten years (or more) lost the right to move. By the beginning of the 16th century wealthy manors were springing up at the expense of village communal lands and peasant holdings to take advantage of the lucrative grain markets in western Europe.


  Many nobles possessed no villages or tenant farmers and worked their own land holdings. Moreover not all nobles were granted land in perpetuity, being given ownership for two or three “lives,” and the death of a father or a grandfather would force a noble to vacate the property. The disposed gentry and those with small farms would often seek employment with a wealthy magnate as men-at-arms, while others headed south to the Ukrainian frontier to seek fortune and adventure. With military training which often began in boyhood and a certain level of education, noblemen were a welcome addition to a Cossack unit, but they had to measure up to the rigorous Cossack campaigns and lifestyle. By the second half of the 16th century members of the gentry were a common sight in the Cossack strongholds on the lower Dnipro region as reported by Carolus Gamberini, who in the early 1580s was in the service of the Warsaw Papal nuncio Bolognetti:


  
    Other Cossacks … are those remaining on the islands under the command of a captain to guard the place and observe the movements of the Tatars; these number only 1500. There are also adventurers of noble birth, for the most part (those) who assemble from the adjoining regions to battle the Turks and Tatars, returning to their own homes when it seems fit. Their weapons are the scimitar (sic) and a certain arquebus with much ammunition that they (the Cossacks) claim to fire faultlessly.22

  


  Much of the reported steppe fighting in the early 16th century was led by the Grand Prince’s appointees, such as the starosta of Khmilnyk, Przeclaw Lankoronski, and Prince Kostiantin Ostrohsky’s vice-starostas of Vinnytsia and Bratslav. Together with a force of 1200 Polish troops stationed in Podilia, border guards and Cossacks, Lankoronski invaded Ottoman territory in the lower Dnipro region in 1516, successfully beating back a Turkish force sent against him from Bilhorod (Akkerman).23 The government starostas of the frontier region, however, were mainly dependent on the well-armed Cossacks with their high morale and training in the martial arts.24 They felt themselves at home in the “wild prairie,” were well acquainted with Tatar tactics and fighting techniques, and often spoke their Turkic language. The attacks were contrary to government policy of appeasing the Ottoman Empire and its allies since the treaty of 1512–13 signed by Zygmunt I and Mengli Giray was still in force, and the raids often landed the local starostas and town Cossacks in hot water.


  The raids continued, however, and government officials and other nobles who were prepared to lead them on Tatar raids were readily accepted by the Cossacks, where a man was judged by his personal ability rather than his background. Good leaders ensured good spoils of war, or “Cossack bread” as they were known, and the presence of a starosta gave the raid a semblance of legitimacy. In return the officials expected the best part of the trophy, as noted by a contemporary observer:


  
    If the people of Cherkassy happen to get booty or captives from the enemy, then the starosta has the right only to what is best in the booty—horses or armor or prisoners—and the rest … belongs to the people of Cherkassy. Also if the (steppe) Cossacks come from enemy lands with booty, they should give the starosta only what is the best of that booty.25

  


  One of the first government officials to realize the Cossacks’ potential was a nobleman by the name of Senko Polozovich of Ovruch (Kyiv province) who defeated a Tatar attack in 1508 with their help, earning him the uncharacteristic praise from Polish chroniclers as “Poloz the Rusak, famous Cossack.” He scored another victory when a Tatar force advanced on Ovruch three years later, again with crucial Cossack support. Together with Kryshtof Kmytich, the holder of Chornobyl, Polozovich began to raise Cossack units serving under a regular military command for pay, based in the frontier towns as guards. The presence of noblemen in the command structure began to introduce some of the traditional military Rus structure into Cossack units, giving them the semblance of regular troops. This can be seen in the dual rank titles, with the usual Sarmatian and Turkic ranks of “ottoman,” “osavul” and “koshevoy” being supplemented with Slavic titles, so that hundred-man companies or “sotnias” were commanded by a “sotnik” (captain), divided into the usual ten-man squads led by a “desiatnik” with an entire army under a “hetman.” As Cossack numbers grew a fundamental unit became the 500-man “polk” or regiment commanded by a “polkovnik” (colonel). Except when hired to fight under an appointed command, all Cossack officers (“starshina”) were elected by the rank and file, usually from more experienced and/or able Cossacks. Gentry-type forms of address such as “sir” or “m’lord” were avoided, except in sarcastic jest.


  Nothing came of Polozovich’s and Kmytich’s efforts to raise a permanent Cossack unit in government service as is explained by an interesting letter sent in 1524 by Great Prince Zygmunt I to the Council of the Principality.


  
    We have already written to your Graces before, that you should order the holder of Rechytsa, Semen Polozovich and Kryshtof Kmytich (holder of Chornobyl) to gather Cossacks and to go serve us in the lower reaches of the Dnipro. We ordered that payment (for expenses) be given to them, as well as several dozen kopy (coins) and woolen cloth for the Cossacks. Master Semen and Master Kryshtof wrote to us reporting that they had gathered quite a number of Cossacks and had stayed with them in Kyiv for a long time, waiting for that donation from us but not a single piece of money had been sent to them for the Cossacks. Therefore the Cossacks dispersed … (but) they collected a small Cossack (personal) escort and went with them down the Dnipro to Kyiv and farther to Tavan … they rendered quite a service to us there: for a whole week they barred the passage to all those Tatar enemies who were in our domain. They engaged them in battle every day; they killed many and others drowned…. If, with such a small number of men such services were rendered to us, we see from this that if one or two thousand Cossacks were stationed there, on the Dnipro, a greater and very significant service and defense of our dominion would result from that. Therefore we enjoin you our councilors: be so kind as to consult among yourselves and consider this. If you conclude that Cossacks should be kept there, on the Dnipro, next year for the protection and defense of our dominions, then kindly elect someone appropriate from among our courtiers and order him to go to Kyiv beforehand, immediately after Easter, to gather the Cossacks. And order that woolen cloth and several hundred “kopy” then be sent to them. Those Cossacks should be deployed along the Dnipro, at ferry crossings, so that they serve the state and us, and guard and defend those ferry crossings, insofar as God helps them.26

  


  The council consisted of wealthy and powerful magnates, who maintained their own forces for defense and to control the serf-like peasants on their estates. Nothing was further from their minds than to finance “willful” Cossack units that, it was feared, would be difficult to control and impossible to check.


  Polozovich’s idea of forming Cossack units as border guards for the principality was taken up by another adventurous noble, Prince Kostiantin Ostrohsky’s subject, Ostafy Dashkovich, who after a checkered career serving Grand Prince Alexander and Ivan III of Muscovy, by 1514 had become the starosta of Kaniv and Cherkassy. Once in command of local border troops and Cossacks he proceeded to establish a flamboyant reputation by staging raids on Muscovy and the Crimean Tatars, as well as for his daring personal exploits. He was fluent in the Tatar language, and donning their dress he would enter a Tatar camp and engage the warriors in conversation. Once he knew their disposition and battle plans he would return to his men, and though outnumbered would launch a surprise attack with devastating results. Dashkovich’s victories earned him such a reputation that in 1515 he was hired by the Tatars themselves to lead a raid on the Siverian (Chernihiv) region, then a part of Muscovy. In 1521, commanding a regiment of Khan Mehmet Giray’s troops, he attacked Muscovite territory in an attempt to gain control over the eastern Tatar clans on the Volga. When a civil conflict broke out among the Crimean Tatars themselves Dashkovich attacked and burned the stronghold at Ochakov, marched into the Crimean Peninsula, and after causing much damage returned safely to Cherkassy and Kaniv with much booty.


  The attacks brought Tatar retaliation, and in 1524 a 5,000-man army invaded Podilia and Galicia. Virtually unopposed by the Polish Crown and the nobility, the horde returned safely to the Crimea. For the first time the Tatars were supported by Ottoman troops, and the following year a 13,000 man Turkish army repeated the attack. The Polish King and magnates again abstained from being involved and the invaders were only harassed by small forces raised by the local starostas including some Cossack units. Encouraged by the lack of resistance, a large Tatar and Ottoman army under the command of Khan Saadet Giray’s cousin invaded the Kyiv Ukraina region and headed west into Volin and Galicia. Following their usual tactic the Tatars broke up into smaller bands and began to strip the countryside, especially the valuable captives destined for the Kaffa slave markets. Zygmunt I reacted by raising an army and marched towards Lviv, but by this time the Tatar-Turkish forces were gone having left Podilia and Galicia almost destroyed, as described by an eyewitness:


  
    All Rus has been devastated with fire and sword, for even the land of Peremyshl which had not been touched before has been turned to ashes by this second Tatar invasion. Countless numbers of people and livestock have been taken away. Remaining are only those few who managed to find refuge in some better fortified towns or citadels.27

  


  The Tatar-Turkish invasions were a clear demonstration that the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was incapable, or more likely unwilling, to defend the southern lands, and the Tatar attacks became annual events. Occasionally, some government troops were successful in intercepting Tatar raiding parties such as when Prince Ostrohsky, the Hetman of Lithuania-Rus, caught up with a Tatar horde near Kyiv. The Tatars were returning from a raiding expedition in Belarus and were badly defeated, with the loss of their entire loot including thousands of captives. Other government forces were not as successful. In 1529 a large Polish and Rusin army was sent to attack Ochakov, but intercepted by the Tatars and Turks it was totally destroyed with only a few survivors managing to return to break the bad news. Before that a 2,000 man raiding party from Rus had also been defeated near Ochakov due in part to the inexperience of the young Polish commanders.


  With the inability of the nobility’s state to protect its subjects—as it was obligated to do—the population of Ukraina began to live on a war footing. A statute was passed by Zygmunt I, prohibiting inhabitants from leaving a town under an alert of a Tatar attack unless a substitute could be left behind. A town burgher without a horse had to report for defense of the walls while those with horses were to form cavalry units to attack and harass the besiegers. In 1526 a law of great significance was passed, forbidding all but the gentry to carry weapons with the exception of the border Ukrainian provinces of Kyiv, Bratslav and eastern Volin, where bearing arms became obligatory for all men. The law was simply a confirmation of established practice. The frontier was breeding a special type of man and woman, who were prepared to accept the danger and the frequent fighting as a price for living in freedom and in a land of plenty. Cossack women also found themselves less restricted and more equal to men than was common in the rest of the Commonwealth, indeed probably in all of Europe. Big landlords also chose not to reside in frontier territory, and the only gentry present were nobles seeking military action with Cossack bands. They too found little respect or tolerance for aristocratic privileges and class distinctions, which were clearly not earned by the more wealthy nobility.


  By the middle of the 16th century the inhabitants of Ukraine had become adept at fighting and surviving in a hostile environment. Firearms were particularly popular as an effective weapon, leveling the playing field against numerically superior enemies. This was often commented on by outside visitors, such as a government inspector who noticed that the local gentry and townfolk “have muskets and know well how to shoot.” Also, a Polish king’s envoy commented on the fact that the people of Bratslav were excellent sharpshooters and experienced warriors, trained in frequent battles against the Tatars, and who had an excellent knowledge of the steppe. Arms were carried at all times, even when sowing or harvesting in the field, as was observed by Erich von Steblau, the envoy of the Hapsburg Emperor Rudolph II who was traveling through Ukraine in 1593, on a mission to the Zaporozhian Cossacks.


  
    Pryluka, a castle and a large new unfortified town of about 4,000 burghers, belonging to Zbarasky (voivoda of Bratslav) … on (the) flatlands of the Desnytsia River. This town has very fine and rich soil and vast grain fields. One can often see many small, oddly built single houses with apertures for shooting. This is where the “peasants” run and defend themselves should they be attacked suddenly. Each “peasant” carries his musket on his back and his sword or “tesiak” as they call it at his side because Tatars often attack, and they can never be safe from them.28

  


  Led by Dashkovich the town Cossacks of Ukraina continued to gain renown as Tatar fighters. In 1532 Khan Saadet Giray died and the Ottoman Sultan Suleiman sent Sahib Giray to the Crimea as his choice of khan. The Crimean Karachi “beys” refused to acknowledge the outside interference and elected another, Islam Giray, to be Khan. Sahib won the support of the Nogay chieftain Baki Bey and this touched off an internal conflict. When Islam Giray was replaced by Sahib Giray he sought refuge with Dashkovich in Cherkassy, pursued by Sahib Giray at the head of Ottoman Janissary infantry, which advanced on the town and laid siege to the town fortifications.29 After a month of storming the walls and artillery bombardment the elite Janissaries failed to take Cherkassy, and Sahib Giray was forced to withdraw after concluding a treaty with Dashkovich. News of the Ottoman failure quickly spread throughout the land and brought Dashkovich and his Cossacks much fame.


  By the time Dashkovich died, his stock of personal respect and popularity had diminished. To increase his own revenue he imposed a duty on the game, dried fish, honey, wax and other produce such as fur and beaver pelts which Cossacks were exporting in large quantities to Kyiv. State taxes and fees for the hunting and gathering expeditions were also raised, but the burden was tolerated while Dashkovich was alive due to his personal prestige. When the new starosta Vasil Tyshkovich attempted to continue the practice, a rebellion broke out in 1536 in Cherkassy and Kaniv, which led to his replacement. Six years later another revolt erupted against Prince Pronsky, the starosta of Bratslav and Vinnitsia. His officials were sent packing and he himself was held captive until a written statement was issued by him, assuring that a formal complaint against the incarceration would not be lodged. The Cossacks’ general grievance was expressed in a lawsuit against the starosta of Cherkassy in 1544: “Nothing is owed to the starosta (i.e., the government) for those forage (hunting and gathering) grounds by ancient tradition, because we serve in exchange for that.”30


  The message was clear. Unlike the rest of the Grand Principality of Lithuania-Rus and the Kingdom of Poland, the town Cossacks provided their own self-defense as well as that of others, and the state and the Prince were owed nothing. It was an assertion and a reminder that the Cossacks were due certain privileges similar to those enjoyed by the gentry, which came from the right and the obligation to bear arms.31 It was also a direct challenge to the nobility, whom the Cossacks considered to be of little use for anything. The nobles, on the other hand, viewed the Cossacks as dangerous rival claimants to their privileges of bearing arms and the ownership of land.


  In the meantime, the main struggle for survival was with the Crimean Tatars and their Ottoman overlords. We know that in 1534 a force of steppe Cossacks led by Venzhyk Khmelnitsky destroyed a large Tatar horde near Zaslav in Volin, and as described by the Crimean Khan in a letter of protest to Zygmunt I:


  
    At Taran on the Dnipro (River), at Burkun, at Chorna Krinitsia, at Dribni Krinitsi, and on the Samara (River) they (the Cossacks) beat up our people, rout the merchants, kill some and take others alive into captivity, steal their merchandise, destroy the uluses (Tatar villages), and steal countless livestock and herds.32

  


  The raiding and attacks had become a two-way operation, with Cossack bands giving as good as they received. The pursuit of war booty did not set them apart as land pirates, “social bandits” or even as Al Capone–type mafia gangsters, as at times has been claimed by different authors.33 Spoils of war were considered to be a legitimate and praise-worthy reward for a God-given victory by all states and their rulers, both Christian and Muslim. Islam was especially targeted by Cossacks due to the extensive slave trade carried on in the Crimea and the Ottoman Empire.34 Since by the Islamic law only non–Muslims could be enslaved, the practice introduced a religious dimension to the Cossack wars. When captured, individual Cossacks were often chained to the Ottoman galleys as rowers, at the time a common method of propelling all Mediterranean and Black Sea men-of-war. An old Ukrainian ballad has come down to us, the “Duma O Nevolnikakh” (Ballad of the Captives), which describes the Cossack slave’s fate35:


  
    A poor captive in Turkey sends greetings,

    From the land of Mohammed to the Christian towns,

    To his father and mother;

    He cannot greet them,

    But greets he the gray dove;

    ‘O thou gray dove,

    That flies high and wanders far!

    Fly thou to the Christian towns, to my father and mother,

    Remind them of my Cossack fate.

  


  A new treaty was signed in 1540 by Zygmunt I and the Crimean Khan Sahib Giray but it had little effect in stopping Cossack-Tatar fighting. The Nogay Tatars and the men of the clan “beys” were beyond the khan’s control, and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth could not impose its authority on the steppe and town Cossacks even when they were led by local royal starostas. In the meantime few opportunities were missed by the Ukrainian frontiersmen, as for example when in 1540 they joined the Tatars in an anti–Ottoman uprising and took part in destroying territory around the Turkish strongholds of Bilhorod (Akkerman) and Tighina.


  During 1541–45 Tatar raids intensified, and a detailed account of some of them was left by the nobleman Bernard Pretwich, a captain from Podilia who in 1540 was appointed as the starosta of a newly built fort at Bar. He became a renowned Tatar fighter and is credited with 70 battles, all of them victories. Polish sources have left us with a description of one of Pretwich’s campaigns against Ochakov, conducted according to the savage norms of the times.


  
    Shortly before that, the Tatars had invaded Rus and done great harm near Vinnytsia and in other places. Bernard Pretwicz of the crest (family emblem) Wczele, starosta of Bar worthy of memory among all of us Poles, went in pursuit of them with a small number of Cossacks and Cheremises (local settlers). He followed them as far as the vicinity of Ochakov but the people (who had been) taken prisoner were already aboard ships. “How glad I would be to save you if I could” (he exclaimed). But he took a glorious revenge for their sake, slaying Tatar children and wives or drowning them when they fled into the water. The Cheremises shot them like ducks in the water. He returned home with booty and did the same thing the following year.36

  


  In the spring of the following year, the Bilhorod Tatars and Ottoman troops attacked and defeated the starosta of Cherkassy’s Cossacks, pillaging the countryside and taking captives and larger herds of horses and cattle. The Muslim force was intercepted by Pretwich and destroyed, the booty regained and the captives freed. As the population of Ukraine slowly grew the town Cossacks were able to mount larger campaigns. During 1545–46, for example, we know that a “large force” of 800 Cossacks from Cherkassy, Kaniv, Bratslav, Vinnytsia and other smaller settlements led by atamans Karpo Maslo, Andrushko, Lesun, and Bilous began raiding and disrupting Tatar and Ottoman trade routes, in particular destroying a large caravan on the Sanzharivka River which was heading for Muscovy. The damage was significant enough that Khan Sahib Giray sent a strong protest to Zygmunt I demanding a return of the goods and merchandise, or equivalent reparation, and punishment of the guilty Cossacks. Although some of the goods were restored, needless to say not a single Cossack who took part in the campaign was found. Not satisfied with the reparations, the Khan launched an invasion of Ukraine and other parts of Rus which as he explained was to compensate his people for the lost merchandise.


  Cossack attacks and raids continued, at times bringing the Commonwealth and the Muslim world to the brink of war. By the middle of the 16th century the lower reaches of the extensive and complex Dnipro waterway were under Cossack control and all who entered the territory were attacked, including Zygmunt I’s envoys to the khan who had to take a detour through Moldavia to reach the shore of the Black Sea and the Crimea in safety.


  



  Cossack Society and Beliefs


  The population of Ukraine was slowly increasing and Cossack towns such as Cherkassy, Kaniv, and Bratslav were experiencing economic growth, due in large part to exports of game, fish and produce such as wood, potash, tar, hemp, flax, wax and grain. With plenty of fertile and free land, homesteads, ranches and entire farming communities appeared during the first half of the 16th century. They were largely self-administered and provided their own self-defense, and the state with its dominating class structure played a minimal role. Few members of the aristocracy chose to reside in the rough and unstable frontier regions, and those who did usually identified with the warlike Cossack culture. The influence of the local “starostas” and the power they were able to exercise declined noticeably as more armed town burghers and farmer-peasants acquired Cossack identity and status. Not surprisingly, the Ukrainian region began to witness a spontaneous growth of a much different society than those surrounding it, or indeed those elsewhere in Europe.


  Women also found themselves less restricted and more equal to men. They were usually outnumbered by the menfolk and at times found themselves taking part in armed defense of home and community. Marriages were rarely arranged, if at all, romantic love was common and Cossack women became famous for their freedom and pride. Although the greater gender equality was no doubt mainly due to the particular conditions of the sparsely populated frontier it could also have been influenced by the steppe traditions of the Sarmatian tribes. Strangers who visited the free Cossack communities were surprised by the local customs, and left us with their observations and impressions. A particularly reliable source is Guillaume Le Vasseur, the Siuer de Beauplana, a French mathematician from Normandy who worked as an architect and engineer. He was initially hired by the Polish Hetman Stanislaw Koniecpolski in 1630 to build an Italian-style palace near Brody, Galicia. He spent 17 years in Ukraine and is considered to be one of the most reliable witnesses of the Cossacks and their society. He was astonished to see young women take the initiative in choosing their husbands.


  
    As I had promised, let us say a few things about their customs which [the Cossack communities] observe, amongst them of marriage and how they sometimes go about making love (i.e., conduct romantic affairs) which to many people will seem new and unbelievable (“incredible”). Hence contrary to the usual practice of all nations, we see there girls making (professing) love to the young men who please them…. They go about it following a custom which is never broken. A girl who is in love goes to the house of the young man’s father when he and the mother are at home, and with the words “may God be with you…” she asks the mother and the father to consent to the marriage…. If given an excuse (as to why they don’t consent) the girl states that she will not leave unless the parents agree. After a few weeks the parents are convinced and talk their (no doubt already willing) son into marriage.37

  


  The whole procedure followed a set ritual which was always observed. The chastity of the bride, however, had to be preserved and if virginity was in doubt a conflict arose between the parents, and the groom was free to abandon his wife as if the marriage never occurred.


  Weddings were elaborate affairs lasting several days and were celebrated by the whole community with feasting, dancing and song. The rich harvests and self-governance without taxes and corvee labor duty gave Cossack settlements leisure time to not only train young men for war but also to socialize in family and communal entertainment, with much drink.


  
    The custom in the villages of this country (Ukraine) is that on all Sundays and holidays after dinner the peasants (i.e., villagers) assemble in the tavern (inn) with their wives and children where they spend the rest of the day having drinks with each other. Only the men and women have drinks while the young people amuse themselves dancing to the sounds of a “duda,” which is a kind of a bagpipe. I do not think that there is a nation in the world which is more free in drink … but when they go to war or embark on another enterprise they are extremely sober … they are pleasant and tactful, ingenious and liberal without design or ambition to become very rich, but they greatly love their freedom without which they would not wish to live.38

  


  Life did not seem to trouble the inhabitants of the Ukrainian prairies to any great extent and was often spent in revelry. “There is also no one amongst them,” Beauplan continues, “no matter of what sex or age, who does not try to outdo his companions in drink or carousing (‘hulianka’) and there are no other Christians who trouble themselves less for tomorrow as they … never worry what the next day brings.”39


  Separated and isolated from the other regions of Rus by distance and political environment the Cossack settlements were developing a distinct culture, with their own customs and artistic expressions. The unique Cossack male dances with their lively rhythms such as the “hopak,” the “kozachok” or the “trepak” were based on martial arts exercises and saber-fighting techniques whose energetic styles have been preserved to this day although as was customary in some dances, real sabers are no longer used. The fetching combinations of rhythm and melody were widely used and copied by various composers such as Khachatourian, inspired others and were directly incorporated into the ballets, opera and compositions of Tchaikovsky, himself a descendant of Ukrainian Cossacks. The rich tradition of Ukrainian folk music also owes much, if not most, of its origin and development to the Cossack movement and lifestyle. Many of the stirring campaign songs were used in Russian and Soviet military marches, and melodies of romantic songs have even been adopted by American folk musicians such as Woody Guthrie. Less well known to the outside world are the sad love songs and ballads, the laments composed in memory of famous Cossack officers and leaders who lost their lives in the fight for freedom.
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  Traditional Ukrainian folk dances, by which the boys get to show off their stuff. Set to fast music, the dances were based on Cossack martial arts saber fighting techniques.


  



  Cossack communities produced their own skilled artisans and craftsmen and were largely self-sufficient, as observed by Beauplan. Although some specialized in a particular craft or trade there was a general tendency to diversify, and most knew some carpentry, construction, wagon making, tanning leather, barrel making, and so forth. Women largely spent their time in weaving linen, wool and other cloths, while all knew how to cultivate the land, make bread, cook, brew beer and mead, and distill alcohol—the Ukrainian “horilka,” or “vudka” in Polish. As pointed out by Beauplan, while the people of the prairie frontier were “spiritual” enough, they mainly limited themselves to what was useful and necessary to a rural life.40 Most weapons were also made locally, with the exception of those requiring an “industrial” capacity, such as firearms and cannons, which had to be captured from the enemy. Turkish inlaid silver pistols and Damascus steel sabers and daggers were especially prized and highly sought after, as were Turkish and Persian rugs, which were usually hung on walls together with the weapons. Beauplan was impressed by the fine gunpowder, which was milled in large quantities, thanks to the rich deposits of saltpeter found in the Ukrainian prairies.


  Besides their egalitarian and anti-state culture, which differed so much from their neighbors’, the Cossacks were nevertheless not entirely free from traditional influences such as religion. Weddings and funerals took place in a church, where the main holidays such as Easter and Christmas were also celebrated. Referred to as the “Faith of Rus,” the Greek Orthodox Church provided a sense of a wider cultural or “national” identity in an age before the birth of nationalism or other forms of “national” consciousness. The Church itself, however, had very little political or ideological influence on Cossack armed action such as choice of military target or who to serve in time of war. By the second half of the century the Greek Orthodox Church in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth had gone into a deep decline in the officially Roman Catholic State which was increasingly showing signs of intolerance towards Greek Orthodoxy and Protestantism. Moral and educational levels of the Orthodox clergy had also sunk to an all time low, as witnessed for example by the “certificates of absolution,” which continued to be sold years after Rome had abandoned the sale of its “indulgences.” Orthodox bishops were appointed by Catholic Polish kings, without too much attention being paid to suitability such as educational background so long as the candidates were deemed to be loyal to the Crown. Many wealthy and influential members of the Orthodox nobility found it more advantageous and reputable to convert to Roman Catholicism, which resulted in a further decline in the official influence of the Orthodox Church.


  The decline in the Church may have had a limited effect on the town Cossacks but it certainly was of little importance to the steppe Cossacks, and those in the male-only strongholds in the lower Dnipro region. No churches were built there nor were there any ecclesiastical observances, as was pointed out humorously in a Ukrainian folk song:


  
    The renowned lads, the Zaporozhians,

    For ages saw no priest.

    When they spied, in the field, a goat

    The Otaman declared: “this, brothers, be a priest!”

    The Osaul says: “so that I can confess.”

  


  
    The renowned lads, the Zaporozhians,

    For ages saw no church.

    When they spied, in the field, a haystack

    The Otaman declared: “that, brothers, be a church!”

    The Osaul says: “in it I shall confess.”41

  


  The lack of an ecclesiastical presence on the steppe was certainly intentional and could have represented a Muslim influence. Although sworn foes of Islam, which was the faith of the Crimean Tatars, it does not follow that the Cossacks were opposed to all Muslim beliefs and practices. Without an ecclesiastic bureaucracy, such as that found in the Greek Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches, Islam placed a stress on personal conscience and prayers could be said anywhere, not only in a mosque. God, after all, was everywhere.


  There is no record of non–Orthodox Christian settlements in the frontier palatinates (provinces) of Volin, Podilia, Bratslav and Kyiv although some individual Cossacks must have come from Catholic or Protestant backgrounds. Some adventurous Jews, however, did leave the relative security of the towns to venture into the Ukrainian border provinces, and by about the middle of the 16th century probably numbered some 4,000 individuals.42 These were farmers and artisans rather than money lenders, managers, or lease holders of aristocratic estates, and once in the frontier they were also required to carry and learn the use of arms. Some took part in raids on Tatar lands and enjoyed the Cossack “rights and privileges” although they were forbidden by the Jewish Council of the Four Lands to do so, or to take part (in the later) Zaporozhian Black Sea raids.43 A Jewish presence amongst the Cossacks is known from several records. Before the Holy Roman Emperor Rudolph II sent his emissary Eric Lossota to Zaporozhia, he was visited by a Cossack officer Stanislav Khlopytsky, who was in the company of a Jew called Moses, both of whom took an oath of loyalty to Rudolph indicating Moses had Cossack status.44 Another record dealt with the 1610 Moscow campaign on the occasion of the death of a member of a Jewish Cossack squad of 11 men: “and many Cossacks said, ‘O God, how sad that the knight, the Jew Berakha died so painfully,’ lamented his comrades in arms: he was chopped and stabbed by halberts.”45


  He had apparently died under heroic circumstances and was talked about by the Cossacks for the next several weeks. Most records, however, dealt with Jewish burghers, merchants and businessmen rather than the artisans and farmers who lived in frontier Ukraine.


  An underlying reason for the decline of the Greek Orthodox Church was the fall of the Roman Empire when the Turks began to invade the Balkan Peninsula. To seek aid from the Catholic world the emperor and the patriarch of Constantinople agreed to merge with Rome, and in 1439 by the Union of Florence the Orthodox Patriarch agreed to accept Roman Catholic dogma and Papal jurisdiction, in return for maintaining the Eastern rites—no doubt to mask the negative public impact of the union. In 1452 Emperor Constantine XI accepted Cardinal Isidore into the city, and on 12 December Roman Catholic mass was said in the great Cathedral of St. Sophia. The great city fell to the Turks in the following year and the Union of Florence became a dead letter when Sultan Mehmet II declared himself the protector of the Greek Orthodox Church and oversaw the installation of a new Patriarch.


  By the middle of the 16th century the Roman Catholic Church itself entered into a crisis, losing much of its jurisdiction to the Protestant Reformation. With the new Order of Jesus Christ—known better as the Jesuits—leading the way, the papacy embarked on the Counter Reformation. The Greek Orthodox population of Eastern Europe came to the Pope’s attention and it was decided to revive the Union of Florence with the publication of “On the Unity of God’s Church” in 1577 by the Jesuit Piotr Skarga. After several polemical interchanges the Orthodox Metropolitan of Kyiv and his bishops signed an “Article of Union” which they sent to the King and the Pope. Kostiantin Ostrohsky, the most powerful Orthodox magnate of the Commonwealth, reacted by threatening military action unless a Sobor council of the Orthodox Church of Rus were held to decide on the union.


  Disregarding the opposition of the anti-union faction, on 24 September 1595, King Zygmunt III had announced the union of the Church of Rus with Rome, but the following year in May, heeding the volatile situation in Ukraine and Prince Ostrohsky’s warning, the King authorized the pro-union Metropolitan of Kyiv to convoke a Sobor of the Church. The pro-union delegates and their Catholic supporters gathered for a congress which was opened with a mass in the Brest Cathedral to which union opponents were not invited. In fact all Orthodox churches were ordered to be closed, and the opposition reacted by gathering in the private Protestant prayer hall of Lord Raisky to condemn the union. Thus two separate Orthodox Church of Rus councils were held, one pro and the other anti-union. The latter had invited prominent Greek Orthodox Patriarchal hierarchs from Constantinople and Alexandria, such as the Patriarch’s exarch Nicephorus, whose attendance of the council meetings was barred by the King’s order, forbidding foreigners from attending.


  The ban decided the final outcome and on 9 October 1596 the pro–Uniate council proclaimed the union of the Orthodox Church of Rus with Rome. All bishops and priests who opposed the decision were excommunicated, and on the same day the Patriarch’s exarch announced the Metropolitan of Kyiv and all bishops who had accepted the union were divested of their offices and the right to conduct Orthodox church service. The King proclaimed the Uniate Church to be the only legal church in Rus and most Orthodox churches and monasteries not protected by Prince Kostiantin Ostrohsky were occupied by the Uniates.46 Nicephorus was accused of being a Turkish spy and on Zygmunt III’s orders was imprisoned in Marienburg castle where he was starved to death. Three years later in 1599 the Orthodox Church, such as it was, concluded an agreement with the Protestants for a joint defense of religious dissent against Catholic persecution. Henceforth religion would become yet another source of conflict between the growing strength of the Cossack Brotherhood and the Catholic Polish state.


  

Not all folk customs in Ukraine were guided by Orthodox Christianity and many pagan practices and beliefs survived the christening of Rus. This was especially true of Cossack communities where ecclesiastic influence was not very strong to begin with. One custom which survived and has spread to other parts of the world is the practice of a friendly, semi-magical being known as “Did Moroz” or “Old Man Frost” (Hoar Frost) who brings children gifts on Christmas Day. This was very different from Catholic and Protestant practice of northern or western Europe where gift-giving had nothing to do with a jolly “St. Nick.” The origins of Santa Claus are unknown but are at times considered to lie in North European cultures, such as Holland or Germany. Nothing could be further from the truth. In Holland a household would be visited by St. Nicholas dressed in a bishop’s attire, a stern judgmental figure who gave out sweets and tested children’s’ knowledge of the scriptures and other Christian beliefs. He also carried a rod and was accompanied by Black Pete, a scary black-faced devilish figure.


  In Germany, Christmas was also accompanied by a black-faced being carrying a whip, known as Pelznichol (Bellsnickle) or “Fury Nikolas.” Pelznichol uttered strange sounds to imitate a foreign tongue, and by the time he reached Pennsylvania in America he was sliding down chimneys at midnight to leave presents in the hanging stockings. Another German Christmas figure was a wild man called Ruprecht who was later replaced by “Christkind” (“Christman”), a teenaged girl dressed in white accompanied by men with blackened faces, and wearing tattered women’s clothes known as the “Fein.” “Christkind” made the children recite passages from the scriptures or religious hymns, and if they passed they would be rewarded with gingerbread; otherwise they would be beaten with an ash-filled bundle. When “Christkind” left, the Fein would enter the house, jump around and frighten the children. In Catholic Austria the children would be visited by Saint Nickolas, a grey-haired figure with a flowing beard, cape and a staff. He, too, was accompanied by a black-faced creature dressed in a hairy hide with horns and carrying a clanking chain.


  In the north and eastern regions of the Baltic, Christmas was also symbolically not a joyous affair. An exception seems to be Finland, where Joulupuckli goes from house to house enquiring whether there are good children, and when reassured (by the children) that this is the case he proceeds to distribute gifts, helped by little elves. In Sweden, on the other hand, Christmas was accompanied by a young woman in white robes known as Lussi, who wore a crown with attached candles and went about accompanied by a rider on a horse and men with blackened faces and hairy costumes. These were the demons and trolls who were being conquered by the reviving sun, symbolized by Lussi. Other sinister figures also made their appearance in the Scandinavian and Baltic region, but none were as terrifying as the one-eyed cannibalistic monster called Stallo in Lapland, who brought no presents but went around scooping up children into his bag.47


  What was the apparently abrupt transformation that changed the German Pelznickol or the Lap cannibal Stallo and the other unkind pagan winter beings into a jolly, children-friendly gift giver, whom we have come to know as Santa Claus? Clearly a different tradition was at work, a clue to which lies in Santa’s costume and appearance—that of a Ukrainian Cossack, probably an officer from around the middle or the second half of the 18th century. Ukrainian Cossack units fought in the Baltic region, and were often stationed there as a part of the Russian occupying forces, and on Christmas Day individual Cossacks simply did what was customary back home. They masqueraded as “Did Moroz,” with his great white beard and eyebrows symbolizing winter as Old Man Frost, who traveled in his sled delivering gifts to the local children. Orthodoxy had never introduced the concept of original sin, and children were highly valued in Eastern Europe as completely innocent beings free of sin. Physical punishment of children in Cossack society was also not generally practiced.


  Frightening children was not the Cossack way, and the presents no doubt went some way to alleviate the fear children felt during the darkest days of the year. The distribution of gifts was also possible during hostilities since Norwegians, Swedes, Finns and Estonians publicly announced a Christmas truce in wartime. Several Cossacks would deliver the presents which they had prepared ahead of time which would have been given to their own children had they been back home. Surely, whoever it was bringing the presents was magical for on Christmas Day he could be at different places at the same time; certainly St. Nickolas, as explained by the local Catholic and Protestant ecclesiastical authorities. Santa Claus, as he became known in German, wore very distinctive clothes which could not but be noticed by the local population, clothes which today give him away as a Ukrainian Cossack: black riding boots, baggy red trousers or “sharovari,” a red sheepskin coat or the “kozhuch” girded by the leather saber belt which would also hold pistol holsters, and above all the fur cap with the long hanging “shlick.” This was the image of Santa Claus which was brought by Scandinavian and northeastern German settlers in Wisconsin during the 19th century. It was first published by the White Rock Natural Mineral Spring Company of Waukesha, Wisconsin, in its advertising of mineral water and ginger ale in Life magazine in 1923 and 1924. Santa’s costume was further popularized by H.H. Sunblom, a commercial artist who drew the familiar, red-suited Santa Claus in 1959 for a Coca-Cola ad.48
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  The Zaporozhian Brotherhood and the First Cossack Wars


  
    



    No one in the world showers such benefits on Christian captives as they do; not the Greeks with their ransoms, nor the King of Spain with his powerful fleet…. What with other nations ends only in fine words and high-flown speeches, the Cossacks put into action.—Iov Boretsky, Metropolitan of Kyiv, 1620s

  



  



  The Cossacks from “Down Under”


  Then as now, the mighty Dnipro River begins its flow in the forest region of the Pripiat Marsh. Proceeding southeast past Kyiv, it broadens into a prairie river, flowing past the old Cossack towns of Kaniv and Cherkassy for some 400 kilometers until it reaches the Samara Tributary. Today, the river is harnessed and flooded by dams, but 500 years ago a dramatic change could be seen here. Turning sharply south, the Dnipro began to descend for 90 kilometers over a great system of 3 groups of rapids, 12 individual rocky barriers blocking all free access to the “Wild Prairie” below. The last cataract, known as the “Vilny” (“Free”), consisted of 7 surfaces of granite rock with 12 sets of jutting “dragon’s teeth” before the river dropped some 13 meters into quiet water. Once beyond the rapids or in the “Zaporozhia” region, the Dnipro and the surrounding territory once again underwent a drastic transformation, as it began to flow southwest for its final 200 kilometer journey to the Black Sea. Here it became once again a prairie river subject to spring flooding over a wide area resulting in a virtually impenetrable water system. Almost the entire eastern shore was covered by a flat grassy terrain alongside reed beds called “plavny,” which were dotted with lakes and lagoons and crossed by tributary streams and rivers. The largest “plavnia” was called “Veliky Luh” (Great Plain), which began on the left bank of the Dnipro at first about 25 kilometers wide in its northern reaches and tapering off over 100 kilometers along the river bank. This was the Dnipro’s floodplain and during spring and early summer it was difficult to penetrate from land. In the west, steep banks prevented easy access to the river. Rich in fish and game, the entire region was a favorite Cossack hunting ground, where they could camp and seek safety on the hundreds of islands dotting the river. The winters were cold, and the hot summers prone to drought, which would turn the steppe into a brown sea of dried vegetation. Locust infestations arrived periodically, and thick swarms of mosquitoes were everywhere. This was also a dangerous land controlled by the steppe nomads such as the Tatar tribes, and beyond the traditional reach of Kyiv Rus. As the name “Zaporozhia” implies this was the territory beyond the “porohi” or thresholds of Slavic settlements, marked by the series of rapids and cataracts.1


  The second half of the 16th century saw a growth in the Cossack way of life here and the birth of a new self-reliance, based on individual freedom and independence from the monarchies and feudal societies which surrounded them. More town Cossacks began to push south along the Dnipro River to join the “burlaky” or steppe Cossacks in search of richer fishing and hunting grounds beyond the rapids, or “down under” as the region became known: as went a rhymed Cossack saying, “the steppe and freedom, that is the Cossack destiny.” Defensive wooden blockhouses were established and soon more Cossacks began to camp over winter on the river islands, as described in a Ukrainian folk song:


  
    Brother Dnipro, with what are you renowned,

    With what beauty, with what brightness;

    Whether by your steep shores,

    Whether by your yellow sands,

    Or with your Cossacks?

    Oi, I am renowned with the burlaky,

    The Cossacks from Down Under.2

  


  A description is also provided by the Polish chronicler Marcin Bielski who recorded in 1574:


  
    The people in the “Nyz” (Down Under) live from their fishing. They dry the fish without salting it and then subsist on it during the summer. In the winter they disperse among the neighboring towns such as Kyiv, Cherkassy, and others. They leave their boats in some safe place on one of the islands of the Dnipro. In addition they leave several hundred armed men there, in the “kurines” (barracks) as they say, and with artillery. They have their own small cannons, some of which were taken from the Tatars. Previously there were not so many of them but now they number several thousand. Especially in recent times they have rapidly grown in numbers.3
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  The main Zaporozhian Sich strongholds on the Dnipro River. To the north were the cataracts which protected the “Down Under” territory from naval invasions.


  



  Giant catfish and sturgeon were plentiful, and together with millet were the main staple of the Dnipro Cossacks. The size of the sturgeon could be enormous, as noted by the British ambassador the Earl of Carlisle in 1669 in his “A Relation of Three Embassies”; he wrote that Zaporozhian Cossacks fishing in the Dnipro caught beluga “three fathoms long, one of which can hardly be carried by thirty men.”


  An idea of establishing a fortification on the lower Dnipro region began to be entertained by government officials from southern Rus, including King Zygmunt I himself. Garrisoned by Cossacks, it could serve a double purpose: provide the first line of defense against Tatar raids and invasions, and put to good use the energy of Cossack “trouble makers.” The first step was taken again by a Rusian nobleman from southern Volin, Prince Dmytro Vyshnevetsky, who was appointed as “starosta” of Kyiv and Kaniv in 1550. He had spent several years in the company of Cossacks fighting Tatars where he earned the nickname “Baida.” Now with several hundred Cossacks he landed on Khortitsia Island just below the rapids in 1556 and began to erect a palisade fort or a “sich,” well supplied with provisions and munitions to withstand a siege. Taking the fight to the Tatars would force the enemy into a defensive position and rob him of the ability to launch invasions into Christian territory. That, at least, was the plan. The Zaporozhian Sich, as it became known, would be the main headquarters and the heart and mind of the Cossack movement. It would also establish the most unusual military organization in Europe, perhaps in the world.4


  Establishing the Sich on Khortitsia Island also brought the Cossacks closer to Muscovy, as well as to the Putyvl town Cossacks. In March 1556 Ivan IV (“The Terrible”) of Muscovy attacked Tatar Astrakhan on the Caspian delta of the Volga River, and a diversionary force of Muscovite troops from Putyvl Cossacks under Ivan’s commander Rzhevsky was sent down the Dnipro to attack the Crimea. Muscovy’s territory extended to the outpost of Lubny only several dozen miles to the east of the Dnipro and bordered the lands of Kyiv Ukraine and those of the Crimean Tatars. Baida Vyshnevetsky also joined the expedition with 300 Cossacks from Cherkassy and Kaniv under their atamans Mlynsky and Jakovich. This was the first time a Cossack force would fight alongside a foreign power which moreover was hostile to Lithuania-Rus and Poland. Unable to take the Tatar stronghold of Islam Kerman some 200 kilometers down the Dnipro River from the Sich and defended with heavy artillery, they headed towards the Dnipro estuary and attacked Ochakov. Capturing the outskirts of the fortress they took much booty and prisoners but were obliged to retreat at the approach of a large Turkish force, which began to pursue them back to the Dnipro River. The Turks were ambushed in the thick reeds of the river’s “plavni” and suffering heavy casualties from the withering musket fire were forced to withdraw. The Turks were replaced by Tatar troops, which forced the Cossacks to take refuge on a Dnipro island, but after six days of attempts to dislodge the defenders the Tatars laid siege to the island. In a surprise move the Cossacks rowed their boats to shore under cover of darkness, hijacked the Tatar horses and rode off into the steppe, leaving the Tatars stranded in their camp.


  In October of the same year the Cossacks from Khortitsia Island again attacked Islam Kerman but with a larger force, and this time the fortress fell into their hands, with much military materiel and the prized cannons. The Zaporozhian Sich was becoming a thorn in the side of the Tatars, and waiting until the Dnipro froze, Khan Devlet Giray decided to deal with the upstarts once and for all. In January 1557 at the head of a large force the Khan laid siege to the Khortitsia Sich, and during the next 24 days the Tatars launched assault after assault on the Cossack positions but without avail. Having lost many of his best men, the Khan decided to withdraw. Baida Vyshnevetsky promptly informed Prince Zygmunt II of the victory with a request for men and firearms to make up for his losses, but to no avail. All he received was a modest monetary stipend and a reminder that the Crimean Khan was the Grand Prince’s ally, and was not to be molested. Once again the Grand Prince refused to take responsibility for the defense of the Ukrainian lands, and henceforth the Sich would be manned only by Cossacks.


  The Khan was intent on destroying the Cossacks’ foothold below the rapids, territory which he viewed as his own, and in the summer of that same year he returned with a much larger force which included the elite Ottoman Janissaries. A massive initial attack was repulsed by deadly musket fire, as were further assaults, but with supplies and men running low it became a question of time until the Cossack defenses would be overrun. Under the cover of darkness the remaining Cossacks boarded their swift “tchaika” riverboats which were hidden in the reeds and abandoned the Sich, leaving the settlement in the hands of the enemy, who proceeded to destroy all traces of a Cossack presence.


  Grand Prince Zygmunt II was held responsible for Vyshnevetsky’s actions and a large Tatar army of 20,000 men was launched on the Ukraina, Volin, and Podilia, resulting in great devastation and loss of lives, including captives destined for the Crimean slave markets. The main reason for the invasion, however, was probably a drought in the southern steppe and the famine that followed among the Tatar population. Disillusioned with Zygmunt’s lack of support, Vyshnevetsky approached Ivan the Terrible of Muscovy, and in 1557 took an oath of service to the Tsar, in return receiving the town of Belev with the surrounding villages, as well as others near Moscow and a 10,000 ruble stipend.


  The following year with Muscovite troops and his own Cossacks Vyshnevetsky marched on Perekop, the fortress which guarded the narrow isthmus of land joining the Crimean Peninsula to the mainland. His advance was blocked by the Khan, who had taken his entire horde to guard the strategic narrow stretch of land. The following year a large Muscovite force sailed down the Dnipro and landed in the Crimea, while Vyshnevetsky was sent to the Don River to attack the Tatars from the opposite direction. After devastating a part of the western Crimean peninsula the Muscovites withdrew in preparation for the Livonian War with Lithuania-Rus which broke out in 1561. Faced with conflicting loyalties, Vyshnevetsky returned to Grand Prince Zygmunt’s service. He was well received at a meeting of the nobles’ Sejm, as well as at the Royal court, and when he became ill—from poison he thought—Baida was treated by Zygmunt’s own physician.


  Barely recuperated, Vyshnevetsky once again turned his energies to the anti–Muslim struggle. Without Moscow’s support, he was powerless against the combined might of the Tatars and the Ottoman Empire, and he turned his attention to Moldavia where a power struggle had broken out for the crown of “Hospodar.” In 1563 Baida intervened on behalf of the anti–Ottoman candidate with disastrous results. An uprising led by the usurper Tomsha had succeeded in putting him in power, and as he was being crowned a group of dissident Moldavian nobles convinced Prince Vyshnevetsky that it was he who should be the “Hospodar.” Tomsha had the larger army, and when Vyshnevetsky’s Moldavian allies deserted the field the Cossacks were easily routed. Vyshnevetsky was taken prisoner and promptly handed over to the Turkish Sultan Suleyman I (“The Magnificent”). Baida was executed, and the Cossack prisoners condemned to the slavery of the Ottoman war galleys.


  Vyshnevetsky’s legacy survived his death and grew with time as the renowned founder of the Zaporozhian Cossack Brotherhood with their fortified Sich “Down Under.” Ballads were composed in his memory, one of which has come down to us in typically jocular Cossack style.


  
    In Tsargrad (Constantinople) at the bazaar,

    Hey, there Baida drinks mead and whiskey;

    Hey, there Baida drinks not for a day

    Nor for two, no one night.

    The Turkish Tsar (Sultan) sends for Baida,

    “O Baida of renown,

    Be my loyal knight, take my daughter,

    You shall be lord of all Ukraine!”

  


  Vyshnevetsky shows his disdain for Islam and the Sultan, bringing upon himself the “Tsar’s” wrath.


  
    Your faith, O Tsar, is cursed,

    Your daughter is ugly, too!

    “Oi,” shouts the Tsar to his haiduks,

    “Take Baida into your hands,

    Take him, hang him by the rib on a hook.”
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  V.V. Poltavets’ “A Call to Arms.” The Cossack is sporting the “oseledets” hairlock indicating that he is a member of the Brotherhood (The Cherkasy Museum of Fine Arts).


  



  In proper Cossack fashion, however, Baida refuses to give up and resists to the very last.


  
    Oi, Baida, he swings from the hook,

    Not for a day, nor for two, not one night.

    “O young guard, pass me a taut bow,

    For I spy three pigeons

    To shoot for the Tsar’s daughter.”

    As he aims he shoots the Tsar,

    And he shoots the Tsar’s wife,

    Nor does he spare the daughter’s life.5

  


  A more humorous version has the Sultan wounded such that he would never enjoy his harem again. The Ukrainian Cossacks could have paraphrased the motto of the British Royal Marines, “good humor in the face of adversity,” as their operating motto.6


  The destruction of the Khortitsia Sich did not put an end to the Cossack presence below the Dnipro rapids. We know from the Polish chronicler Marcin Bielski that by 1574 the Sich had been rebuilt, with better fortifications: “here (on an island called Tomakivka) the Zaporozhian Cossacks usually live. Of itself the island is a mighty fortification.”7 A rare description of the “Down Under” Cossacks is provided by the Polish author Bartolomiej Paprocki, who visited the area in 1599:


  
    There are several places or broad islands on the Dnipro River that are in the Tatar rather than the Podilian regions…. In times almost within our memory, military men began to go there to try their luck against the Tatar pagans. Then people who had done something wrong or caused mischief … began to join them…. Initially there were several hundred of them, which seemed a large number. Now several thousand of them can be found. But many blameless, though not rich young men also go there to learn the martial arts. Also quite a few young gentlemen from Rus, Podilia and Poland (Galicia, Volin?) go there, for among them (the Cossacks) one can get good training in military discipline and readiness. The Rusins call them Zaporozhian Cossacks … from the word “porohy” (rapids). Others call them the Cossacks of the “Down Under”…. They have many firearms on these islands…. Sometimes their army abounds in everything because peasants bring articles to them … and they pay them with whatever the peasants want—horses, wagons, or other property, as well as money…. Once the army’s debts are paid they divide the rest of the booty evenly, and each uses his share as he wishes.8

  


  The frontier towns in Ukraine were also growing with new strongholds established at Bar, Bila Tserkva, Vinnitsia, Chihirin, Korsun, Uman, and Pereiaslav, which were rapidly becoming Cossack centers. Besides the Cossacks in the Sich more frontiersmen were traveling south to the rich grounds of the lower Dnipro region to take part in the fishing, hunting and gathering. Small bands or “vatahas,” usually up to a dozen individuals protected by wooden blockhouses, formed a single co-operative unit independent of any outside authority. Another Polish nobleman, Samuel Zbarowski, who visited the region “Down Under” was surprised to observe that the Cossack hunter-gatherers “did not care for the king, their (nominal) lord, or for the fatherland in which they were born, but pinned all their hopes on the place where they lived, according to the proverb, ‘one lives as long as one has a livelihood.’”9


  Hunting and fishing, however, did not constitute the Cossacks’ sole means of “livelihood” and raids on Tatar and Ottoman territory were increasing. The attacks brought new threats from the Crimean khans and more seriously from the mighty Ottoman sultans who pointed out with some logic that since the Cossack Sich was on the Grand Prince’s (claimed) territory he, Zygmunt II, was responsible for the damage caused by the Cossacks. We can gauge the scope of the raids and the increasing Cossack presence from the letter in which for the first time Zygmunt II addressed the Cossacks directly. They were to vacate the steppe, the lower Dnipro region, and their hunting and fishing grounds. They were to remain in the Ukrainian towns and forts and no longer go on “willful expeditions” against the Tatars; in return they were promised paid service as frontier guards. If the Cossacks continued their “willfulness,” however, they would invite severe punishment from the authorities.


  Lithuania-Rus was being hard-pressed by Muscovy in the Livonian war, and in 1565–66 the Polish and Lithuanian “sejms” met in Vilnius to discuss future arrangements. After giving themselves even more privileges and political rights, the nobility moved to the question of a union of Poland-Galicia and Lithuania-Rus. The Polish “sejm” was in favor of a complete union, but the Lithuanians were opposed to anything which would lead to loss of independence. The nobility of the Rus provinces of Pidliashia and Volin were also in favor of union, and Zygmunt II proceeded to remove the two provinces from Lithuania and incorporate them into the Polish Crown. Three days later, putting on his crown, Zygmunt II ordered the nobility of the two provinces to swear allegiance to him as King of Poland. The Ukrainian territory was transferred next, and on 1 July 1569 the changes were formalized by the Treaty of Union signed in Lublin and ratified by Zygmunt II three days later, giving rise to what became known as the Commonwealth.


  The Union of Lublin had a major impact on the Cossack movement as well as on the future development of Eastern Europe. Besides dividing Rus into what would become Belarus and Ukraine, the Union opened the door to a sharp antagonism between the Cossacks and the Orthodox population, on the one hand, and the land owning oligarchy on the other. The power and its abuse by the aristocracy was sharply increased when the nobility gave itself the legal right to elect the kings of Poland as well as the power of life and death over a peasant serf, who could be killed by his lord without penalty. While under the rule of the Grand Princes of Lithuania-Rus the palatinates (provinces) of Volin, Podilia, Bratslav and Kyiv had retained the legal code and customs of medieval Rus as well as Church Slavonic as the official language. Both were now replaced by Polish law and the Polish tongue, as had been done in Galicia some two centuries before although Latin still played a major role. The guarantees and independence of the Greek Orthodox Church (“The Faith of Rus”) were canceled, with Orthodox bishops being appointed by the king, followed by its complete ban several decades later. With the steep decline in prestige of the Orthodox Church and the growing influence of Polish Catholic culture, the Orthodox nobility of Rus began to convert to Roman Catholicism. The notable exception was of the boyars (knights), whose traditional noble status was not recognized by the Union of Lublin and who remained adherents of the Greek Orthodox Church. Many of these professional men-at-arms began to hire themselves out to Orthodox magnates such as the Ostrohsky family, while others gravitated towards the Cossacks which strengthened their military capability. No doubt it was due to the boyar influence that Cossacks began to refer to themselves as “litsiars,” or knightly men-at-arms. Abandoned by both the ecclesiastic and secular pillars of traditional Rus society and state, the peasant serfs and town burghers increasingly began to look to the Cossacks for self-defense and leadership. It would not be long in coming.


  Following the Union of Lublin, King Zygmunt II entrusted a Polish nobleman, the Crown Hetman (commander) Jerzy Jazlowiecky, with the task of recruiting a limited number of Cossacks from “Down Under” for royal duty. He was also to define the political and legal basis on which this would be done. The Hetman knew the Cossacks well, spoke the common Rusian language and had fought with them against the Tatars on a number of occasions. He knew that the Cossacks’ main complaint was about the “major injustices and oppressions by the border palatines and starostas, and other government officials.” As long as the Cossacks were being harassed and taxed on their proceeds from hunting and gathering and other trade there could be no resolution to the “Cossack problem.” Jazlowiecky hit on a simple solution, one which changed the very official nature of the Cossacks’ status. They were to be removed from the usual Crown jurisdiction and placed under the Hetman’s direct authority, with a special judge to oversee legal aspects. This was to make all Cossacks exempt from the administration and implementation of justice by any civil government offices and officials, and complaints could only be lodged with the Crown Hetman. The King accepted Jazlowiecky’s recommendations and, by the Royal Charter of 1572, it was announced that


  
    Jan Badowski, departing in no way from the decision of the Lord Palatine is to administer justice without delay to everyone of the Cossacks of the Lower Dnipro Region according to the general law, and to do so justly and promptly … he is obliged to the end of his life to be responsible not to the palatines, starostas, our offices or anyone else (except for violence and bloodshed) but only to Us the Sovereign, or to the Rusian Lord Palatine and to the (future) Hetmans.10

  


  The charter created overnight an independent and unique social category, a new social class not seen anywhere before. Being freed to a large extent from the Polish Kingdom’s legal and political institutions, the Zaporozhian Cossacks had become a virtually untouchable and semi-privileged military body, with their “Cossack liberties and privileges” officially recognized; and all Cossacks, even those of the towns, began to consider themselves as Zaporozhians from “Down Under.” Most had spent time in the Sich and took part in Zaporozhian expeditions, but the Royal Charter of 1572 established the Sich as the undisputed Cossack center.


  Three hundred Cossacks from the lower Dnipro region were also recruited by Jazlowiecky, with a quarterly payment of two and a half gold zlotys, and woolen cloth. The draft of the “registered Cossacks” as they became known was intended both to put an end to the raids on Tatar territory and to provide future border guards against Tatar raids. The number accepted on the royal payroll was negligible, and attacks by the non-registered Cossacks on Muslim territory continued. The strength of the Zaporozhian Cossacks had increased to several thousand, particularly in the summer months when many came to hunt, gather honey, and dry fish. The Sich was now protected with artillery and a permanent garrison of several hundred Cossacks, but larger forces would gather periodically to “inflict considerable damage to the Turks and Tatars. Several times already they have destroyed Ochakov, Tehin (Bendery) and other fortresses.”11


  The Cossacks in the Sich had elected a Hetman who became known for the scale of his campaigns, a minor prince from Volin by the name of Ruzhinsky. “Bohdan Ruzhinsky, Hetman of the Cossacks of the Lower Dnipro Region … who abandoned the luxuries of the world (and) stands as a valiant lion with his right hand raised to engage the pagans in a bloody banquet,” we are told by a contemporary Polish writer.12 When the Tatars launched a devastating attack on Ukraine, Volin and Galicia in 1575 Ruzhinsky followed the horde, as it was returning to the Crimea loaded with booty. Entering the peninsula he proceeded to destroy all which lay in his path, killing Muslims who fell into his hands. This was the largest attack on the Crimea to date, involving 3,000 Cossacks as later claimed by the Khan. The following year at the request of Tsar Ivan IV (“The Terrible”) and provided with ample supplies, Ruzhinsky again attacked Tatar forces in the lower Dnipro region, obliging them to turn back from an intended invasion of Muscovy. Laying siege to the Tatar stronghold of Aslan Kerman, Ruzhinsky was accidentally killed by a mine which the Cossacks had laid under the walls of the fortress which had exploded prematurely. In January of the following year a Zaporozhian ataman, Jakiv Shach, attacked a Tatar envoy from Moscow who was stripped of the rich gifts he was bringing to the Khan. Outraged at the attack the Khan again invaded Kyiv and Bila Tserka, destroying Bar and other smaller outposts; but in October his men were defeated by a force led by Prince Janush Zbarazhsky the Crown Voivoda of Bratslav.


  As Zaporozhian numbers grew their attacks against the Tatars and Turks increased. The nobility continued to fail in its duty to protect the realm against Tatar attacks, particularly in the Orthodox frontier provinces of Volin, Podilia, Bratslav and Kyiv, a task that was increasingly falling to the Cossacks. Indeed, the Commonwealth continued the policy of appeasing the Ottoman Empire and the Tatars with peace treaties and annual payments, which were thought to be cheaper and less troublesome than outright confrontation. The Tatars, however, had become dependent on the valuable slave trade, and the raids went on. The relationship between the nobility and their Cossack status rivals continued to worsen with the aristocracy losing much respect for being able to enjoy the unearned wealth and privileges which were not available to the rest of the population. Many nobles were unable (or unwilling) to handle money matters or to manage their own estates and instead hired Jews as professional estate agents, tax collectors and leaseholders of their properties.13 Khazar and (later) Tatar Jews had been common in Eastern Europe as traders and fighting men, but these were German-speaking newcomers who had been encouraged to settle in the Polish Kingdom beginning in the 14th century to help stimulate economic activity.


  The Cossacks in turn were viewed in a negative light by the Catholic nobility, being not only inconvenient but also dangerous troublemakers who claimed rights and privileges, and moreover invited Tatar attacks. They were frequently compared to bandits only intent on looting and pillaging who were to be controlled as much as possible. Most of the Polish aristocracy had a dim knowledge of the Cossacks and their activities, although some realized the importance of their contribution. One such noble was Bartosz Paprocki who in 1572 published a singular book in Cracow with the simple title “Panosza” (“My Lords”), based on his impressions after visiting the Lower Dnipro region. Its unusual admissions are worth quoting in full:


  
    I lived but a short time among them (the Cossacks) and have not as yet conspired with them; but I have recognized their glorious deeds and am certain that their glory will not die but will go down into posterity. Like brave lions they defend all Christianity. Almost yearly these serious people hunt down the Tatars … because of them do you live in peace…. Who in our time could in anything ever surpass a Rusin? Send him as a legate, he will perform his task better than you can show him (how to). You should seek among the Rusins both the Hetman (Commander) and your soldier…. Your spoiled brat becomes a soldier (in the Zaporozhian Sich); your gentleman-son becomes the captain and the brave knight…. Please heed me: it is not proper for a wise man to enrich himself with things which belong to others, nor is it manly for a rich man to deride those who are poor. Among the Podolians (frontiersmen) there is none to say who is master and who is serf, they have not a penny’s worth of conceit. They do not wear expensive clothes yet they are covered with a glory far more precious…. The fame of the people (the Cossacks) is spread over the world and it will stay with them eternally although Poland may die…. When Turkey rushed upon Poland with a mighty army it was stopped by the Rusin forces. The Rusins (Cossacks) hurl themselves off the precipice of war, forgetting all else, and if they attain victory we all shall be covered with glory. Be grateful for the glory they bring you, although you are not with them in the military expeditions; do not cast a jealous eye upon their wealth (spoils of war), as every time they fight you are sitting somewhere (comfortably) in your gardens.”14

  


  The Sieur de Beauplan was even less flattering towards the Catholic Polish (and Polanized) aristocracy:


  
    the Polish nobility is humble enough and agreeable to their superiors … is courteous with their compatriot equals, but is arrogant and insupportable to their (social) inferiors … and have no wish to converse (with foreigners) such as Muscovites, Swedes or Germans (non–Catholics), towards whom they hold a great aversion.15

  


  For most Cossacks life “Down Under,” whether in the steppe or in the Sich, was a temporary affair. All were born and raised in the towns or other frontier settlements where they acquired their initial martial arts skills, and their stay with the Zaporozhians was temporary. Of those who survived very few stayed to old age, and the common practice was to head north to the settlements after several years of campaigning.


  



  The First Foreign Campaigns


  Prince “Baida” Vyshnevetsky had taken irregular steppe frontiersmen and hunters and established what soon would become an effective military force, an army capable of fighting against regular troops. The Zaporozhian Sich was a military stronghold in the traditional manner of Rus. Only fighting men were allowed to reside there, and all others such as children, elderly family members—particularly women—were strictly forbidden. An eye had to be kept on supplies, and discipline maintained. We don’t know what Prince Vyshnevetsky’s ultimate intentions were; perhaps it was the first in a series of strongholds which were to be built “Down Under” by the steppe Cossacks, at first under his command but eventually to be turned over to the king. If that was his intention it was not to be. Military discipline did not replace the traditional freedom and liberty of the steppe, and all officers including the commanding ataman (later Hetman) were elected, as were his adjutant (“osaul”), the “obosny” in charge of supplies the wagon train and the artillery, and the judge. All the rank and file, the entire brotherhood was sovereign and since both judge and ataman were elected independently, both were answerable only to the rank and file and neither could interfere in the duties of the other. The rank and file, assembled as a “rada” council, also made all major decisions. Officers could be deposed at will, and voting was by throwing caps in the air for a candidate who had been previously nominated until an obvious majority became apparent. There were two “radas,” one of the officers and another for the rank and file, but it was the latter which was sovereign and established all rules for the Zaporozhian Army. It decided on military campaigns, conducted negotiations with foreign powers, entered into treaties and sent envoys abroad to convey the “rada’s” wishes. In peacetime it could disagree with the elected judge and try and punish individual Cossacks, even with the death penalty. With time, firm rules and regulations were developed, together with a command structure whose ranks reflected both a Sarmatian-Turkic steppe origin and that of Kyiv Rus.


  Not surprisingly, the Zaporozhian Sich became the center of a self-governing and independent host which set its own policies and conducted foreign affairs, as decided by a general meeting of the rank and file “rada.” This was commented upon by a Venetian minister Alberto Vimina in his memoirs after he visited Zaporozhia:


  
    According to their appearance and manners the Kozaks seem to be simple, but the fact of the matter is that they are not simple and do not lack a keen sense of perception. This can be grasped by their conversation and their method of government. In the Rada the Kozaks deliberate various matters, and support their viewpoints without any ostentation, aiming always at the improvement of the common lot. If they recognize that the viewpoints of others are better, they are not ashamed of their own and without stubbornness renounce such support that one which they believe to be more correct. Hence I would say that this Republic could have been compared to the Spartans, if the Kozaks respected sobriety as highly as did the Spartans.16

  


  Vimina then writes that their spare income is spent on drink (parties) and generally they do not care about being rich but are satisfied with little, freedom being treasured above all. The Cossacks also developed their own military tactics and strategies in which improvisation played a large part. If a Cossack force was of sufficient size a common tactic was used: a maneuver was to split the entire force into four parts, with one left to guard the closed wagon formation, the “tabor” camp. Another detachment would make its way unseen behind the enemy’s main force and encampment, while the remaining two positioned themselves on the foe’s flanks. The tactic required the enemy to make the first move and as their formation(s) approached the “tabor” they would be greeted with artillery and musket fire: The detachments on the enemy’s flanks, usually consisting of both infantry and cavalry, would initially give way, until the enemy was committed to an attack on the Cossack camp. Then a runner (“bihun”) would be sent to bring word to advance against the enemy’s flanks while the concealed force would strike the foe’s rear and threaten his camp. The idea was to hem the enemy from all sides and hopefully render his cavalry useless, while inflicting as heavy casualties as possible to cut the enemy down to size. If the Cossacks were outnumbered, a by now demoralized enemy would be allowed to withdraw through a prepared opening and be dealt with at a future date. A variation was to deploy a hidden cavalry detachment which would strike from the rear, sandwiching the enemy between the cavalry charge and an infantry sortie from the wagon “tabor.”


  The Zaporozhian Cossacks harbored an Achilles heel, which was virtually impossible to overcome. All European cavalry used large and powerful horses whose job was to charge and overcome the enemy in a single blow. Like all other inhabitants of the prairies the Cossacks depended on the small but tough, tireless steppe horses whose thick hair allowed them to survive the cold Ukrainian winters without manmade shelters. The steppe horses also required little winter fodder since, unlike their more domesticated cousins, they had preserved the instinct to uncover the dried prairie grasses with their hooves from beneath the snow. As noted by the perceptive Sieur de Beauplan, who witnessed a Polish squadron of 200 horsemen route a much larger force of Cossack cavalry, “Where [the Cossacks] show the most skill is fighting in a Tabor … which they fortify with wagons and defend with musket fire, their main weapon … but on horseback they are not the best … and if they were as valiant on horseback as on foot, I estimate that they would be invincible.”17 This was something of a paradox, given the future Cossack fame as horsemen. The maintenance of large chargers was a luxury only some town Cossacks could afford. Indeed it was not always necessary; as Machiavelli wrote, “the strength of all armies, without a doubt, consists in their infantry.”18


  The first test of the Cossack fighting ability against regular troops came soon enough. By the second half of the 16th century Moldavia had become a hotbed of intrigue, with various candidates vying for the Hospodar’s throne and seeking outside support in return for a handsome recompense. One of the claimants, Ioan Voda “The Brave,” overthrew the reigning Hospodar with Ottoman help, but the Sultan changed his mind and proceeded to switch support to the brother of Wallachia’s Hospodar, Schiopul. Needing manpower, Ioan found a ready response among the Ukrainian town Cossacks. A Zaporozhian by the name of Ivan Pidkova (“Horseshoe”) stepped forward claiming to be Ioan’s brother. Pidkova was renowned amongst the Cossacks for his great strength, being able to break a horseshoe in half with his bare hands. After unsuccessfully seeking the support of Prince Kostiantin Ostrohsky and other wealthy Orthodox magnates, he managed to raise a regiment of 330 Cossacks led by Ataman Jakiv Shakh, and in 1577 they marched into Moldavia. Although well equipped with firepower the force proved to be too small, and Pidkova returned to Ukraine to raise more men.19


  In the meantime the new Moldavian ruler Petru Schiopul lodged a formal complaint with the Polish court and a royal force was sent to capture Pidkova who was wintering in Nemiriv, but unable to overcome the Cossacks the king’s troops withdrew to avoid defeat. Now more Cossacks began to join Pidkova, and leaving a force of 400 men behind to guard the Sich he and Shakh with 600 hand-picked Cossacks marched into Moldavia and advanced on the capital, Jassy. The Cossacks were met by Schiopul’s army outside the city walls and with 500 Turkish Janissary musketeers in the forefront, greatly outnumbering Pidkova’s men. The Janissaries decided to fire first and lit the fuses of their arquebus muskets, but the smoke was the signal for the Cossacks to hit the ground, their loaded muskets by their sides. The volley passed harmlessly over their heads; and thinking the Cossacks dead or wounded Schiopul ordered his cavalry to charge, followed by the Janissary infantry. They were met by withering musket fire from the Cossacks, many of whom carried two loaded muskets doubling the firepower of the first (and often critical) volley. It was followed by a Cossack charge with both infantry and cavalry which sent the decimated enemy to flight. On 29 November 1577 the Cossacks entered Jassy having won a great victory. Later it was said that Zaporozhian Cossacks were immune to lead bullets, a superstition which would stand them in good stead in future encounters.


  Pidkova was declared “Hospodar” of Moldavia by his men, earning him the loyalty of some anti–Ottoman local units. Most of the Moldavian troops, however, supported by Wallachian and Turkish forces remained loyal to Schiopul who proceeded to gather an even larger army to march on Jassy. The Cossacks decided to meet the enemy in the open field, where their resourcefulness would once again win the day and an even greater victory. Keeping a wary eye on the Moldavian units which were placed in the rear, Ataman Shakh led the Cossack left wing forward, halting some distance from the Turks who were again in the front lines. When Turkish skirmishes failed to draw out the Cossacks for an attack they decided to launch an infantry charge. It was met with the usual Cossack musket fire and the Turkish ranks broke and began to retreat, followed by a Cossack counterattack. Even so, the Cossacks and their Moldavian allies were greatly outnumbered, and it would be a question of time until they succumbed to superior forces. Their right flank was also being attacked, but Pidkova now played his trump card. Concealed behind the Cossack lines were herds of horses and long-horned cattle, which had been rounded up and were now stampeded into the massed enemy ranks, followed by a Cossack charge. Schiopul’s men suffered a crushing defeat with high casualties and he himself barely managed to escape with his companions and body guards.20 No one else had managed to inflict such defeats on Ottoman land forces, and news of the Cossack victories began to spread far and wide.


  In desperation, Schiopul appealed for Polish help. An Ottoman force was also on the way and the Cossacks decided to withdraw with their rich spoils, which included fourteen cannons and much military supplies. Heavy snow had fallen on the Ukrainian steppe and they decided to head to Nemiriv rather than return to the Zaporozhian Sich. Pidkova was not aware that the newly elected King Batory of Poland had ordered the governor of Bratslav, Janush Zbarazhsky, to take him prisoner. Not daring to attack the Cossacks, knowing they had wide support in Bratslav, Zbarazhsky convinced Pidkova to meet Batory in Warsaw and settle their differences. The King was preparing for a war with Muscovy but the Ottoman Sultan was threatening to invade unless Pidkova was executed. Not willing to fight on two fronts, Batory had Pidkova arrested and sent in chains to Lviv where he was beheaded to the satisfaction of the Sultan’s envoy who witnessed the execution. The Cossacks had lost a great commander, one who would not be readily replaced.


  In the spring of the following year Pidkova’s brother Alexander took a Cossack force of some 2,000 men and invaded the Turkish protectorate. This time the Cossacks faced Schiopul’s Moldavians, Turkish troops and a Transylvanian force commanded by King Batory’s brother. After devastating the countryside Alexander’s men advanced on Jassy, and refusing to retreat before the much larger force, the Cossacks were defeated. The circumstances of the battle are not known, but if Batory’s self-congratulatory letter to Sultan Murad III can be trusted many of the Cossacks—“their best men”—perished, or were taken prisoner. Alexander was also captured and executed by impalement at the Sultan’s orders.


  Steven Batory of Transylvania was elected by a split decision of the Polish Sejm and following a short military conflict he took power in 1576 as the King of Poland and Grand Prince of Lithuania-Rus. One of his first priorities became the recovery of territory lost to Ivan IV of Muscovy. Financed by the merchant banker of Italian origin Sebastian Montelupe and not waiting for the tight-fisted nobility to vote new taxes, Batory started hiring Hungarian, German and Scottish mercenaries. He also replaced the light cavalry of the nobles’ levy by a new heavy cavalry formation, the hussars. Originating in Serbia where they were known as “gusars,” they sought refuge in Hungary in the 14th century after the Serbs were overcome by the Ottoman Turks. Only nobility could join, and Batory specified they wear uniform Hungarian-type gear consisting of helmet, breastplate, lance, saber, pistol and other armor, “properly made on anvile from brass and iron.” They were allowed ornaments such as feathers and animal skins, becoming known for the distinctive feathered “wings” which they carried at first attached to the saddle and later mounted on the rider’s back-plate armor. The reason for the wings seems to be unknown, although presumably their function was to panic enemy horses during a charge. Most of the cavalry, however, about 85 percent, still remained of the light type.21


  Batory could not afford to antagonize the powerful Ottoman Sultan, and having executed Pidkova he announced a general crackdown on the Cossacks, forbidding the border starostas from having anything to do with them. At the same time he realized their value, having experienced Cossack fighting prowess in the conflict with Gdansk. Following his coronation in the spring of 1577 the burghers of the prosperous city-port revolted, and Batory sent a force against them led by Jan Zbarasky. A compromise was eventually arrived at but not before the Cossacks inflicted a heavy defeat on a Gdansk army—4,527 dead, 1000 taken prisoner and much booty, including 6 battle flags, as recorded in Polish chronicles.22 As part of building up his army Batory turned his attention to renewing a royal Cossack regiment. King Zygmunt’s charter to Jazlowiecki establishing Cossack rights was renewed and they were to be placed under the command of Prince Mykhailo Vyshnevetsky, rather than their own colonel. A regiment of over 500 Cossacks was formed and put on a payroll, each to receive 15 gold zlotys in wartime and a kaftan of the same color for all to serve as a uniform. Each Cossack, however, had to provide his own clothing, also of a specified color, a musket, sword, ax, gunpowder, and lead. They were exempt from taxation and other duties and could pass on property to anyone designated as heir. King Batory also granted the Cossacks the town of Trakhtomyriv on the Dnipro River, just above Kaniv, as a general recuperation area and it was to be provided with a hospital. Trakhtomyriv soon became an official Cossack seat and the location for an arsenal outside of the Sich, as well as a secure place in which to mill gunpowder and stock supplies. Perhaps Batory had in mind to encourage the establishment of a Cossack center away from the lower regions of the Dnipro river, which could compete with and replace the Zaporozhian Sich as the Cossack military “headquarters.”


  Jealous of their exclusive privileges and legal rights, the nobility again objected to granting the Cossacks privileges which resembled their own, and in 1578, to placate them, Batory created the highest courts of appeal to consist exclusively of nobles. The Cossacks’ recently confirmed “rights and freedoms” also continued to be ignored by the border governors and “starostas” who persisted in the old abuses: “arresting and putting them (Cossacks) in prison without cause, inventing taxes on merchandise, imposing (obligatory) Christmas ‘gifts’ and other taxes to be exacted from them, and appropriating the property of deceased Cossacks while passing over their relatives and friends.”


  The war with Ivan the Terrible began 30 August 1579, with Batory’s 56,000-man invasion and attack on Polatsk. The following year on 5 September the Muscovite fortress of Veliki Luki was captured by Prince Zamoysky at the head of a 48,000-man army, and with the surrender of the smaller fortresses in the region the road to the major center of Pskov was open. Batory’s army reached the city walls in August 1581 but after a 5-month siege Pskov was still in Muscovite hands.



  In January, Ivan the Terrible offered favorable terms and the Livonian war came to an end. Batory retained Polatsk and gained Livonia (Latvia) but had to give up Veleki Luki. For the first time the Cossacks, both of the towns and the steppe, had become involved in a major foreign conflict. Besides Vyshnevetsky’s royal (registered) regiment other Cossacks from Ukrainian and Podilian towns also fought in Batory’s army, and about 2,000 took part in campaigns in Muscovite Severia, today’s north central Ukraine, burning towns and destroying all strongholds in the region. Some nobles of Lithuania-Rus also raised Cossack bands (“vatahy”) under their own commands, such as Fylon Kmyta who raised a regiment of 500 cavalry and 500 foot Cossacks. On the opposing side, some 500 Don and Zaporozhian Cossacks led by one Misko were hired by Ivan the Terrible to take part in the defense of Pskov.


  



  The Conquest of Siberia


  The Cossack movement was not confined to the shores of the Dnipro River but by the early 16th century had been established along its eastern tributaries as well. The travels and rovings of the brodniki steppe Cossacks also included the medieval Siverian region of the Chernihiv Principality where steppe hunters and gatherers tended to congregate in towns, particularly in Putivl and Kursk. Following Cossack practice they too became active in raiding Muslim and Muscovite territory and caravans, and by the middle of the 16th century we see them establishing a presence on the Donets River and moving east to the lower Don.23 Thus in June 1549 a Tatar mirza (nobleman) complained to the Moscow Tsar Ivan IV (“The Terrible”) that a vataha” of “Sevriuki” (Siverian) Cossacks “living on the Don” had plundered a Nogai Tatar caravan that was returning from Moscow.24 They were frequently joined by Zaporozhian Cossacks, and fortified outposts began to appear along the rivers to serve as stopping over places stocked with supplies or “statsia.” These locations such as “Cherkask” and “Novo-Cherkasks” would develop into the “stanitsas” or village settlements of the Don Cossacks.25 It is at times stated that the origin of the Don Cossacks lies in escaped serfs and other refugees from Muscovy seeking freedom in the southern steppe. It is highly unlikely, however, that people untrained in the art of war and unaccustomed to battle could have survived Tatar attacks, and there were no warlike tribes such as the Circassians in the region which could have established a nucleus for the Cossack settlements.26


  The Ukrainian origin of the Don Cossacks is also shown by many common terms and practices, particularly the non–Slav ranks such as “ataman” and “osaul” (“osavul”) as well as borrowed Tatar words such as “yassak” (tribute), “yassyr” (prisoners, captives) and “bunchuk,” the horsetail standard common amongst the Zaporozhian and steppe Cossacks of the Ukrainian prairies. As in Zaporozhia, the officers were elected by the rank and file or the “krug” (circle), which also made all major decisions. The main difference between the two was that by the end of the 16th century the Don and other Cossack settlements on the Yaik and Terek rivers were attracting escaped serfs, slaves and other civilian refugees—some of whom came with their wives. This began the practice of women accompanying their menfolk on military campaigns such as the siege and capture of the Ottoman fortress at Azov in 1637. The practice would have been viewed with disapproval by the Zaporozhians, who considered the presence of women in their camps a serious breach of rules governing discipline.


  The growth of the Don Cossack “stanitsas” and the spin-off settlements along the Yaik and Terek rivers was encouraged by Ivan the Terrible’s dependence on their detachments as frontier Tatar fighters who took part in the Tsar’s campaigns against the Nogay Tatars and the capture of Astrakhan. In 1574 an agreement was reached between the tsar and the Don Cossacks by which he would provide them with gunpowder, lead, money and (later) other provisions not available in the steppe region, in return for Orthodox Christian prisoners rescued from the Tatars and Turks by the Cossacks. The agreement was renewed in 1584 and again in 1592, just before the great uprising. Besides raiding Muslim centers they were also responsible for providing early warning of any imminent Tatar raid on Muscovite territory. Not all were cooperative with Moscow, and others continued making raids on shipping along the Don and Volga rivers. The Zaporozhian Cossacks were also active in raiding shipping and caravans such as those looted by Jushko Nesvitaev, who came to the notice of the Muscovite authorities in 1585 after plundering English and Armenian merchants on the Volga and the Tsar’s convoy on the Don River. Three years later, led by hetman Matviy Fedorov, a detachment of Zaporozian Cossacks were raiding traffic on the Donets River and managed to put an end to all movements on the river. The following year the Zaporozhians moved south and with the Don Cossacks attacked and pillaged most of the Ottoman settlement of Azov, taking 300 prisoners. The attacks were followed by predictable Tatar invasions of Muscovite territory, but the Tsars treated the Don Cossacks with special care, realizing their strategic importance. Following the example of the Zaporozhians in 1614 the Don Cossacks were recognized by Moscow as having the right to conduct independent foreign affairs with other states. There were now two sovereign Cossack democratic “republics” in the southern steppes, one on the Dnipro River and the other on the Quiet Don.


  Another outlet for the Cossacks’ energy lay to the northeast, the little known Ural mountain range and the mysterious land which lay beyond where few had ventured and returned to tell the tale. Those who did brought back stories of a land immensely rich in fur-bearing animals, ruled by Muslim Tatars led by a khan called Kuchum. In 1556 Tsar Ivan the Terrible had forced Kuchum’s predecessor to pay tribute, but when Kuchum conquered the region he refused to continue the payments—his land, after all, lay well beyond Moscow’s reach. Busy with his western neighbors, Ivan the Terrible turned the region over to the Stroganov family in 1558, who received a 20-year license to “explore” the Ural Mountains and be accountable only to the Tsar. The Strognanovs were a prominent and wealthy commercial family whose fortune was laid in the beginning of the 16th century by Anika Stroganov. Only 17 years of age, he acquired access to a salt lake, and began supplying Moscow with salt at a cheaper price than could be obtained from the Crimean merchants. To secure the region his grandson Grigory began to build settlements and forts along the rivers which very soon drew the attention of the Tatars, and in 1573 they were attacked by Kuchum’s nephew Mehmet-Kul. Not receiving protection from Moscow, the Stroganovs decided to create their own private force by hiring Cossack freebooters, the natural Tatar fighters.


  A tall, powerful Cossack by the name of Yermak Timofiyevich was commissioned to put together a Cossack regiment. With his Cossack lieutenants Ivan Koltso, Ivan Hroza, Jakov Mikhailov, Mikita Pan, Matviy Meshcheryak, and Bohdan Briaha, by 1581 Yermak had raised a force of some 500 hand-picked Zaporozhian and Don Cossacks with 300 additional men provided by the Stroganovs, all well-equipped with up-to-date firepower and supplied from the family’s ample coffers.27 Not much is known about Yermak, and most of it is contradictory. Claims that his grandfather was a peasant from Suzdal or perhaps a coach driver from Murom are most certainly incorrect. It seems that Yermak had fought in the Livonian War in Ivan the Terrible’s army, which would have made him either a Don or a Siverian Cossack, or a Zaporozhian. He was certainly not known on the Don or the Volga region.28 The name Yermak was also unknown on the Don but was known in the Ukraine from records of the early 16th century, such as one Yermak Sevriuk (the Siverian).29 The names of his lieutenants are also Ukrainian rather than from the Muscovite north.


  With the coming of spring, Yermak set out up the Kama River, entered the Chusovaya River and, turning into the Serebryanka, proceeded under oar and sail into the Ural Mountains. Progress was slow as the Cossacks bent their backs into the fast flowing mountain river, but once they reached the end of the Serebryanka the going became easier. Securing their boats for the return trip they proceeded on foot towards the mouth of the Tagil, into a wilderness trodden by few men. Reaching the river they paused for a well-earned rest, to build new boats, and setting out downstream soon reached the Tura River, their first main destination. Yermak and his men were now in Siberia (Sibir), a land of native pagan tribes ruled by Muslim Tatars, where they could be attacked at any time as unwelcome guests. Their first contact with the local natives came soon enough. Sailing down the Tura they were suddenly attacked by Vogul archers concealed on the river banks, suffering their first casualties. The Cossacks responded with volleys of lead from muskets which were always loaded and kept within easy reach. The Voguls retreated to their settlement Chingi-Tura (near today’s Tyumen), which was stormed and taken by the Cossacks—winter was approaching and Yermak’s men needed shelter and food until the ice melted. The Vogul chief Yepancha was now informed that all tribute, particular the valuable pelts, was to be redirected from Kuchum to their new conquerors as befitted the rules of war.


  With the arrival of spring Yermak and his men resumed their journey down the Tura towards their main destination, Khan Kuchum’s capital Sibir (Isker, Kashlyk) some 200 miles downstream. The Tatars didn’t wait for the Cossacks’ arrival. After several weeks of uninterrupted journey Yermak’s scouts informed him that an ambush was waiting along the river. Realizing they were outnumbered by the Tatars and their native subjects, the Cossacks decided on a ruse. Replacing most of the men in the boats by dummies assembled from branches and Cossacks’ coats and headgear, the rest of the Cossacks disembarked and prepared a counter-ambush. At dawn the boats were launched by a skeleton crew, and as Kuchum’s men attacked with the customary shower of arrows and other projectiles, they were struck in the rear and routed, losing many men from the Cossack rifle volleys and the hand-to-hand fighting which followed.


  Yermak’s force had also suffered casualties and there were now only 400 men fit to continue the journey to Sibir. The fighting, however, was far from over as Kuchum decided to deal with Yermak once and for all. With the coming of autumn Yermak found himself facing a strong force of some 2,000 Tatar cavalry and Siberian native infantry blocking his path at the confluence of the Tobol and Irtysh rivers. With winter approaching there was no turning back, and the Cossacks took up defensive positions and waited for the enemy to make the first move. It came with a charge by Kuchum’s cavalry, which was to break through the Cossack defensive line and allow the native infantry to penetrate through the opened breach and annihilate the puny force. As the Tatar horsemen thundered towards the Cossack line, they were cut down by withering musket fire. But the native infantry reached the Cossack ranks, and fierce hand-to-hand fighting broke out. The conflict lasted for several days as each side attacked and counter-attacked, but dismayed by the Cossack force of arms, the Ostyak tribesmen deserted, followed by the Voguls. The Tatars fought on for a while until their commander Mehmet-Kul was wounded, and they too abandoned the battlefield. But Yermak had lost 107 men in the bloody battle. Burying their dead the remaining men embarked on boats and, turning into the Irtysh River, sailed towards Sibir, which had been abandoned by the Tatars.


  With a force of fewer than 300 men Yermak found himself virtually besieged in Kuchum’s capital. Ammunition was running low, and he needed reinforcements if he was to conquer Kuchum’s kingdom. Winter had set in and the dauntless Ivan Koltso was sent back with a party of men on skis and sleds carrying bales of valuable furs. When they arrived in Perm the Stroganovs sent them to Moscow to meet Ivan the Terrible, with whom they had fallen out of favor, hoping to regain their good standing. The Cossacks had brought some 5,000 valuable sable, beaver and black fox pelts, which greatly impressed the Tsar. The Stroganovs were reinstated in Ivan’s favors, the Cossacks were forgiven all past “transgressions,” and Koltso was sent back to Siberia with woolen cloth for the Cossacks, some badly needed powder and shot, and a silver goblet for Yermak with two suits of armor bearing the Tsar’s double-headed eagle emblem. More supplies were to be sent with reinforcements.


  In the meantime Yermak had extended his rule over a large part of western Siberia, having routed a Tatar force with a detachment of 60 men and captured Kuchum’s nephew, Mehmet-Kul. Yermak’s supply parties began to be attacked and not all tributes of fur were reaching him. The problem, a local chief Karacha explained, was that Kuchum’s men were attacking him and would Yermak send some men to help. Taking 40 Cossacks hetman Koltso went to investigate, and was given lodging in Karacha’s supposedly friendly village. While they slept they were assaulted by Karacha’s men and killed, except for one Cossack who managed to bring word of the massacre. This was a signal for a general uprising and with reinforcements Karacha laid siege to Cossack-occupied Sibir, with the intention to starve the defenders into submission rather than risk a frontal assault. The siege lasted for 3 months, with the 300 Cossacks on the brink of starvation, and running out of ammunition. Realizing their predicament Matviy Meshcheriak took a detachment of Cossacks outside the palisade walls, and in the middle of the night with drawn sabers attacked Karacha’s camp. What followed was a complete rout of the surprised enemy, who, suffering heavy casualties, fled in confusion, leaving Karacha’s two sons dead on the battlefield. Gathering more men Karacha led another assault on Sibir to avenge the death of his sons. He was defeated in the ensuing battle and withdrew having lost a hundred of his men, not to return again. Although only some two dozen Cossacks were killed they had literally fired their last shot.


  Considering Yermak to be invincible, the local chiefs gave him their allegiance making him master of western Siberia. In the spring of 1584 the Tsar’s promised reinforcements arrived under the command of Prince Balkhovsky. Only 300 men, they came without horses, having eaten them on the long journey with many dying of scurvy including the Prince. The only redeeming feature of the Muscovite force was the gunpowder and lead shot they carried. The fighting during the four years had also taken its toll of Yermak’s men; the hetmans Ivan Koltso, Yakov Mikhailov, and Mikita Pan were dead, and only 150 Cossacks remained. The Tatar Khan Kuchum had not given up the fight and he now realized that he could lure Yermak into a trap. Knowing Yermak was attempting to establish trade relations with the south, Kuchum spread a rumor that merchants from Bukhara were seeking to trade for furs, and had reached the Irtysh river. Taking a detachment of 50 Cossacks, Yermak went out to meet them, but failing to make contact, he decided to camp on an island and wait for their arrival. Not sensing danger the Cossacks let their guard down and when the campfires dimmed the Tatars swam out, killed the sentries and attacked the sleeping Cossacks. Those not killed outright tried to reach the boats, which had been removed by Kuchum’s men, and surrounded, they fought to the last man. The powerful Yermak, who had brought the Tsar’s armor to impress the “merchants,” fought his way to the water’s edge, and attempting to swim to shore he was pulled down by the weight of the breastplate, never to be seen again. The symbolism surrounding Yermak’s death would leave a deep impression on the Cossacks. They never wore armor themselves and here was a great Cossack drowned by a breastplate bearing the tsar’s double-headed eagle. The lesson was clear—nothing good came from the emblem of the despotic Tsarist authority.


  Yermak and most of the Cossacks were dead, with only 400 men remaining counting the Tsar’s reinforcements. They decided to abandon Sibir and head back to Muscovy where on the way the last hetman Matviy Meshcheryak was killed during a Tatar attack. The power of the Tatar khanate, however, was broken, and more Cossacks and others began to cross the Ural Mountains in search of enterprise and freedom, particularly following Bolotnikov’s uprising in the decade that followed. Ivan the Terrible died in 1584 and his son Fedor I began to show a greater interest in the East, renewing expeditions beyond the Ural Mountains into what became known as Siberia. What was an impressive, in fact an amazing, feature was the rapid speed of the Cossack-led drive. Within 50 years of Yermak’s death, Cossack bands had crossed 7,000 kilometers to the Pacific coast, and a century later they were on the outskirts of San Francisco in California. Home to numerous Siberian tribes such as the Mongols (Tatars), Samoyeds, Tungus, Iakuts, Iukagirs, Chukchis, Koriats, Kamchadals and others, the main attraction was fur—“soft gold” as it was known, which had to be obtained in the harsh conditions north of the 50th parallel. Cossack camps and settlements became towns, and were followed by government officials to impose the Tsar’s order and collect tribute from the conquered tribes. This competed with private Cossack entrepreneurs, who often imposed their own “tribute.” By 1631 iron would be discovered in the Urals, gold in 1677 near Nerchinsk, and silver in the Kamchatka Peninsula in 1698.


  Two years after Yermak’s death, a first fort was built at Tymen by Cossacks and 300 Muscovite troops, and the following year another stronghold became established near Sibir, which would grow into the city of Tobolsk. Valuable fur pelts began to flow to Moscow in great volumes, particularly the much sought-after sable of which a single pelt when in perfect condition fetched 300 rubles, the annual salary of a Tsar’s “voivoda” or provincial governor! It has been estimated that by 1600 about 1 million pelts of black fox, arctic fox, ermine, beaver, squirrel and the prized sable pelts were sent to Moscow.30 It seems nothing could stand in the way of the quest for “soft gold” and at times entire Siberian tribes were annihilated by the Siberian Cossacks, or others who claimed Cossack status. Rival Cossack bands also suffered casualties when attacked by other Cossacks in disputes over territory or were killed by Siberian tribesmen.


  By 1628, Cossacks had explored the southern region along the Ob River bordering Muslim Central Asia, had reached the mouth of the Yenisei and Angara rivers and began to branch out north and east. In 1633 Ivan Perfilev led free traders and Cossacks along the Lena River, which empties into the Arctic Ocean, and founded a settlement on the Yana River. Five years later another Cossack, Ivan Rebrov, followed the route further east to the Indigyrka River, and four years later following the river other Cossacks reached the Sea of Okhotsk. Conflict with the newly established Manchu dynasty of China became inevitable when in 1650 Yerofei Khabarov set out from Yakutsk with 138 Cossacks and three cannons on his second expedition against the Daurians, who he knew paid tribute to the Chinese Emperor. When Peking sent out a task force to support the Daurians it was soundly defeated with the loss of 17 muskets, 2 cannons, 8 silk flags, 830 horses and many supplies.31 Khabarov’s victory had opened the entire Daurian territory on the Amur River, but in 1658 a force of 500 Cossacks and other troops commanded by one Stepanov were attacked by a large Chinese force at the confluence of the Amur and Sungari rivers and defeated, with only 227 men managing to break through and escape up the Amur River. On 27 August 1689, a treaty was signed between the Tsar and the Manchu Emperor by which the entire Amur region was recognized as a part of China. The Treaty of Nerchinsk, as it became known, allowed trade with China, a concession Moscow had been seeking for several decades. Soon China replaced Europe in the Siberian fur trade and Chinese commodities began to make their way to Eastern Europe, including “tchai” or tea, which soon became a popular drink throughout Europe.


  In spite of the setback in the Amur basin the conquest of Siberia continued. Although Siberian populations were sparsely distributed in the vast territory they were nevertheless numerous, many were warlike, and presented an armed opposition to the Cossack bands. We have a personal account of the hardships Cossacks could suffer, from a letter by a Cossack from Irkutsk, Semen Dezhnev, from 1642 to 1661 who was in the service of Tsar Mikhail Romanov: “on your Majesty’s service [I had gone] to those new rivers on my own money … and received no salary … from you … either in cash, grain or salt, between 1642 and 1661…. I have risked my life, suffered great wounds and shed my blood, suffered cold and great hunger and starved.”32


  Little did he realize the significance of one of his discoveries, the importance of which would only be realized a century later. After several years in Siberia he had set out in 1648 with 90 men in six flat-bottomed riverboats along the Kolyma River in northeastern Siberia and headed towards the Arctic Ocean. Prevented from landing on 1 October by hostile Chukcha warriors, the Cossacks continued eastwards until a storm carried them out to sea, around the eastern tip of Siberia and south into the Pacific Ocean. Dezhnev and his men had sailed through the Bering Strait separating Asia and North America, 80 years before Bering.33 Rounding the eastern Siberian coast he came to the mouth of the Anandyr River, at the base of the Kamchatka Peninsula, where he was blown ashore by another storm. As he wrote in his report: “When we had passed the mouth of the Anandyr, by the will of God, the sea broke our boats to pieces … many men were drowned, others killed by natives … and others died of hunger. In all, sixty-four people lost their lives.”34


  With 24 surviving Cossacks, Dezhnev set out for the Anandyr River on sleds and snowshoes, but short on supplies and other necessities, only 12 men reached the river. Here they could sustain themselves by ice fishing and build a fortified post, where they remained for the next several years hunting and collecting pelts. They decided to head back, and were attacked by natives and lost most of their furs, returning with only 234 sable skins and 573 pounds of walrus tusks to divide among themselves. Following his letter to the Tsar, Dezhnev apparently received some salt, but we don’t know what happed to him after.


  No further exploration to the east was attempted until Bering’s historical voyages. News of a “big land” to the east of the Chukotsk Peninsula began to trickle in, and in 1711 a Cossack sent by Tsar Peter the Great, Ivan Popov, was told of “A Big Land” to the east, rich in sable, fox, martin, wolf, wolverine, polar bear and herds of “deer” (probably caribou). It was only in 1732 that a ship commanded by Ivan Fedorov, accompanied by a cartographer, Michael Gvosdyov, set sail across the Bering Strait, past the Diomedes Islands, and reached the Alaskan shore. Due to bad weather and Fedorov’s scurvy, they decided not to disembark but the shore was plotted on a map by Gvosdyov.35 The immediate attention of the Siberian Cossacks and merchants, however, was drawn to the Aleutian Islands, which begin east of the Kamchatka Peninsula and lead to the Alaskan mainland, forming the southern limit of the Bering Sea. Members of Bering’s expeditions had brought back pelts of the sea otter, which very quickly drew the attention of the fur dealers. While sable pelts were in high demand in the markets of Moscow, Leipzig, Holland and England, the sea otter was sold mainly in northern China. Not as warm as sable, it was mainly used as trim by the Manchu upper class of China, and could be readily exchanged for tea, silk, porcelain and other commodities in high demand in Russia and Europe. The first to bring a large cargo of pelts in 1746 was a Cossack sergeant by the name of Basov, followed by a merchant Chuprov who reached the first group of Aleutian islands. Men in his party behaved badly and the cruelty shown the Aleuts brought legal charges and punishment of the guilty. Chuprov’s haul of furs was worth 112,000 rubles and more private merchants began to descend on the islands. Orders governing the humane treatment of the islanders were ignored and in three years open warfare had broken out between the Russian merchants and the islanders.


  The Kurile, Commander, and Pribilov islands were also reached and explored for fur and beginning in 1765, over the next 13 years five companies procured almost 163,000 rubles worth of otter furs in just 8 voyages to the Kurile islands. Unlike the female sable, which usually bears 5 kittens each year, the sea otter female only raises one offspring a year, and it was the female that bore the prized fur. The sea otter soon disappeared and the fur trade moved to the Aleutians, and between 1743 and 1797 forty-two private Russian companies made 101 voyages to the islands, bringing back nearly 187,000 pelts worth almost 8 million rubles.36 As the sea otter declined more voyages were made to Kodiak Island and the Gulf of Alaska. Competition became fierce; by 1795 three companies dominated the sea otter trade, two of which amalgamated to form the United American Company which then became the nucleus of the Russian American Company.


  By 1787 the otter was rarely seen in the Aleutian Islands and soon became scarce in the Gulf of Alaska as well. The drastic reduction in the number of sea otters was accompanied by a 50 percent drop in the native Aleut population that was indispensable for the fur trade. Even as late as the early 19th century a Russian naval officer, Captain Lazarev, observed: “If the [Russian American] company should somehow lose the Aleuts, then it will completely forfeit the hunting of sea animals because not one Russian knows how to hunt the animals, and none of our settlers has learned how in all the time that the company has had its possessions here.”


  The Aleut population was ruthlessly exploited to maintain the flow of furs. There was no such thing as free trade for the furs since half of the males between the ages of 18 and 50 were forced to hunt under the supervision of Russian foremen, while their relatives were held hostage.37 The Russian American Company was chartered in 1799 for the duration of 20 years as an Imperial North American monopoly, its profitability witnessed by the fact that only high-ranking officials were allowed to become shareholders, including the Tsar himself. Its charter was “to make new discoveries not only north of the 55th degree of north latitude but (also) further to the south, and to occupy the new lands discovered, as Russian possessions, according to prescribed rules, if they have not been previously occupied by, or been dependent on, any other nation.”38 The charter brought the Russian American Company into the Pacific Ocean as far south as Hawaii and along the North American coast down to California, the first step being the founding of New Archangelsk (Sitka) in 1799 by the territorial governor Baranov.


  It was Baranov’s assistant, Ivan Kuskov, who led the first expedition from New Archangelsk in 1808 to explore the coastline and report any sightings of sea otters. Following Baranov’s example he did not occupy or claim the Queen Charlotte’s or Vancouver Islands or Nootka sound although these territories had been abandoned by the British, but headed south towards the mouth of the Columbia River. The coastline was already occupied by Boston traders, led by John Astor, the owner of the American Fur Company. During the next three expeditions Kuskov mapped the north California coast, and when he discovered large populations of sea otter it was decided to claim the area for Russia. Taking 95 Siberian townsmen and Cossacks, with 80 Aleut hunters, the Russian American Company began to build a protective fort named Fort Rus (Slavyansk) which in English became known as Fort Ross. The location chosen was 100 feet above sea level on a terrace covering about a quarter of a square mile, between the Pacific Ocean and the rugged Coast. Situated just north of San Francisco between Cape Mendocino and Cape Drake, it was built of redwood and opened in September 1812 just as Napoleon was advancing towards Moscow. Surrounded by a palisade, Fort Ross had two watchtowers and cannons on four sides.


  Almost half of the original 200 settlers were Aleut hunters, which indicates the main motive for moving into California was the profit from the sea otter fur trade. Some agriculture and animal husbandry was also undertaken, although Fort Ross never became self-sufficient. By the early 1830s the sea otter was overhunted, profits tumbled and the Russian American Company was increasingly losing money. Political developments were also not favoring the Russian presence in California. Mexico had declared independence from Spain, and in 1823 the United States President James Monroe declared the policy which would bear his name—the American continents could no longer be colonized by a European power. California also declared its independence from Mexico in 1836, and it became clear that it would soon fall under the influence of the United States. A decision was made to sell all California holdings of the Russian American Company, and in 1841 they were bought for $30,000 U.S. by a private individual, the Swiss Johan August Sutter, a general of New Helvetia. The payment was to be made within four years mainly in wheat. The full payment, however, was not made until 11 years later and the sale proved to be a good deal for Sutter since by this time Russian California had farms, orchards, vineyards and ranches. The transaction was approved by Tsar Nickolas I, and as usual such sales proved to be short-sighted. In 1848 gold was discovered on the sold territory, now known as Sutter’s Mill, sparking off the California Gold Rush.


  



  The Rise of the Ottoman Empire


  The greatest Cossack triumphs of the late 16th and early 17th centuries in Europe were achieved during sea campaigns against the Ottoman Empire. Following the fall of Constantinople to the Fourth Crusade in 1202 the Greek Eastern Roman Empire was restored under the Palaeologus dynasty when the Roman Catholics were driven out of Constantinople in 1261. However, only Thrace, Macedonia, Thessaly in Greece, some Aegean islands, and Philadelphia (Alashehir) the last city in Asia Minor returned to Imperial possession, and the sack of the great capital had opened the door to the Muslim invasion of Greece and the Balkan Peninsula. It also left Christianity more deeply divided than ever. In the words of a contemporary historian:


  
    From the start, the Latin Empire of Constantinople had been a monstrosity. In the 57 years of its existence it had achieved nothing. But the dark legacy that it left behind affected all Christendom—perhaps all the world. For the Greek Empire never recovered from the damage, spiritual as well as material…. For centuries before and after the Great Schism, the differences between the Churches had been essentially theological. After the sack of Constantinople this was no longer true…. Future attempts to force them (the Greek Orthodox) into union could never succeed for long.”39

  


  The restored Graeco-Roman Empire was also no longer viable. Not even a century later the Emperor John VI Cantacuzenus turned to the Ottoman Turkish Emir Orhan who agreed to provide him with ships and men in return for the hand of John’s daughter, and other concessions. In 1352 when John Palaeologus laid siege to Adrianople, then held by John VI’s son Matthew, the Emir sent his son Suleiman to relieve the city. In return he was granted the fortress of Tsympe on the European side of the Dardanelles, as well as land to the west of the Bosphorus. Two years later a great earthquake struck the region, destroying walls of cities such as Gallipoli and many towns in Thrace. Taking advantage of the disaster (which was clearly a sign from God) Suleiman proceeded to occupy and settle the affected areas with Muslims brought in from Asia Minor, to replace evicted Christians. Islam had established a beachhead in Europe.


  In November 1354 John Palaeologus entered Constantinople to cheering crowds and was crowned as John V, with John VI Cantacuzenus deposed for his unpopular Muslim alliance. The once great empire was on its last legs and John V would preside over one that was financially and morally bankrupt. The coffers of the state were empty and society was ruled by wealthy nobles; most of the population was reduced to poverty and tenant farmers sank into serfdom. In the meantime Serbia was rising as a great power under King Dushan, described by a contemporary as “of all the men of this time the tallest, and terrible to look at.” What he lacked in good looks he made up in military skill and statesmanship. Rebelling against his father he was crowned in 1331 and began conquering all territory between the Danube and the Gulf of Corinth which included Albania, Bosnia, Serbia, Macedonia, and Thessaly in northern Greece. To unify his domain he convened a parliament of nobles which produced a unified and codified set of laws, the “Zakonik Tsara Dushana” (Lawbook of Tsar Dushan) in 1349. He had made the Serbian Church fully independent of Constantinople three years before, and on Easter Day of the same year the Serbian Patriarch crowned him “Tsar of the Serbs and the Greeks.” In 1355 he died at the age of 46 while preparing to lead a large army against Constantinople and his empire disintegrated into independent principalities and kingdoms. Seven years later Pasha Suleiman invaded Thrace with a consolidated and strengthened army and captured Adrianople. In all the occupied cities, towns, and villages the Christian population was expelled to Asia Minor and replaced by Muslims.


  

The sultans soon realized that they could not maintain the conquest of the Balkans, the Greek Peninsula, and other parts of the Roman Empire by relying entirely on ethnic Turkish troops. Christian units had already been used in Asia Minor and the practice of using non–Turkish troops continued during the offensive in Europe. The most well known unit was the 20,000 strong Janissary corps, which consisted of enslaved boys taken from Christian families and raised as Muslims in spartan military camps. Ottoman sultans also hired Christian mercenaries such as Genoese crossbowmen, Catalans from Spain, and Greek Martolos irregular troops originally in the service of Constantinople. As the conquest of the Balkans continued more troops were provided by Serbian, Bulgarian, Wallachian, Moldavian, Macedonian and Albanian vassals, which at times formed the greater part of the Sultan’s army. The populations of the conquered regions remained Greek Orthodox with the exception of Albanians who converted to Islam. “Heretics” also converted, as was the case in Bosnia where many had become Bogomils and were persecuted by the Greek Orthodox Church. In spite of hostilities, trade and commerce continued between Christian Europe and Muslim Ottomans on a large scale even in weaponry and military equipment,40 and the Turkish conquest of the Balkans was greatly eased by the discord between the Christian Churches.


  Bulgaria was invaded by the Hungarian King Louis I in 1365, who like other Roman Catholic rulers hated the Greek Orthodox Church more than Islam. When the northern province of Vidin was occupied he brought Franciscan missionaries to begin conversion of the population by force if need be.41 By 1371, however, King Louis I began to realize the Muslim threat and joined a coalition of Greek Orthodox Serbs and Wallachians to retake Adrianople. After a long march the Christian army halted by the Maritsa River for a rest and to celebrate the expected coming victory with a feast. They had not met any resistance on their way through western Thrace since Adrianople was defended by an independent Turkish force of free-ranging bands or “ghazis,” under their own “begs” (chiefs). As the Christians lay sleeping off the cups of wine, on 27 September 1371 the Turkish defenders launched a surprise night assault. The result was a massacre, with few managing to escape across the river, and a great Christian army had been destroyed.


  The Christian defeat on the Maritsa marked the beginning of the end for the Greek Orthodox rulers of the Balkan Peninsula. Serbia had lost much manpower in the battle and began to break up into independent principalities. In 1373 John V (Palaeologus), now Emperor in name only, consented to become Emir Murad’s vassal, who took the title of Sultan of Rum (Roman Empire). In 1385 a large part of Bulgaria was occupied with the surrender of Sofia, and in the following year Nish fell. In 1387 the sea port of Thessalonica (Salonica) capitulated after a 4-year siege when the citizens opened the gates to prevent a massacre of the population. Murad did not possess a strong fleet and had the Catholic powers send reinforcements and supplies, Greece might have been saved since the fall of the strategic sea port opened the way for a Muslim invasion of the whole peninsula and the Aegean islands. The following year the Turks were defeated by King Trtko of Bosnia and Lazar I of Serbia in the battle of Plochnik but this hardly made a dent in their advance. Both Bosnia and Serbia had rich silver mines and Sultan Murad decided to invade the mountainous kingdoms. By now he had Christian vassals including two Serbian princes and most of Bulgaria, and he no longer needed the independent Turkish “ghaz” bands.


  The most famous battle in Serbia’s medieval history now took place at Kosovo Pole or the Field (of battle) of Kosovo. Sultan Murad demanded that King Lazar of Serbia (now diminished to half of its territory) re-accept Ottoman vassalage, which he refused. Realizing an invasion was imminent, Lazar sought aid from Prince Tvrtko of Bosnia, who sent a large contingent under his commander Vlatko Vukovich, who had destroyed several Turkish bands at Biletsa, and his son-in-law the Serb Prince Vuk Brankovich who led his own force. The events of the battle are usually pieced together from Serbian epic ballads and from the writer Orbini who in 1601 published a book which used earlier material, now lost. In June 1389 an Ottoman army, some 27,000–30,000 strong, led by Sultan Murad I entered Serbia and was met a few miles northeast of Pristina by the three Serb contingents with probably various units of Albanians, Hungarians and others, a force estimated at 12,000–20,000 men. The battle was preceded by the famous act of bravery by the Serb knight Milosh Obilich (Kobilich), who entered the Ottoman camp declaring himself to be a deserter bearing information about Lazar’s army and battle plans. He had concealed a dagger in his garment, and when brought before Murad he drew his weapon and stabbed the Sultan.


  The battle of Kosovo Pole began on 28 June 1389 by a charge of the Serb cavalry, which cracked the Ottoman left wing, but the Ottomans regained the advantage due to the supposedly (and unlikely) treachery of Vuk Brankovich who, as claimed by the Serbian epic poems, withdrew his cavalry force during the fighting. In any case Murad’s son Bayezid, who had replaced his father as commander, launched a counter-attack. During the battle the bulk of both armies perished in the bloody fighting, in which King Lazar was taken prisoner and the remaining Serb forces withdrew from the battle. Lazar and several of his nobles were brought before the dying Murad and were beheaded, and the Sultan himself died soon afterwards. Having lost most of their men the Ottomans also withdrew, and the battle of Kosovo Pole was in fact a draw. Lazar’s widow, Queen Milica, did not offer her submission and it was only when Sultan Bayezid married Milica’s daughter Olivera that Serbia became an Ottoman ally. It remained as such (on and off) until 1459, when Serbian statehood was abolished by Sultan Mehmet II.


  Following the battle of Kosovo Pole, Sultan Bayezid turned his attention to Bulgaria. In 1393 the capital Trovo fell after a three-month siege, followed by the destruction of palaces and churches, and the infamous massacre of the nobility after they were invited to a conference. Alarmed at the rapid Muslim expansion, both Popes Boniface IX in Rome and Benedict XIII in Avignon issued a call for a Crusade. It was answered by Orthodox Wallachia, the Catholic Germans, Hungarians, Poles, Italians and Spaniards, as well as men from England, France and Bohemia. Bayezid had shown himself not to be invincible when a largely Turkish and Serbian force was defeated in Wallachia in the previous year. Now the assembled Christian force of some 60,000 men proceeded along the Danube valley and in August laid siege to Turkish held Nikopol(is), while the boats of the Knights of Rhodes, Venice and Genoa blockaded the delta of the Danube. On hearing of the Christian invasion, Sultan Bayezid began to advance from Asia Minor to relieve the siege and by September 1396, he was before Nikopol. When the two armies met, the battle began with a charge of the French knights against Bayezid’s infantry, which had been placed in the front ranks. Cutting through the lines the knights were suddenly counter-attacked by the Ottoman cavalry and driven back with heavy losses. The Hungarians and Germans, however, were driving the Turks back, and the outcome hung in the balance. Now Bayezid’s Serbian allies charged with their cavalry, drove through the Catholic ranks and put them to flight. The crucial battle of Nikopol was over, with many Christian prisoners falling into Bayezid’s hands. The Ottoman army had suffered heavy casualties, and enraged by the rescued garrison’s accounts of Turkish prisoners being killed by the Christians, Sultan Bayezid ordered some 10,000 prisoners put to death, confirming his reputation as a butcher. Following the battle, Bulgaria became a simple province of the expanding Ottoman Empire.


  


  The Ottoman advance came to a sudden halt when Tamerlane invaded Asia Minor with a great army. Bayezid gathered an Ottoman and a Balkan Slav army and headed to defend Ankara where in 1402 he suffered a total defeat by Tamerlane. Bayezid was taken prisoner and his sons began a struggle for power from which Mehmet emerged a victor, but dying soon afterwards he was succeeded by Murat II. Jagiello also died in 1434 and his young son Wladyslav became king of Poland as well as king of Hungary in 1440, following a two-year civil war when Pope Eugene IV interceded on his behalf. In return, Wladyslav promised to lead a Crusade against the Muslim Turks and began to gather a large army, which the 18-year-old king placed under the command of Janos Hunyadi, the governor of Transylvania. Hunyadi was an experienced commander whose fame had spread following his two victories over the Turks in 1442. In the following year the Crusaders entered Serbia, drove the Muslim forces and their allies out of Nish and advanced into Bulgaria capturing Sophia. Murad II dispatched an 80,000 man army, and not willing to confront a superior force, Hunyadi began to retreat through a narrow pass of the mountains. The Ottoman army followed, and trapped in the pass it was defeated with large casualties.
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  Cossack graves in the village of Usatové, southern Ukraine. The Maltese Cross was not common in Ukraine and could indicate the Cossacks were members of the famed Maltese Knights of St. John.


  



  The Sultan was also fighting revolts in Asia Minor and, hemmed in on two fronts, decided to sign a peace treaty with King Wladyslav and his allies, agreeing to pay a large indemnity. The treaty was to hold for ten years with Wladyslav swearing on the Bible and Murad’s envoys on the Koran. Having made his peace in Europe, the Sultan felt safe moving his 60,000-man army to Asia Minor to deal with the revolts. The Papacy now realized that the Italian navy, supported by the Knights of St. John’s, could trap the Ottoman army in Asia and prevent it from crossing into Europe. The Pope’s legate, Cardinal Giuliano Cesarini, announced that reinforcements would be arriving from the west, and this was a God-sent opportunity to drive the Muslims from Greece and the Balkans. The Cardinal convinced King Wladyslav that a treaty with an infidel was not binding, even though it was sworn on the Bible, but his Serb allies refused to violate the pact, and Hunyadi advised against it. In 1444 Wladyslav decided to lead 20,000 men through Bulgaria to attack the port of Varna. The promised reinforcements from the west did not come. Sultan Murad managed to evade the Italian navy and the galleys of the Knights of St. John, and landed an army at Varna. The Catholic force under Wladyslav suffered a crushing defeat at the hands of Murad’s 60,000 man army in which the young King was killed and Hunyadi survived to fight another day. He met his death of a fever, following his last victory in which he led a desperate sortie out of besieged Belgrade to defeat the large Turkish force besieging the city.



  The Eastern Roman Empire still survived, confined to the walls of Constantinople, with an emperor who had become a vassal of the Turkish Sultan and a Greek Orthodox Church, which had entered into an official “union” with Catholic Rome. Sultan Murad died in 1451 and his 19-year-old son Mehmet (Mohammed) II decided to put an end to the city’s Christian rule. Although Emperor Constantine reminded him that he was breaking his oath the sultan decided to starve the city into submission. Then a German named Urban approached him with a proposal: he would cast a bronze cannon powerful enough to breach the great walls of Constantinople. His offer was accepted and when a cannon was tested on a passing Venetian ship it blew the vessel out of the water, and Mehmet commissioned Urban to cast another cannon twice as big. Completed in January 1453 it was apparently 27 feet long, with a barrel two and a half feet in diameter, not counting the 8 inch bronze walls. The monstrous gun fired a 13–hundredweight ball the incredible distance of one mile. It was brought within range of the walls by 30 pairs of oxen and 200 men, with the same number sent ahead to prepare the road and bridges.


  The cannon opened fire on 6 April 1453, on the land-side of the city walls, which were defended by a small force of 4,983 Greeks and less than 2,000 foreigners. A smaller cannon was also brought into action and the bombardment continued for 48 days and nights. Nevertheless, Mehmet was meeting unexpected resistance and decided to attack the sea walls facing the Golden Horn. Seventy ships were hauled by oxen over the 200 foot hill of Galata on special cradles with cast iron wheels, and by 22 April all were in the waters of the Golden Horn. The city still held out as best it could, but by May bad omens began to sap the defenders’ morale. A day or two following a lunar eclipse the holy icon of the Mother of God slipped and fell from its platform during a religious procession, followed by a violent thunderstorm. The next day a thick fog descended on the city, something which had never occurred at the end of May as far as people remembered, and on the same night an unearthly red glow slowly began to creep up from the base of the great Cathedral of the Holy Wisdom (St. Sophia) and slowly rose to the summit of the dome. The omen was clear. Just as Emperor Constantine had abandoned the Greek Orthodox faith, so the Spirit of God had left the city. It was also seen by Sultan Mehmet as an omen from God telling him to lift the siege, but he was quickly reassured by his astrologers that the glow was a sign from Allah the Merciful—the great Cathedral would soon be illuminated by the True Faith.


  Mehmet decided to launch an all-out assault on the city walls and on 29 May at half-past one in the morning the attack began. For the first wave the Sultan sent the irregular “bashi-bazauk” volunteers who hurled themselves at the walls for two hours but without success. Next several crack regiments of Anatolian Turks followed, and fighting their way through a breech in the walls entered the city, only to be surrounded and decimated with only a few survivors managing to retreat back to the ditch. As a last resort Mehmet now threw in wave after wave of his elite Janissaries, and it was they who after five hours of fighting broke through into the city. Emperor Constantine was killed with his men in a last attempt at defense while others managed to escape in the few Venetian and Genoese galleys or fled through gates in the walls. Mehmet had promised his men the traditional three days of looting, but by the end of the day as the city fell on 29 May 1453, he called a halt to the sack. In all the Eastern Roman Empire had survived for a thousand years and would become the foundation of a new Islamic Empire.


  It was Suleiman I (“The Magnificent”) who would gain much fame over a long reign. He was the Turkish Tsar, the Sultan referred to in the Ukrainian ballad of Baida Vyshnevetsky, one of the abler Ottoman rulers who expanded the borders of his empire and made it the most powerful state in Europe, Africa and the Middle East. There was a military body of men who had become a thorn in the Turks’ side, the Order of the Knights of St. John, commonly known as the Hospitalers. They had survived the Crusaders’ expulsion from Palestine and the sack of Acres, and had established themselves on the Island of Rhodes. The island was located close to Asia Minor and allowed the Knights to make a handsome income by raiding Muslim shipping and disrupting their trade and lines of communication. Having captured the Hungarian King’s strongholds of Szabacs and Belgrade the following year Suleiman turned his attention to Rhodes in the summer of 1522 leading a large naval expedition against the island’s fortifications. The Turks had become masters of siege warfare, and after a 145 day bombardment the Knights capitulated and accepted the Sultan’s chivalrous conditions. Suleiman was impressed by the knights’ courage and offered the 70-year-old Grand Master Philippe de Villiers de L’Isle-Adam and his men safe conduct, presenting the Grand Master with elaborate gifts as if to a head of state. On 1 January 1523 the Knights left the island, carrying their personal side-arms and taking with them the holy Greek Orthodox relics which they had acquired in Palestine.


  Suleiman again turned his attention to the north, and in 1526 invaded the Kingdom of Hungary with an army approaching 50,000 men and 160 cannons. He was met by King Louis II, with a force half the expected size since the Transylvanian and Croatian reinforcements failed to arrive. Outflanked, outgunned and outmaneuvered, King Louis’ army was destroyed in the Battle of Mohács, and the King himself was killed. Aid was also not forthcoming from other Christian States. The Protestant Luther had declared that the Turks were God’s punishment for the sins of Roman Catholicism, and the Polish-Lithuanian Catholic monarchy refused to send men. Local uprisings against the Hungarian monarchy also broke out in Serbia, Slovakia, and Croatia. In Greek Orthodox Serbia a religious leader known as Ivan the Black led a peasant revolt against the Catholic monarchy, while a year after Mohács, Croatia accepted Austrian Hapsburg rule. Suleiman continued his advance and three years later he was before the gates of Vienna. This time Luther called for support, and facing a stiff defense and running out of supplies, Suleiman launched an all-out assault on the walls of the fortified city. The attack was thrown back with heavy losses, and the Sultan ordered a withdrawal. In 1533 Ferdinand I, who succeeded Louis II as King of Hungary and Bohemia, signed a treaty acknowledging Suleiman’s sovereignty over the south and central Hungarian possessions, while the same year witnessed the Ottoman conquest of Armenia, northern Iraq, and Algeria. In 1533 King Ferdinand acknowledged Suleiman’s sovereignty over much of Hungary, and in 1562 by the Peace of Prague he was forced to acknowledge Suleiman’s rule over Hungary and Moldavia with a payment of 90,000 ducats and an annual tribute of 30,000 ducats. In 1568 by the Treaty of Adrianople Hungary was partitioned into a northern kingdom under the Hapsburg Emperor Maximilian II, central Hungary under Ottoman rule, with Transylvania recognized as an independent principality under Ottoman suzerainty. Suleiman I also arrived at an understanding with François I of France, which gave French merchants access to Ottoman ports on the same terms as Muslim shipping.


  While most rulers sought to pacify the Sublime Porte,42 the Knights of St. John were demonstrating that a small force of well-trained and dedicated men could challenge an empire. After being forced out of Rhodes, the Knights found a new home on the island of Malta in 1530, which, together with the smaller islands of Gozo and Camino, formed a strategic archipelago between Sicily and Africa. They were offered the islands by Charles V of Spain as a welcome addition to his defense of the western Mediterranean since his domain included parts of southern Italy and the islands of Sardinia, Corsica, and Sicily. Malta was little more than a barren rock jutting out of the sea, but what drew the Order’s attention was the magnificent harbor and the fortified settlement of St. Angelo. New forts of St. Elmo and St. Michael were added giving the Order a fortified island domain with the Grand Master as the sovereign under the guidance of the Pope. As a symbolic payment of rent, every year the Grand Master presented Charles V with a hunting falcon.


  Once installed on the island the Knights of Malta as they were now known continued to attack Muslim shipping and interfere with Ottoman lines of communication. With their extensive intelligence networks they were aware of vessels carrying valuable cargo or bearing important messages, and their activities were beginning to draw the ire of the Sublime Porte. The straw that broke the camel’s back concerned Suleiman’s daughter Mirmah, who was born to his favorite wife Roxolana.43 Together with members of the harem she had invested heavily in a venture to import luxury goods from Venice, organized by the chief eunuch. The ship was captured by the Order’s Admiral the Chevalier Romegas with its cargo valued at 80,000 ducats, a very large sum for the time.



  The enraged 70-year-old Suleiman reacted by sending a naval expedition against Malta, consisting of 200 vessels under admiral Piali, carrying 40,000 troops commanded by the 70-year-old Mustafa. The flotilla began to land on Malta on 19 May 1565. The divided command structure and the loss of the 80-year-old Muslim pirate-raider Dragut, who was killed by the defenders’ artillery soon after the landing, would contribute to the eventual defeat of the Ottoman expeditionary force. The other major factor was the determination of the 71-year-old Grand Master, Jean Parisot de la Valette, and the high morale of 700 knights and 8,500 soldiers supported by the hardy local Maltese population. The knights had been informed by spies that the Turks were coming and had prepared for the long siege that would follow. It lasted four months, before a relief force of 10,000 men landed from Sicily on 6 September. Informed incorrectly by an “escaped” Moslem prisoner who had “overheard” that the force was much larger than it was, the Ottoman commander Mustafa ordered a complete withdrawal to the waiting ships. Realizing that he was misled, Mustafa sent a part of the army back to the island to face the Christian relief force, but by now his men were totally demoralized and suffered defeat. A determined group of men had held off a greatly superior army during the whole summer without any help from a Christian state, a feat that would earn them fame for centuries to come.


  The Maltese disaster for the Turks was followed by a naval defeat at the great sea battle of Lepanto. In 1570 at the initiative of Pope Pius V, the so-called Holy League anti–Ottoman alliance was formed by Venice, Spain, the Papacy, and other Italian city-states such as Genoa. Sultan Selim II, who followed Suleiman, was a dissolute idler, who left the affairs of state in the able hands of his Vizier Mohammed Sokalli. After the conquest of Arabia in 1570 he decided to clear the Aegean Sea of all Venetian presence from Cyprus and several other islands from where the Venetians were harassing Ottoman shipping. A 60,000 man army was dispatched to Cyprus, and after a 45-day siege the capital Nicosia fell, followed by a massacre of its 20,000 inhabitants. Famagusta resisted for almost a year without outside help; but it, too, fell in August 1571. The brave commander Marc Antonio Bragadino was skinned alive, his skin stuffed with straw and sent to Constantinople as a trophy. Clearly the age of chivalry was over.


  An Armada was finally gathered by the Holy Alliance consisting of 207 galleys, 6 extra-large Venetian galleys known as galleasses which could mount extra heavy and powerful guns, and 30 smaller vessels. In all, there were 1,800 cannons, 30,000 soldiers, 12,900 sailors and 43,000 rowers, usually slaves. The Christian armada sailed into the Gulf of Corinth on 7 October 1571, where it was met by the Ottoman fleet off the port of Lepanto with 222 galleys, 60 smaller ships, 750 cannons and carrying 34,000 troops, 13,000 sailors and 41,000 rowers, also slaves. Attacked by the Ottoman fleet the right wing of the Holy Alliance Armada began to collapse, but led by the heavy fire of the Venetian galleasses the admiral Don Juan ordered his galley to attack and board the flagship of the Ottoman admiral, Muesinade Ali. The Ottoman commander was killed in the action and his head exhibited on a pike. The rest of the demoralized and outgunned Ottoman fleet disengaged from the battle and only 40 vessels managed to flee to safety. Some 10,000 enemy were taken prisoner and distributed amongst the victors as slaves, while 12,000 Christian slave rowers were rescued from the Ottoman vessels and set free. The Christian Armada also suffered heavy losses with 7,500 killed and an equal number wounded. One of the greatest sea battles in history, it failed to reduce the power of the Ottoman Empire since within a year their entire navy was rebuilt. The war ended in 1573 with the Sublime Porte in possession of Cyprus and Venice was forced to pay an indemnity to cover the Sultan’s costs of conquering the island.


  



  Singeing the Sultan’s Beard


  The Knights of Malta were not alone in harassing the powerful Ottoman Empire. The war with Muscovy ended in 1582 and the Cossacks who took part quickly found themselves without employment. Most participants had not been paid during the last year of the war, when the Sejms of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth refused to vote more funds for Batory’s army. The Cossack regiments and many other units broke up feeling betrayed, and with the captured booty of war spent they found themselves looking for income. Raids and attacks on Muslim territory resumed with greater intensity, many of Batory’s men joining the Cossacks. They had become a more organized and powerful force and could raise an army of several thousand men, any larger forces being prohibited by the demographics of the frontier. Towards the end of the 16th century the Ukrainian provinces of Volin, Podilia, Bratslav and Kyiv consisted only of some 700,000 inhabitants—less than two persons per square kilometer.44 Most of the population was concentrated in the more settled areas of the interior, leaving much less for the southern frontier where the Cossacks drew their main strength. Few wished to settle in the dangerous regions where a man went into the wheat fields, with musket and sword, and natural population growth was slow due to Tatar raids and invasions. The slave trade was not only a profitable enterprise—another motive seems to have been to keep the population of Ukraine low, as was pointed out by the Polish Chronicler Bielski: “The Turks are anxious that the (Cossack) lands remain empty and that the population not increase so that they may be safe in Constantinople.”45


  Ignoring treaties signed by kings and tsars, the Cossacks resumed their steppe campaigns in 1582 by attacking the Crimean Khan’s envoys from Muscovy, relieving them of valuable gifts and merchandise. A year later a Cossack force of unknown size began to move against Moldavia in order to intervene on behalf of yet another pretender to the throne. The force could not have been very large since their way was successfully blocked by the royal starosta of Bratslav, forcing them to turn south towards the Ottoman installations on the Dnister River. Here they proceeded to cause major damage. Storming the walls of Yaghirliq and Tighina (Bendery) the Cossacks took and destroyed both Turkish strongholds. The vigor and military prowess of the Zaporozhian Cossacks was gaining them an international reputation. The Italian Carolus Gamberini, who was in the service of the Papal nuncio in Warsaw, mentions the campaign in a 1586 report based on accounts by a Cossack “captain,” who was “a soldier of great valor and fame in these parts.” The Cossack claimed (with either his or Gamberini’s evident exaggeration) that “Five or six thousand Turks were slain in that battle, with scarcely ten Cossacks killed. The fortress (Tighina) was destroyed to its foundation, and 40 pieces of artillery were taken.”46


  Gamberini was probably commissioned by the Pope to prepare a report on the Cossacks, who were beginning to come to his attention. Perhaps they reminded him of the Knights of Malta, who two decades before had held back an entire Ottoman army. The Zaporozhian Cossacks had sent emissaries to the Pope in 1583 suggesting an anti–Ottoman coalition of Christian powers in which they were willing to take part as an independent army. The intention was repeated to Gamberini by the Cossack “captain,” who “assured himself of discovering a means of gratifying an old desire: to carry out a memorable undertaking against the Turks—for the glory of God and the name of the Cossack people.”47


  The destruction of Tighina drew the wrath of Sultan Murad III, who threatened King Batory with war. Already the king had to scrape together all available men to block a Tatar advance on Kyiv, led by Khan Mehmet Giray II in retaliation for the Cossack looting of his emissaries in 1582. To pacify the Sultan, Batory had a number of Cossacks beheaded in Lviv, as recounted by Gamberini’s Cossack:


  
    He was bitter about the interference of the Polish King—his master (i.e., in whose service he was)—with Cossack efforts to attack the Turks, who were the common enemy. The Cossacks had received no recognition for their actions against the Turks, but rather had been harassed became of them. The last insult followed the conquest of Tiahynia (Tighina), an important Turkish fortress … the King in response to some claims sent to his court by the Turks, responded by beheading 22 brave Cossacks who happened to be in his hands.48

  


  The Sultan had a solid case against King Batory. The Ukrainian territory and the steppe up to the Crimean border was claimed by the King of Poland as part of his kingdom and was recognized as such by both the Sultan and the Khan. It followed that the Cossacks were officially the King’s subjects and he bore responsibility for their attacks on the Sultan’s and the Khan’s domains. In reality, the Polish Commonwealth claimed a region where no Polish soldier had ever set foot, and which was independent of Poland, Lithuania-Rus, or Muscovy. The Zaporozhian Cossacks recognized and owed no allegiance to any ruler, considering themselves a sovereign body, and entered into pacts and alliances with whomever they saw fit.


  The Cossacks responded to Batory’s executions by attacking the fortification at Ochakov and burning it to the ground. They continued into Crimean territory destroying Tatar “uluses” (villages) and driving off large herds of horses and cattle. Threatened with war, Batory sent an emissary to locate the herds, who was led into the steppe by the Cossacks and drowned. A Tatar army sent to attack Ukraine was met by a Cossack force and routed, and in the following year Zaporozhian raids on the Crimea intensified. Formal protests to King Batory were to no avail and Khan Islam Giray II decided to take matters into his own hands. In 1586 he led a Tatar army to attack the Zaporozhian Sich but nothing came of the invasion. While attempting to cross the Dnipro near the Tavolzhansky rapids where the river flows in a single calm narrow channel, the Tatars were met with musket fire and all attempts to dislodge the sharpshooters failed. Several hundred Cossack musketeers concealed in the underbrush on the bank of the Dnipro were sufficient to prevent a large Tatar force from crossing. This was a standard Zaporozhian defense strategy and was also described by the papal envoy Erich Lassota in 1593 when he visited the Sich. “At [Tavolzhansky] there were about 400 Cossacks concealed everywhere in the underbrush along the right bank. They had pulled their boats or ‘czalny’ on to shore. The camp (Kosh) had sent them to block the passage of Tatars if any of them, as they had already, attempted to try to cross.”


  Batory died in 1586 and, taking advantage of chaotic conditions in the Commonwealth that followed, the Zaporozhian Cossacks intensified their raids on the Tatars and the Turks. A force—probably no more than several hundred men—set off for one of their favorite targets, Ochakov. When night fell several Cossacks scaled the walls and, silencing the sentries, opened a gate to the waiting main force, which was concealed beyond the walls. The fort was sacked and destroyed, with the loss of the entire garrison. The Cossacks proceeded to Moldavia but after forcing the Hospodar to retreat they in turn had to withdraw, in the face of a strong Ottoman force which came to his rescue.


  The Turks and Tatars retaliated by attempting a coordinated invasion of Ukraine and the southwestern lands of the Commonwealth. In 1589 a force led by Khan Islam Giray II was met and defeated by the Zaporozhians at the Kamianka tributary of the Dnipro, and when the Khan attempted to move west his path was blocked at a Dnister River crossing where he was wounded by a Cossack sharpshooter. The Ottoman advance from the Danube also headed back when it was confronted by a strong Polish Commonwealth force led by Hetman Jan Zamoyski. The Cossacks had developed an early warning system against Tatar surprise attacks by putting the great kurgan mounds or “mohylas” (graves), as Ukrainians call them, to good use. Great torches of straw and tar were installed on the high mounds, beginning in the southern steppe and leading to the outskirts of Ukrainian settlements to the northwest. Cossack sentries were stationed on each mound and when the Tatars were spotted a torch would be lit sending billowing black smoke into the clear prairie sky. The signal would be picked up by the next mound, and so on down the line, until the Sich and the Cossack towns along the Dnipro were alerted to the danger.


  About this time the Zaporozhian Brotherhood decided to take the fight to the sea, something that few European powers were willing to do. Were they following the example of the Knights of Malta? Perhaps, but for the next century their raids on the Black Sea and the destruction of Ottoman ports and slave markets would catch the attention of all Europe. The Ottoman Empire was the strongest single naval power in the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, and already by the end of the 15th century it possessed 92 galleys with a total fleet of some 500 vessels including transports. During their war with Venice (1499–1502) the Ottomans introduced two giant ships carrying big guns—the largest vessels yet seen—each weighing 1800 tons. They could also build ships with astounding speed—the loss of almost the entire Mediterranean fleet at the sea battle of Lepanto, for example, was made up within a single year. In order to deal with the imposing Ottoman men-of-war, the Zaporozian Cossacks developed a simple yet effective strategy—the original sea wolf-pack method of naval warfare. Ottoman galleys would be followed and ambushed at sea by several dozen “tchaika” riverboats, sprayed with small cannon fire, and then quickly boarded and overcome in hand-to-hand fighting.


  The first Zaporozhian Cossack naval attack came on land in 1590 against the Crimean port of Evpatoria (Kozlov) led by the ottoman Zakhar Kuloha. Arriving undetected by sea they destroyed the enemy ships in the harbor and attacked the city, plundering the many rich shops and merchants’ stores. They were taken by surprise with the unexpected arrival of a large Tatar force and when Ataman Kulaha was killed in street fighting the Cossacks retreated to their boats with the loss of most of the booty. Other ventures soon followed and proved to be more successful. Bilhorod on the Dnister estuary was stormed and set on fire, and the Bukhora merchants trading in Azov were attacked and deprived of their merchandise.


  The Cossacks soon came to the attention of Pope Clement VIII as well as the Holy Roman Empire under the Austrian Hapsburgs. Clement VIII had served as the Papal envoy in Poland for several years and was aware of the Cossacks and their activities. The war between Persia and the Ottoman Empire ended in 1590 with Armenia, Georgia and the Caspian region falling under Sultan Murad III’s domain, and he now turned his attention to Hungary which under Rudolph II had defied his authority. Sporadic fighting had already broken out when under the urging of the Pope, an anti–Ottoman league began to be formed which included the Hapsburg domains, Transylvania, Wallachia and Moldavia. France and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, however, remained Ottoman allies and refused to join what they saw as a Hapsburg coalition. Moreover, the Polish aristocratic system of governance had become dysfunctional. All decisions of the Sejm had to be arrived at with a unanimous vote, which in practice was usually impossible, particularly when dealing with controversial matters. Now following Batory’s death the Sejm was split on the royal vote, and two kings were elected to replace him—Zygmunt Vasa of Sweden (with a Jagellonian mother) and the Hapsburg Archduke Maximilian. The conflict and chaos which followed were finally resolved by force of arms, when Zygmunt Vasa’s supporters won a victory in the battle of Byczyna on 24 January 1588 in which Cossacks played an important part. The Sejm (and the Senate) was also proving itself incapable of defending the realm since it was becoming impossible to raise an effective standing army due to the nobility’s reluctance to part with its money. Even when sufficient funds were approved they could only be dispensed after a declaration of war, by which time it was too late to gather a sufficient force.


  Large payments were also made in tribute payments. The Porte now threatened war against the Commonwealth if it did not agree to an annual payment similar to what was received by the Crimean Khans. The Crown Hetman Jan Zamoyski was sent to Constantinople to plead with the Sultan’s Vizier, where he found that he had little choice but to accept the Ottoman demands: Poland was to pay an annual tribute and reimburse the Porte for any damage caused by Cossack attacks, and in return there would be no Ottoman and Crimean invasion. The Polish Sejm now passed a motion, “The Regulation Concerning the Cossacks of Down Under and Ukraine,” meant to control Cossack activities, but this was an empty gesture since they were now masters of the entire Ukrainian frontier. The Cossacks were conducting independent military and political activities, and were entering into agreements with foreign powers and ignoring any resolutions passed in Warsaw.


  The Hungarian War broke out in 1593 and two emissaries were sent to the Cossacks of Ukraine and the Zaporozhian Sich, one from Pope Clement VIII and the other from Emperor Rudolph II. Both were aware that Cossack exploits against the Tatars and the Turks were in a direct contravention of the Commonwealth’s policies and wishes. In fact, the year before the Polish Sejm had declared the Zaporozhian Cossacks as “enemies of the state” but to little avail. Most Cossacks continued to commute between the towns and the lower Dnipro region, and the designation of “Zaporozhian” simply indicated where a Cossack happened to reside at the time. Rudolph’s emissary, Erich Lassota von Steblau, was sent to the Zaporozhian Sich on Bazavluk Island in January 1594 where he arrived on 9 June. His personal diary provides some detailed descriptions of the Zaporozhian army.49 After describing Kyiv, which was still in ruins and mainly uninhabited, he mentions meeting a Muscovite envoy to the Sich who was bringing gifts from Tsar Fedor I. Here he was met by a party of Cossacks who escorted him to the Sich stronghold, where upon arrival he was greeted by a salute from their heavier guns. There were only several hundred Cossacks in the Sich at the time dispersed among the “kurens” or communal wooden barracks, and it was a week later that Hetman Bohdan Mykoshynsky returned with the main force from an expedition, which had left with 1,300 men in 50 “tchaika” boats. A large Tatar force was preparing to cross the Dnipro River near Ochakov, escorted by an Ottoman fleet of 8 galleys, 15 smaller caravels, and 150 small sandal boats. After skirmishes on land and on the estuary the Cossacks were powerless to prevent the Tatar army from crossing and continuing on its way to Hungary. They first passed through Moldavia, with the support of the ruler Aaron who had become an Ottoman ally, and entering Galicia unopposed the Tatars began to loot and destroy one town after another, causing unprecedented damage and slaughter of the population. The Polish government had reneged on its commitment to prevent the Tatars from entering Hungary, earning the Poles “eternal shame in all of Christendom” as exclaimed by the Lithuanian-Rus Vice-Chancellor Jarosha Volovich when he heard of the invasion.


  Lassota was empowered by Rudolph II to pay the Cossacks 8,000 gold ducats but little else if they would go to Moldavia and attack Ottoman possessions. More, he promised, would be paid for good service rendered. Discussions between the two sides went on for a week, and the offer was finally rejected after first being accepted by the rank and file—“it was not their custom to commit themselves to service and set out under such uncertain conditions,” as they pointed out. Specifically, they gave three reasons for refusing the contract: they had lost most of their horses to a Tatar raid; they could only raise a force of 3,000 fit Cossacks; and thirdly, 8,000 gold ducats was not enough to provide supplies for such a long campaign, “especially since many of the men were poor.” Probably the Tsar’s envoy, whom the Cossacks had seen first, offered a more attractive deal. The Imperial envoy offers a rare eyewitness account of the direct democracy which was practiced by the Zaporozhian Cossacks when faced with a decision.


  
    We were given an audience in the “kolo” (circle, the Cossack council) and presented, in writing, our instructions for recruitment. Thereupon they asked us to withdraw, read the letter aloud and demanded that each Cossack give his opinion of the matter. However, even after several requests from the Hetman, they continued to be silent. Then they broke up into two groups (as is their custom when dealing with important matters) and formed two “kolos.” One consisted of the officers and the other of the rank-and-file, whom they call “chern.” After a lengthy discussion the “chern” agreed to enter His Imperial majesty’s service and, in their traditional sign of consent, they threw their caps into the air. Then the mob rushed over to the other “kolo,” that of the officers, and threatened to throw into the river and drown anyone who disagreed with them. The officers, however, also agreed because they did not wish to contradict the stronger, more numerous and more dangerous “chern,” which when infuriated does not accept any opposition.50

  


  Although at first agreeing to the Emperor’s offer, they changed their minds after hearing further opinions from some individuals during more “kolo” meetings. Lassota also gives an indication of the Cossacks’ up-to-date military equipment, their concept of equality, and the worth of the individual and recommends them for any future service with the Emperor:



  



  [image: ]


  Cossack “tchaika” boats attacking Turkish galleons on the Black Sea. With bundles of hollow reeds tied to their sides the boats were virtually unsinkable.


  



  
    First, I assume that the war begun with the Turks will last more than a year or two. Therefore, it would not be wise to reject such brave and valiant men who from their youth are trained in warfare and have such a good knowledge of their enemies, the Turks and Tatars, with whom they deal almost daily. Second, the maintenance of such an army is easier than that of other nations’ troops, because their officers do not receive any additional payments which usually adds up to no mean sum. They also have their own ammunition and artillery and since many of them know how to deal with this equipment there is no need to hire and maintain special cannoneers.51

  


  Lassota mentions the Cossacks firing rockets and heavy gun salutes as they were leaving the Sich, and refers to them as the “knightly company of Zaporozhians,” who also sent men carrying a letter to the Emperor, explaining that they nevertheless would fight the Tatars, “because of the example of our forefathers who earned their bread by knightly pursuits, and because we are men who always stand ready at the service of Your Imperial Majesty and all Christendom.” Clearly the Cossacks were not simply bandits living for loot as they are described at times. War booty was certainly a part of their “income” but social customs were also at play. It was virtually unthinkable that a homecoming, a wedding (especially one’s own) or a christening not be accompanied by lavish gifts. Besides, Turkish weapons and Ottoman carpets were highly prized, so much so that they were hung on walls as decorations rather than placed on bare floors.


  By the time of Lassota’s visit the Zaporozhian Sich had already assumed its familiar form. Built on an island of the Dinipro it was surrounded by a wooden palisade armed with artillery, and a large square in the center called a “maidan” was surrounded by “kuren” single-story log barracks. These housed the garrison, who were normally full-fledged members of the Brotherhood easily recognized by the hairlocks on their shaved heads. The “kuren” was a company platoon commanded by a “kuren ataman” and could have anywhere from 5 to 30 occupants, depending on how many were away on expeditions. Each “kuren” was named after a Cossack region such as Poltava, Baturin, Cherkassy, Irklivsk, 38 in all. During a battle members of a “kuren” fought together, which tended to enhance the already high morale of a Cossack regiment, but with the growth in numbers a “kuren” could number 100 men, as membership became nominal without a Cossack actually having to reside in the log barrack. The nomenclature of the 38 “kurens” indicates with some precision the actual territory under Cossack control which consisted of eastern Podilia and Volin, the Kyiv, Poltava, and Chernihiv provinces of today’s central Ukraine, east Ukrainian territory around the Donets and Don rivers, and a part of southern Belarus to the north. Although Lassota’s diary is silent on the matter the Zaporozhian Sich was out of bounds for women unless they were captives waiting to be exchanged or ransomed. The strict ban on keeping women in the communal barracks, however, did not have any special significance since a similar ban also existed when embarking on a campaign. Together with the prohibition on alcohol during a campaign the ban on women was simply a disciplinary precaution.52


  Cossack involvement in the Hungarian War was high on the coalition’s agenda, and after dispatching two letters Pope Clement VIII instructed his Croatian legate Alexander Comulovich to also negotiate an anti–Ottoman agreement with the Cossacks. Given Poland’s pro–Ottoman orientation Comulovich was to go to Ukraine and secretly meet Cossack leaders. As instructed by the Pope: “If you … come to believe that the Poles will not like any movement on the part of the Kozaks, then you will have to conceal your intentions…. [To] avoid interference you will select a place for the negotiations on the border of Poland … such as Kaniv, Korsun or Cherkasy.”53


  In his letters the Pope had already admonished the Greek Orthodox Cossacks to “defend the common Christian Commonwealth, to protect the holy religion….” In April 1594 Comulovich met the leader of a 2,500 man Cossack force, Semery Nalyvaiko, in Kamianets and secured his agreement to attack the Turks, on condition he receive 100 florins for supplies. With the agreement concluded, Nalyvaiko attacked and captured the Turkish citadel of Parkassy on the Dnister River and raided Ottoman possessions lying between Tighina and Akkerman. The Porte protested, and the Polish Senate responded with a letter of 26 April 1594 reassuring the Sultan of the friendship between Warsaw and the Sublime Porte, describing the Cossacks as enemies of both the Polish State and the Ottoman Empire.54


  In February 1594 the Prince of Transylvania, Zygmunt Batory, signed a military treaty with Rudolph II, and in Wallachia the Voevoda Michael the Brave revolted against the Sultan and joined the coalition. Only the Hospodar of Moldavia, Aaron, who was still playing a double game, hesitated. Although he had given Comulovich a pledge to break his ties with Sultan Murad III, he also helped the Tatar horde cross into Hungary when the Zaporozhians failed to stop them at Ochakov. In preparation for a major campaign, the Zaporozhians, who were led by their ataman Loboda, joined forces with Nalyvaiko’s mixed force of town Cossacks and other freebooters, and in October marched into Moldavia flying two imperial banners they had received from Lassota on his trip to the Sich. With 12,000 men the reinforced Cossack army crossed the Dnister and headed towards the Prut River where they captured and destroyed Tsetsora (Cecora). Following Hospodar Aaron’s retreating army they next took his capital Jassy, inflicting heavy losses on the Moldavians. The Cossack victories and participation in the war were probably a decisive factor in Prince Bathory’s great victory over the Turks at Mantin, and Sinan Pasha’s defeat at Bucharest at the hands of Michael the Brave of Wallachia. In the three battles that followed, Aaron’s army was also badly defeated with the loss of most of his artillery, and the Moldavian Hospodar saw no option but to switch allegiance and join the anti–Ottoman alliance. Together with the Cossacks, the Moldavians stormed the Ottoman forts at Tiahynia, Akkerman, and Kilia and in August 1595 a combined Wallachian, Transylvanian Moldavian, and Cossack army inflicted a defeat on the Turks at Calugareny. The victories were not to last. The Wallachians and Transylvanians were defeated by fresh Ottoman troops and as the Sultan’s ally the Polish King sent Hetman Zamoyski into Moldavia to install a local boyar named Jarema Movila (Mohila) as the new hospodar. Movila swore allegiance to the new Ottoman Sultan Mehmet III, but with Zamoyski’s troops stationed in Moldavia the principality became a Polish protectorate. Loboda and Nalyvaiko gave Zygmunt Batory assistance in Transylvania for a few more months, but faced with greater forces they returned to Ukraine.


  Many of the greatest Cossack achievements against the Turks were on the Black Sea, and the Zaporozhians soon realized that it was easier to attack by sea than by land. The defensive walls were usually not as strong along the water, and a small force of “tchaika” boats could easily come up during the night and catch the defenders by surprise. The river boats were fast and could be made seaworthy by tying bundles of reeds along the sides, which made them difficult to sink. Preparations for a raid would begin months in advance, with a “rada” or council meeting to decide if an expedition was to take place. Following a favorable decision, an ataman was elected to lead them and the building of the “tchaikas” would begin using planks which were held in storage. The Sieur de Beauplan left a detailed description of the “tchaika” boats and the Cossack tactics used at sea against enemy ships. A typical “tchaika” was about 6½ meters long, 3½–4 meters wide, and about 4½ meters deep and was put together with nails and waterproofed with tar. A description of the “tchaikas” in action during a Prussian Campaign in 1635, when 1500 Zaporozhian Cossacks were led by Ataman Vovk (“Wolf”), was recorded by King Wladyslav’s commander, Prince Radziwill:


  
    And it is plainly a wonder that they face a turbulent sea on such small vessels, lined with reed bindings in such a way that they are rarely overcome by the waves. Their boldness ensures their safety. When the wind rises high foamy waves and it seems that they will be wrecked, they bob on the waves, protected from the water by those woven bindings that are lashed to both sides…. Pillau (a Baltic port) saw for itself how a high wind and a storm arose and scattered them without inflicting any damage. Returning to their ranks, they gathered before the port once again in their previous order.55

  


  They were also very maneuverable, with two prows each provided with a steering paddle, and could change directions without having to turn around. The “tchaikas” were powered by 20–30 oars, with two men per oar, and a small rudimentary sail attached to a mast, and could cover the 560 kilometer distance to Asia Minor in less than two days which gave them an average speed of about 20 kilometers per hour. Each “tchaika” carried about 50 Cossacks each armed with two muskets, a saber, a dagger, and pistols. The boat was mounted with 4–6 falconet swivel guns attached to the sides and the prows and was provisioned with millet, dried fish, gunpowder, and lead shot. Alcohol was forbidden on pain of summary execution: on the boat commander’s orders, the guilty Cossack was simply thrown overboard and told “take a good drink, you son-of-a-bitch, if you are so thirsty!”


  Once at sea the Cossacks would try to avoid detection and reach their destination as quickly as possible. The choice of whether to engage the enemy usually rested with the Cossacks, since the “tchaika” boats sat low in the water and could remain out of sight behind the horizon. During the night, unknown to the enemy, the Cossacks would maneuver their boats so as to have the sun at their backs. At dawn, on a given signal, they would launch an attack out of the sun, swivel guns blazing. Once within musket range, half of the rowers would commence firing and enemy vessels would usually be captured by boarding parties in hand-to-hand combat. The crucial maneuver was to move under the galleys’ guns as quickly as possible, where they would be safe from artillery fire. If outnumbered the Cossacks would try to take the enemy by surprise in a midnight attack. Ottoman shipping, however, was often protected by galleys with long-range guns, and by the early 17th century Cossack casualties could be high, as reported by Beauplan: “Upon these occasions they commonly lose two-thirds of their men and seldom come off with half, but they bring rich booty such as Spanish ‘reales’ (gold coins), Arabian sequines (cloth), carpets, cloth of gold, cotton, silks and other commodities of great value.”56


  The Cossacks soon became a terror of Muslim shipping in the Black Sea, and even the Ottoman men-of-war learned to be wary of them. Not all raids on Ottoman possessions have been recorded, but some of the major ones are known. One of the earliest campaigns on the Black Sea was launched in the summer of 1606 against coastal Ottoman cities and towns, including the strongholds at Kilia and Akkerman. Ten galleys were also captured with equipment, provisions and crew. The height of the campaign was the spectacular sea assault and capture of the major Ottoman-Bulgarian port of Varna, where most inhabitants were put to the sword and booty taken was reportedly valued at 180,000 gold “zlotys.” A Ukrainian ballad has survived which commemorates the conquest of Varna.


  
    On Sunday morning crowds gathered

    For a Cossack meeting.

    They began to consult on how to capture Varna.

    From the field or from the sea;

    Or from the small river?

    The patrol captured a Turk, an old fortune-teller

    They questioned him how to capture Varna:

    From the field or from the sea:

    Or from the small river?

    Neither from the field nor from the sea,

    But from the small river.

    They hurried and rowed in boats,

    Their oars glittering.

    They fired their muskets, seven-span long,

    And half a hundred cannon (and)

    Began to conquer Varna.

    Varna has long been renowned

    But the Cossacks were more renowned; they seized Varna

    And captured the Turks in it.”57

  


  Other raids followed. In the autumn of 1608, Cossacks captured the Tatar fort of Perekop and burned it to the ground after pillaging it, and in the autumn of the following year 16 “tchaikas” destroyed Danubian citadels at Izmail, Kilia and Akkerman but had to withdraw quickly when a large Ottoman force arrived. In the summer of 1612 the Crimean Tatars led by Khan Giray III in turn ravaged Podilia, but was attacked by Cossacks near Bila Terka and routed, with some 5,000 prisoners destined for the slave markets liberated. The following year it was the Cossacks who destroyed Tatar towns and surrounding areas, freed the slaves and took war booty. An Ottoman fleet sent to intercept the Cossacks at Ochakov was attacked at night and destroyed.


  Not all expeditions were successful. In the spring of 1614, a Cossack maritime expedition was caught unawares in a heavy storm. Many “tchaikas” were sunk with heavy casualties and the event is still remembered in “The Duma of Olexa Popovich,” which has come down to us. The storm was called upon the Cossacks because of great sins committed by one Oleksa Popovich (son of a priest), and immediately subsided once he confessed his sins before the Cossacks. In spite of the losses suffered during the gale, a heavy attack was mounted in the summer of 1614 on the north shore of Asia Minor, an event which had not been witnessed for centuries. A strong force of 2000 Cossacks crossed the Black Sea in 40–50 “tchaikas” and began to sack and pillage the wealthy coastal towns and villages in the vicinity of Trabzon (Trebizond). In keeping with the usual practice no mercy was shown to the local population, but freed slaves and other prisoners who were willing to join them were often taken back in the empty spaces left by the killed Cossacks, or were freed outright. Next Sinope was attacked, as recorded by the Ottoman chronicler Mustafa Naima.


  
    They (the Cossacks) attacked the fortress of Sinope, situated on the Anatolian coast and known as the lovers’ city because of its luxurious surroundings. Having conquered the ancient local castle they slaughtered the garrison, robbed and devastated the Muslim houses, and in the end burned down the whole city.58

  


  The entire arsenal was also destroyed, including the galleys and other ships that were anchored in the port. The Ottoman Sultan Ahmed I ordered his grand Vizier Nasukh Pasha to be hanged for incompetence, but in the end relented and had him beaten with iron maces. The Ottoman admiral Ahmed Pasha decided to ambush the returning Cossack fleet at the mouth of the Dnipro, by the Ochakov fortress. His fleet was spotted and the Cossacks split into two groups. One group decided to portage their boats around the Ottoman fleet, but was attacked by Tatars and suffered heavy losses while the other lightened their boats by throwing much of the booty overboard, engaged the enemy fleet and managed to break through. Twenty Cossacks were taken prisoners and sent to Turkey, where they were interrogated and tortured by Ahmed Pasha’s men. Afterward, the citizens of Trebzon took their vengeance upon them in the streets.


  The Sultan sent a letter of protest to his ally the Polish King Zygmunt III, with a veiled threat—either he take steps to eliminate the Cossacks or else he himself would do the job. Not willing (and financially unable) to attack the Cossack settlements and the Sich “down under,” the King “ordered” a halt to all raids and revoked once again all Cossack “privileges.” They were, after all, theoretically under the King’s authority, based on the Royal Charter of 1572. The threats, however, fell on deaf ears. In spite of the official politically correct declarations of “loyalty,” in actual fact the Cossacks did not recognize Polish Roman Catholic authority, and in the spring of 1615 a large force of 4,000 Cossacks in some 80 “tchaika” boats slipped past the Turkish galleys on a moonless night and entered the Black Sea. Their destination was no less than Constantinople, the capital of the Ottoman Empire. Crossing the Black Sea undetected they landed between the city’s two ports, Nesebur (Mesembria) and Ankhialo, and dividing into two groups they captured both ports and set them on fire. The billowing smoke was visible at a great distance, and was seen by the Sultan himself even though he was away on a hunting trip at the time. A powerful fleet was assembled and sent to pursue the Cossacks, but reaching the Danube delta another surprise awaited the Turks. Without warning the “tchaikas” turned on the Ottoman men-of-war and under protective musket fire the Cossacks began to scale the tall ships. Desperate hand-to-hand fighting broke out but the Ottoman crew and troops were no match for the Cossacks. The entire Ottoman fleet fell into their hands when their commander surrendered on the Cossack pledge that he would be ransomed for 30,000 gold pieces, but he died shortly afterwards from wounds received in the fighting. All galley slaves were set free in the usual manner, and those with military experience were allowed to join the Cossacks. On their way back they captured the fortress of Ochakov for good measure, capturing much needed provisions.


  The Sultan was busy with the Persians and in retaliation sent the Crimean Khan to attack the Ukrainian frontier and southern provinces of Rus. A Tatar horde invaded Podilia and Volin in the autumn of 1615 and began to plunder and devastate the region at will. This became one of the most deadly invasions by the Tatars of territory claimed by the Polish Commonwealth. The Polish Crown Hetman had no troops to oppose them, and a royal proclamation to the nobility went unheeded. After seizing a large number of prisoners for the slave markets and other booty, and putting much of the remaining population to the sword, the Tatar Horde returned safely to the Crimea. By now the Polish Commonwealth had lost all respect in the eyes of neighboring powers, as was expressed in a letter by Khan Janibeg Giray to King Zygmunt III: “Making war is not for you! It is not your business. For those who want to invade and mark war—this is how war is waged!”59


  The Sultan also sent a large naval force into the Dnipro estuary to attack the Zaporozhian Sich. As the Ottoman fleet was making its way upstream through the narrow channels of the rivers its commander Ali Pasha had to make a choice: either split his fleet and proceed along the two channels which flowed past the river islands, or else sail along a single channel in single file formation. Either maneuver exposed his fleet to a simultaneous assault on both sides, and this is what occurred. The boats were suddenly attacked by the “tchaikas” hidden in the reeds and completely overpowered.60 A dozen large galleys and about one hundred smaller boats were captured and Ali Pasha barely escaped with his life. With “tchaikas” reinforced by the captured Ottoman men-of-war the Cossacks attacked the Crimean coast and stormed the slave port of Kaffa, burning it to the ground. Many of the liberated slaves had been captured in the previous great Tatar invasion of Podilia and Volin, and no doubt included many of the Cossacks’ relatives and friends. The attack on the Ottoman fleet and Kaffa was led by Petro Sahaidachny, of future fame in the Moscow campaign and later in the battle of Khotin.


  As a result of the Cossack raid fighting broke out in Moldavia between the Porte and the Polish Commonwealth. After several defeats the Crown Hetman Zolkiewski succeeded in mobilizing enough of the nobilities’ forces and with his meager Crown troops managed to prevent the Turks from advancing into Commonwealth territory. The Armistice which followed was quickly broken in 1616 when 2000 Cossacks mounted an expedition and attacked the northern shores of Asia Minor and for the second time sacked Trebzon. A fleet of six galleys and other smaller craft was dispatched under the command of Chikola (Cicala) Pasha, a Genoese sailor who had sought service with the Sultan. The Cossacks met the enemy fleet head on which was routed with the loss of three galleys and other ships. As the Cossack expeditionary force was returning home it learned that the Sultan had dispatched a second, larger fleet to Ochakov under Admiral Ibrahim Pasha to intercept their return to the mouth of the Dnipro. The Cossacks decided to take the Turks by surprise, and sailing back towards Constantinople they attacked and laid waste to the Bosphorus, penetrating and sacking the environs of the Ottoman capital. This was a feat in which no major power had succeeded, and greatly impressed the French envoy, Philippe de Harlay Compte de Césy, who witnessed the attack:


  
    The Cossacks are constantly at hand on the Black Sea where they are making incredible conquests considering their weak forces, and their reputation is such that the Turkish soldiers have to be beaten with sticks to make them go to war against them, in the few galleys that the Sovereign Lordship (the Sultan) is dispatching, with great difficulty.61

  


  Having suffered losses the Cossacks decided to head east to the Sea of Azov and avoid a fight with Ibrahim Pasha’s fleet, which was lying in wait for them at the Dnipro’s mouth. Realizing what had happened and knowing that the Saporozhian Sich would be largely undefended, the Ottoman commander decided to attack the Cossack stronghold. Finding the Sich deserted he burned it to the ground, later expressing surprise at the simple lifestyle which he found in the Cossack “kuren” barracks. He returned in triumph to Constantinople bringing news of the destruction of the Sich, with several small cannons and a few “tchaika” boats as proof of his “victory.”


  The Cossack expeditions of 1616 provoked an Ottoman invasion of Moldavia but were prevented from advancing further into Podilia by the Polish crown army, which was stationed there under the command of Hetman Zolkiewski and supported by the nobility’s private forces. An armistice arrived at was immediately negated by a second Cossack naval excursion. The Sultan was becoming annoyed, and in the following year a large Tatar horde invaded Volin followed by an Ottoman army advancing from the west. This time the Hetman was reinforced by Prince Wladyslav’s army, which had been preparing to invade Muscovy, and by the nobility’s serving men. Zolkiewski’s army succeeded in blocking the Ottoman force led by Iskender Pasha, but neither side wished to risk a confrontation. Taking advantage of the stalemate the Tatars advanced into Galicia and under the Commonwealth army’s very noses began to plunder the territory. Another armistice was soon negotiated. Iskender Pasha turned back and Zolkiewski moved against the Cossacks to force them into submission and demobilize a part of their army. Cossack services, however, were needed in a Moscow campaign and a “status quo” arrangement was arrived at, following which a Cossack naval expedition in the autumn of 1617 again did great damage to the Turks when an Ottoman fleet was routed in a sea battle and its admiral, a relative of the Sultan, was killed. In the spring of the following year another sea expedition involving also the Don Cossacks took place and provoked the usual Tatar and Turkish retaliation, leading to the great Ottoman invasion and the battles of Tsitsora (Cecora) and Khotyn, which would soon follow.


  Sultan Osman II advanced on Moldavia with a large army with most of the Black Sea fleet, and taking advantage of the absence of the Turkish fleet, a flotilla of 16 Cossack “tchaikas” attacked the suburbs of Constantinople in a commando-like raid in August 1621, and with a larger fleet again in the spring of 1622. The following year some 30 “tchaika” boats sailed to the Crimea, and then to the Bosphorus, gaining some war booty and creating a mild panic in the capital itself. It seems the gains were not very good since upon returning to the Sich they set off again for the open sea, but this time they were intercepted by Ottoman men-of-war. A fire-fight broke out and several Cossacks were captured and brought before the Sultan, together with a dozen or so severed Cossack heads which, by the Sultan’s decree, fetched 50 ducats each. An Englishman who was a witness reported that the new Sultan Mustafa I ordered the heads to be exhibited to the public in celebration of the triumph, and to show that the Cossacks could be defeated.


  It was in the following year in the summer of 1624 that the greatest attacks on the Ottoman capital took place with three large raids launched in succession. A few years before, the Crimean Khan Mehmet Giray the Sultan’s vassal had revolted against his master and called for Cossack help. The new Sultan Murad IV responded by sending his Black Sea fleet to re-occupy the Ottoman Crimean port Kaffa and to depose the Khan.62 This was an opportunity too good to pass, and on 9 July 1624 at the crack of dawn a large Cossack flotilla of some 70–80 “tchaikas,” each carrying 50 men, set out for the open sea. After two to three days they were in the Bosphorus channel, and disembarking on the European shore they launched a large-scale military operation. Büyükdere, Yeniköy and Istinye were captured and destroyed and other detachments turned their attention to the luxurious villas lining the shore, which in the space of six hours were stripped of all valuables. The Sultan personally took charge of whatever vessels and military units were available and an improvised fleet of several hundred boats sailed out, expecting the Cossack “tchaikas” to flee at the sight of such a large fleet. The Cossack boats, however, formed a semicircle and waited for the Turks to attack. Firing several ineffectual salvos and not daring to lose his fleet in a direct attack, Halil Pasha ordered a withdrawal towards Constantinople, allowing the Cossacks to sail out leisurely into the open sea with rich spoils of war. Before departing they sat before Constantinople in defiance until dusk, letting the Sultan and the dignitaries of “the capital of the world” take a good look at who they were dealing with.


  When the booty was unloaded in the Sich and distributed in the traditional manner, just two weeks later a larger fleet of 150 vessels set out for the Ottoman capital. As the Cossack “tchaikas” were emerging from the mouth of the Dnipro River they were attacked by a Turkish fleet of 25 men-of-war and up to 300 smaller craft. A naval battle broke out which lasted for several days, but in the end the Ottoman admiral was forced to withdraw and the Cossack fleet proceeded to Constantinople. Again much of the territory around the Ottoman capital was put to the torch, the Pharos lighthouse was destroyed, and the city awaited what they thought would be a Cossack assault. The several thousand Cossacks were evidently in no position to launch an assault on Constantinople’s walls, and after three days the Cossack flotilla departed, loaded with much booty. A third large expedition departed on 16 August of the same year, and after having to wait for a month until violent storms subsided on the Black Sea, they sailed once again for the Ottoman capital. Nothing is known about this third Cossack sortie, but presumably it also ended successfully, since a Cossack defeat would have been recorded in Ottoman archives. As recorded by Beauplan several years later:


  
    These are the people (the Cossacks) that often and almost each year travel on the Black Sea to the great misfortune of the Turks. They have often pillaged the Crimea which is Tartarie, ravaged Anatolia, sacked Trebizond and even went to the exit of the Black Sea, within 3 leagues (“lieues”) of Constantinople where they put everything to fire and blood and returned with great booty….63

  


  By the early 17th century the Zaporozhian Brotherhood had become known in Europe as the premiere, and most effective fighting force against the powerful Ottoman Empire along with the Knights of Malta. Their effectiveness was due to a combination of high morale, which was made possible by a democratic discipline based on personal motivation and voluntary commitment, together with the high fighting quality of the individual Cossack. All who went on campaigns were members of the Zaporozhian Brotherhood, hand-picked following a lengthy period of training, usually begun in boyhood at the family homestead. The Zaporozhian training was a “finishing school,” which was sought even by many young noblemen. Beauplan describes the Cossacks as men of a sturdy build, who could endure heat and cold, hunger and thirst, and who greatly loved their freedom (“nasha volia”), without which they would not wish to live.64 Their effectiveness and high morale allowed them to win battles with relatively small numbers. Beauplan was not the only observer who knew of the Cossacks. The French envoy in Constantinople for example, reported on a naval battle which took place in 1625 between the Cossacks and the Turks, commenting that he could not find words to describe Cossack daring. He ended his report by recommending that the French government at a price of 50,000 “ecus,” employ the Cossacks to attack the Ottoman Empire which would be greatly weakened as a result. Cossack naval activities were also reported in the first issue of the official French weekly Gazette de France in early May 1631: the position of Turkey has deteriorated because the Kozaks on their boats entered the Black Sea trying to reach Constantinople. On their way they destroyed Mizena and other cities which belong to the Sultan.65 Perhaps the greatest recognition of the Cossack daring was paid by the Ottoman chronicler Mustafa Naima, who wrote: “It can safely be said that a more courageous people who … have less fear of death cannot be found anywhere in the world. As those who know Maritime matters say, this riffraff, by their adroitness and courage in such naval battles, are more dangerous than any other nation.”66




  Twelve



  



  Rising Up Against Oppression


  
    



    The great landlords mock the law (since) they can muster a force greater than that available to those who conduct the legal proceedings.—Beauplan, Description d’Ukraine, 1650

  


  



  In Defense of Cossack Rights


  Not all of the Cossacks’ energy was directed towards wars with Tatars and the Ottoman Empire. Friction was developing with the newly formed Commonwealth, particularly between the growing power of the landed aristocracy on the one hand, and the increasing strength and influence of the Cossack movement on the other. A widespread resentment had developed amongst the Cossacks, as well as other troops who had not been paid for their services in the war against Muscovy. This was due to the duplicitous irresponsibility of the nobility who once again refused to vote taxes to pay for the wars. Unpaid Cossacks and Crown soldiers began to roam Belarus, Galicia and Ukraine and exact payment from the nobility and their vassals. The serf-like conditions in the villages were also causing discontent amongst the peasants, who were being squeezed more and more, and were beginning to look to the Cossacks as their allies. Thus in 1586, several Cossacks identified as Chornynsky, Ivanovsky, Patoka, Perhat, and others organized serfs from a village and attacked the neighboring town of Kodnia and the estates of the Tyshkevich family. Also, several hundred Cossacks sacked the estates of the Kozarovsky magnates. And in 1590, the domain of Prince Khodkevich was occupied by Cossacks who demanded and received a “tax,” which they imposed on the estate, including sizeable quantities of lead, saltpeter, and sulphur for bullets and gunpowder. By this time the nobility was complaining in the Sejm of “willful Cossack outlaws” who impose ransoms on noble estates “like Tatars except they don’t burn them down.”1 In addition to what they were owed, the Cossacks thought the Polish state was responsible for their supplies and billeting, since they formed the first (and often the only) line of defense against Tatar attacks and, like the nobility’s men, were owed upkeep.


  The Cossack movement had been strengthened by the influx of professional fighting men. The Union of Lublin of 1569 placed the provinces of Rus under the Polish Crown, where the noble status of the simple “boyars” (knights) was not recognized. Many joined the Cossack movement where with other “knightly warriors” of the Zaporozhian army they took an active part in the many attacks on the Ottoman Empire. They were also beginning to find the Polish Crown increasingly alien and restrictive. Although the “rights and privileges” of the Cossacks as free fighting men had been established by King Zygmunt II following the Union of Lublin, these rights were usually ignored by the local authorities who continued to harass Cossacks with fees and taxes. Another major grievance was land ownership. Under the rules of the Polish-Lithuanian monarchies, only nobles had the right to own land—a right also claimed by the town Cossacks and those possessing homesteads, often on prairie land granted by the king to the nobility. Although the vast majority of Cossacks did not possess noble status, they nevertheless performed similar military duties—even to a greater extent than the nobility—and as a result claimed the same rights and privileges. In addition, there were irritants of a personal nature that most Cossacks found ridiculous, such as the rules and regulations imposed by the wealthy rulers of Gdansk on the rest of the citizens. These governed how many servants a citizen could hire, how many guests could be invited to one’s home, and what food and drink could be served at funerals, weddings and christenings. Only the wealthy patricians of the city had the right to ride to church in a carriage and wear rich fabrics such as satin, damask, and brocade, while simple commoners had to dress in simple cloth woven in the city.2


  The Cossacks were also beginning to support the serfs’ opposition to the landed nobility due to the extremely oppressive conditions under which the peasants found themselves. By the law of 1557, the peasants in Lithuania-Rus had to work two days a week for their landlords, which later grew to 2–3 days, and they no longer owned the land. Beginning with the abolition of the village self-administration by 1457, the nobles had given themselves the right to pass legal judgment on their peasants. The enserfed peasants were also obliged to use landlords’ mills, celebrate in the lord’s tavern, and pay various fees—for example, a wedding fee, which many landlords were charging and without which a wedding could not take place. By about the middle of the 16th century a great land rush was in progress in the Polish Commonwealth, and was reaching the fertile Ukrainian steppe as western Europe was undergoing price inflation known as the Price Revolution.3 To take advantage of the price increases the Polish nobility had begun a steppe clearance movement to drive out the warlike frontiersmen, and resettle Ukraine with docile serfs who could be forced to produce the highly profitable wheat. A similar movement some 150–200 years later would clear the Scottish highlands of their traditional warlike inhabitants, also held in contempt as violent savages by the landowning nobility, supported by a powerful English army.


  Beauplan has left us with a vivid description of the nobility’s exactions and the serfs’ deplorable living conditions:


  
    The peasants there are very destitute (“miserable”), obliged to work three days a week with their horses and their hands for the landlord and to pay him depending on the land they hold, in quantities of grain, many capons, pullets, hens and goslings at Easter, Whitsuntide, and Christmas. Cart wood for the said lord, and do thousands of other forced tasks (corvées) that they should not be doing. (This is) besides the money they demand from them, as also the tithe in sheep, swine, horses, and all sorts of fruit; and every third year a third of a steer. In short, they have to give their landlords what they demand so that it is no wonder that these wretches never lay anything aside (for themselves) being under such harsh conditions. But this is not only over their possessions but also over their lives; so great is the freedom of action of the Polish nobility (who live as if in heaven and the peasants as if they were in purgatory) that if these poor peasants fall under a bad landlord they are in a more deplorable state than galley slaves.4

  


  Besides the problems of land ownership, another land-related Cossack grievance was the appropriation of land by the Polish Crown. To encourage the colonization of the Ukrainian frontier, Zygmunt III (Vasa) agreed to parcel out much of the northwestern territory to the wealthy magnates, who claimed that the Ukrainian frontier was “empty” since there was no agriculture taking place there. This caused concern among both town Cossacks and those “Down Under” who viewed the “grants” as an incursion on their lands. A general and widespread discontent had built up in Ukraine and Belarus, and an event soon touched off the explosion of 1591, the first Cossack-peasant war in Eastern Europe. Similar uprisings had occurred in central and western Europe as well, for example the great German Peasants’ War of 1524–26, and the class conflicts began to move east where they would last for almost two centuries. The year before, a Cossack chieftain by the name of Kryshtof Kosynsky with other Cossacks of officially recognized noble birth had received a land grant from the King, for services rendered. Although he signed his name in Polish, Kosynsky was a minor nobleman of Greek Orthodox background from Pidlashia, and had been a member of the Zaporozhian Brotherhood for some time. His land grant was in the wilderness by the Rokyta River, a tributary of the Ros in the northern Kyiv province, and lay adjacent to lands claimed by the two most wealthy and powerful families of Rus—the Ostrohsky and the Wishniowiecki clans. Before Kosynsky could lay claim to the land, it was taken over by the princes Alexander Wishniowiecki and Janush Ostrohsky. The former claimed he had bought the land from Kosynsky and subsequently sold it to Ostrohsky, while the latter claimed he bought the land from Kosynsky and then sold it to Wishniowiecki! Although the second transaction seemed to have been officially documented and confirmed, there was little evidence that Kosynsky had sold his land grant.5 Once again, a minor noble had been robbed by wealthy magnates.


  Instead of being able to settle down and develop his royal land grant, Kosynsky found himself once again amongst the Cossacks, this time seeking vengeance and justice. His call for war against princes Ostrohsky and Wishniowiecki was answered by both the town and Zaporozhian Cossacks. Many of them had still not been paid for their services in the Livonian war, and they harbored an additional grievance against the two princely families whose possessions lay along the route taken by Cossacks on their Moldavian expeditions. The Cossacks often found their access barred which prevented them from supplementing their incomes. Unlike the nobility, they could not tax the peasants and had to earn most of their livelihood either by military service or by the spoils of war. And those who hunted and fished found themselves being harassed by the local “starostas.”


  In December 1591 Kosynsky entered Bila Tserkva and Bohuslav at the head of the Sich Cossacks and attacked the fortified town of Pykiv where they captured artillery, weapons and supplies. Sending out a letter reminding other Cossacks that they were owed back-pay, Kosynsky was also joined by the town Cossacks. Prince Ostrohsky later claimed that Kosynsky entered Bila Tserkva with 5,000 Zaporozhian Cossacks, which is an exaggeration since we have a letter from the Moscow Tsar Boris Godunov to Kosynsky acknowledging the presence of 3,000 Cossacks in the entire Province of Kyiv.6 Although the uprising began as a personal vendetta it had by now gone beyond that, since we know that Kosynsky and his Cossacks had wider political aspirations. Unlike the roaming bands of unpaid soldiers in Galicia, who restricted themselves to looting, Kosynsky demanded an oath of loyalty from the local officials and nobility as Hetman of the Cossack army, and presumably of all Ukraine. Nobles who refused to swear were shot, and royal jurisdiction was replaced by Cossack rules and customs, intended to create an alternative socio-political order of free, self-regulating communities.


  Other towns—Kaniv, Cherkassy, Pavoloch, Fastiv and Pereiaslav were also quickly occupied and a local tax was imposed to support the Cossack army. All were a part of the Ostrohsky and Wishniowiecki domains, which were by far the largest in Ukraine. Only the burghers of Pereiaslav resisted, where Kostiantin Ostrohsky’s son Alexander was the “starosta.” They had already shown their hostility when the previous year they assaulted and defeated a Cossack detachment of several hundred men. Now the enraged Cossacks stormed the city, killing most of the local officials and the nobility in the prince’s service. The Roman Catholic bishop of Kyiv Joseph Vereshchynsky recorded that the Pereiaslav people had indeed caused the Cossacks some wrong—when they collected 100,000 pieces of gold as compensation for service, Prince Janush Ostrohsky refused to turn the money over to the Cossacks and kept it himself.


  On hearing of the unrest in Ukraine, Zygmunt III Vasa appointed a commission of local “starostas” which was charged with the task of gathering an armed force of the nobility and putting down “the Cossack willfulness.” Kosynsky had withdrawn from Bila Tserkva and had taken up a strong position at Tripoli, but lacking sufficient resources to attack him the commission contented itself with a vague face-saving promise of Cossack “obedience” and withdrew to a safer location. Kosynsky at the head of his Cossacks then proceeded to march into Volin where most of the Ostrohsky estates were located, and now for the first time the aging Prince sent out a strong force to intercept him. Ostrohsky’s men were promptly defeated with some of his men joining the Cossacks. Now the unrest spread to Volin as well. Supported by Cossacks, the serfs began to attack the large estates; as stated in Polish records, those


  
    … who call themselves Cossacks of the Lower Dnipro region … are capturing in enemy fashion castles and towns, both belonging to His Royal Majesty and those belonging to the nobility, … and are burning and devastating and forcing people to swear obedience to them, urging them to obey the Cossacks.7

  


  The records continue that the Cossacks had “conquered a considerable number of border castles, towns, and villages … and now they have come in considerable force with artillery…,” in what had become a conflict between the nobility of Ukraine and Belarus, on the one hand, and the peasantry backed by Cossack arms, on the other.


  The Polish Commonwealth was staying clear of the conflict. Zygmunt III Vasa had in the meantime, in 1592, also become King of Sweden and was busy establishing his authority in the new domain. Prince Ostrohsky was informed by Hetman Jan Zamoyski the commander of the Polish Commonwealth armed forces that he considered the conflict to be a private feud between Rusins, in which the Crown army would not be involved. Ostrohsky was also advised to end the conflict peacefully and not cause a major war. Defeated by the Cossacks and left to their own devices, the great nobles of Ukraine and Belarus began to gather an army commanded by Janush Ostrohsky, the old prince’s son. Now alarmed by the events, King Zygmunt III also released a proclamation ordering the nobility of Kyiv, Bratslav and Volin to report for military duty in Kostiantinov with all their serving men, and Janush Ostrohsky proceeded to hire mercenary troops from Galicia, Poland and Hungary. Learning of the Prince’s mobilization, Kosynsky withdrew east with the steppe at his back and dug in at a town called Piatky. The fact the Cossacks took up defensive positions implies they lacked a strong cavalry, which would be a continuing weakness in Kosynsky’s campaign.


  The exact sizes of the opposing armies are not known. Polish chronicles put Kosynsky’s force at 5,000 men overall (but not necessarily those at Piatky), while Ostrohsky’s army can be conjectured to be at least 4–5 thousand men, but probably more. As the nobles’ forces approached Piatky, on 2 February Kosynsky decided to abandon the town and withdraw to the open steppe where he set up a more secure wagon-enclosed camp or “tabor,” defended by artillery and musket fire. Such a position was very difficult to take even by a superior force, as described by Beauplan: “here they show the most skill (‘adresse’) and valor is to fight in a tabor from under the cover of wagons where they unerringly shoot muskets which is their common weapon … it is true that 100 of these Cossacks in their tabors do not fear 1000 Poles or Tatars….”8


  Prince Ostrohsky nevertheless decided to order an attack on the Cossack camp. The first assault was by the nobles’ cavalry, which was beaten back with several hundred killed and wounded; the infantry, which was following, began to waver. At this point Janush Ostrohsky charged the Cossack defenses with 600 of his best Galician cavalry, broke through the wall of fortified wagons and attacked the Cossack defenders. As pointed out by Beauplan this would have been an unusually successful attack and indicates the particular side of the tabor was defended by untrained and ill-equipped peasants who had joined the Cossacks. There was a famine during the winter of 1591–92 and many serfs had left the estates as they were permitted to do by an old law, if their lord could not feed them.9 Not able to hold the camp, the Cossacks broke out and began to head back towards Piatka, with heavy snow hampering their progress. Most were on foot and suffered heavy casualties from the enemy cavalry, which was pressing the attack. Led by Kosynsky, many of the Cossacks reached the town in good order and succeeded in setting up defensive positions.



  Piatka, however, was now surrounded on all sides, and with most of the supplies and ammunition abandoned in the wagon tabor Kosynsky’s men had little choice but to sue for peace, or face total destruction. Not wishing to suffer greater casualties, Prince Kostiantin Ostrohsky accepted a ceasefire and an agreement was signed on 10 February 1593, the first known document of its kind between Cossacks and the nobility. The Cossacks were to remove Kosynsky from overall command as Hetman, promise loyalty to the king, agree to cease attacking the noble estates and “foreign lands,” and return most of the captured artillery and other spoils of war. As a particularly difficult part of the settlement the Cossacks had to agree that all escaped serfs who had joined them were to be handed over to their previous owners. This ran counter to a fundamental principle of never surrendering fugitives. No mention was made of Kosynsky’s lost estate on the Rokytva River, which confirms that the conflict had gone beyond the private feud between Kosynsky and the Ostrohsky and Wishniowiecki families. A particularly humiliating part of the agreement came when Kosynsky and his officers had to kneel before the old Prince of Rus, Kostiantin Ostrohsky, and swear personal loyalty. The old Prince clearly wanted to teach the Cossacks a lesson, but it was the wrong lesson to teach.


  All Cossacks were allowed to withdraw to their winter quarters in the towns and the Sich and Kosynsky remained as popular as ever. At a cost of personal humiliation he had saved his men from a possible bad defeat, to fight another day. When spring came in 1593 Kosynsky took 2,000 Zaporozhian Cossacks and this time set out against Prince Wishniowiecki, the second most powerful magnate in Ukraine.10 He was counting on local support from the town Cossacks since the Zaporozhians were becoming thinly spread out, with many setting out on sea and land expeditions against the Turks and Tatars. Approaching Cherkassy, and taking a detachment of Cossacks, Kosynsky entered the town, attacked Wishniowiecki and forced him to seek refuge in the castle. An overconfident Kosynsky now let his guard down. Feeling safe in the largely Cossack town, he and his comrades decided to stop over in the local inn and began to party (“huliaty”) in typical Cossack fashion. Seeing his chance, Wishniowiecki quietly ordered a sortie from the castle, and taking the Cossacks by surprise attacked the inn. Overpowered by the enemy Kosynsky and forty of his comrades were killed in hand-to-hand combat and the remaining Cossacks were forced out of town. A ceasefire was arranged, after which the main Cossack force decided to sail to Kyiv and demand compensation for Kosynsky’s death, as he was still recognized as a nobleman. Most of the Kyiv officials fled, and after exacting 12,000 pieces of gold in damages the Cossacks withdrew to the Sich.


  With the start of the Hapsburg-Ottoman war in 1593, the Zaporozhian Cossacks’ attention was diverted towards the Muslim enemy, and most military action against the Polish Commonwealth ceased. In the same year the Tatars launched an attack that took them as far north as the Ostrohsky estates in Volin, reminding the Polish military commanders that the Cossacks were still needed to defend the frontier. However, encouraged by Kosynsky’s campaigns against the nobility, oppressed serfs backed by town Cossacks began to form armed bands and also raid towns and wealthy noble estates, as reported by the Polish second in command Field Hetman Zolkiewski: “There is such defiance and willfulness among them that they no longer mind either God or King…. This (takeover) must be prevented in advance lest something worse happens. As the Lord ‘Starosta’ (of Bratslav) told me, their forces are weak, only their determination is strong.”11 Hired men in the service of the nobility also began to take part in raiding the estates. A non–Cossack leader whose fame quickly spread throughout the land—a “second Kosynsky”—soon emerged by the name of Semery Nalyvaiko who had served as an officer in Prince Kostiantin Ostrohsky’s private army.


  Not much is known about Nalyvaiko or his family, except that he and his siblings were Prince Ostrohsky’s loyal servants. His older brother Damian was Kostiantin Ostrohsky’s personal chaplain, and Semery had fought against Kosynsky’s Zaporozhian Cossacks in defense of the Prince’s estates. With the beginning of the Turkish war he led a force of some 4000 freebooters into Moldavia and attempted to engage the Tatars, as they were pillaging Galicia on their way to attack Hungary. Once at the head of his own independent force Nalyvaiko turned against the nobility. In need of supplies he entered Terebovlia and looted the town, confiscating food, weapons, and ammunition. It was now revealed that Nalyvaiko held a secret vendetta against a certain wealthy magnate by the name of Marcin Kalinowski. Nalyvaiko invaded the magnate’s estates at Husiatyn (Galicia) and by a ruse captured the strongly defended castle, together with valuable booty in gold, silver and artillery pieces. All royal deeds to Kalinowski’s properties also fell into Nalyvaiko’s hands, who probably wished to examine them for authenticity. He knew that many wealthy Polish nobles had obtained and augmented their estates in Galicia by armed expulsions of the local boyars, supporting their possessions by false deeds of ownership. As revealed by Nalyvaiko’s moving letter to King Zygmunt, he was avenging his father’s death at the hands of Kalinowski, who probably also stole his land.



  
    The lord Kalinowski, for no reason, broke the ribs of my father, the only parent remaining to me, and this drove him to his grave. Unaware of legal ways, and as a poor man lacking the funds and resources for a trial, I decided admittedly to take revenge on him in a poor man’s way for that great injustice, perhaps as great as any that a person can suffer on earth.”12

  


  Nalyvaiko’s vengeance was not to be, since Kalinowski managed to escape with some of his men. Nalyvaiko returned to Moldavia to fight the Turks, but suffered a bad defeat in September 1594 when the Hospodar of Moldavia joined the Turks and attacked his force. Nalyvaiko needed support and decided to go to the Sich to plead forgiveness for his previous military action against the Zaporozhians. He had sworn loyalty to Prince Oztrohsky, he pointed out, and as a man of honor he could not break his word; and if the “renowned knights” demanded punishment he was ready to pay with his head. The apology was accepted, and with the pardon that followed Nalyvaiko became a Cossack. The Zaporozhian Brotherhood was under the command of an experienced warrior named Hryhory Loboda, who had been a Zaporozhian Cossack most of his life. Born a minor noble, probably of a boyar family in the forested northern Kyiv province, he “owned” two villages, Soshnyki and Solkhiv, and had married a noblewoman. A giant of a man at seven feet tall and of some strength, he was also a good tactician.


  The main reason Nalyvaiko had gone to the Sich was to form an alliance with the Zaporozhian Cossacks in order to support the anti–Ottoman coalition led by Emperor Rudolph, as was proposed by his envoy Lassota. Nalyvaiko set out first, and it was his men who destroyed the Ottoman settlements around Kilia and Tighina, although they lacked the strength to capture the castles themselves. After suffering a defeat by a combined Ottoman and Moldavian army Nalyvaiko was joined by Loboda’s Cossacks in October 1594, and with a 12,000 strong army they took one of the most active parts in the fighting in Moldavia and Hungary. When Moldavia and Wallachia also turned against the Turks a Commonwealth force led by Hetman Zamosyski entered Moldavia and a boyar Ieremia Movila was established as Hospodar. He was recognized by the Sultan on condition that he remain his vassal; but Movila had become a puppet of the Polish government. With an agreement established between the Commonwealth and the Sultan, the Cossacks pulled out and in the autumn of 1594 returned to Ukraine.


  Following their joint campaigns against the Turks, Nalyvaiko and Loboda began to coordinate activities in anticipation of hostilities with Hetman Zamoiski. The Polish Sejm had passed an act in the previous year declaring Cossacks as “enemies of the state,” and relations between the two had sunk to all all-time low. A major point that would keep the conflict going was billeting. Commonwealth forces had the right to station themselves on private estates and exact supplies and provisions from the owners, during a war or other hostilities. Since the Cossacks were doing most of the fighting against the Muslims they demanded the same rights regarded by the nobility and the crown as being exclusively in their domain. On learning that Nalyvaiko had returned to Ukraine, the magnates began to gather their forces with the intention to suppress the upstarts, even though they were unwilling to do so during the Tatars’ rampage through Galicia. Nalyvaiko’s men had halted in Bratslav for a well-deserved rest, and noting that they had suffered heavy casualties the nobility decided to attack and nip another Kosynsky revolt in the bud. Bratslav had a sizeable population of town Cossacks who held pro–Nalyvaiko sympathies, and the nobility’s plan to take him by surprise backfired. Alerted of their advance, Nalyvaiko waited until nightfall and as a heavy September rain began to fall his men quietly filed out of town and took up positions before the enemy camp. On a given signal they fell on the unsuspecting nobility and routed the entire force. The night battle in the rain was over before two Polish forces which were in the vicinity under lords Hulski and Potocki realized what had happened, but unwilling to confront Nalyvaiko’s men and the town Cossacks they withdrew from the area.


  In November 1594 Loboda and his Zaporozhian Cossacks also decided to leave Moldavia and head towards Bar in Volin where Nalyvaiko had set up camp following his victory at Bratslav. By February of the following year much of the provinces of Podilia, Bratslav, Kyiv and Volin were in the rebels’ hands. Not content to tax the local nobility, Nalyvaiko and Loboda began to follow Kosynsky’s example by introducing popular rules and regulations to replace the oppressive laws of the Commonwealth state. The uprising was also spreading north to Belarus, and to support the serfs Nalyvaiko took his men to Mogilev, one of the largest cities in Lithuania-Rus, capturing the city and its castle. A great fire broke out in the city, which, with the arrival of a large army led by the Lithuanian Hetman Krishtof Radzivil, forced Nalyvaiko to withdraw to Ukraine. The Polish Hetman Zamoiski, on the other hand, refused to confront Nalyvaiko and Loboda just as he had done during the Kosynsky uprising, preferring to keep his standing force of 2,250 men near the Carpathian Mountains to protect Poland proper. Zamoiski also knew that Nalyvaiko’s men would be more effective in the case of the anticipated Tatar attack than the nobilities’ private forces. The pressure eased when in February Loboda again went to fight in Moldavia while Nalyvaiko entered Hungary to confront the Turks.


  By September 1595 both Loboda and Nalyvaiko were back in southern Rus and Ukraine which by this time were blazing with revolt. All crown administration had broken down, and left to their own devices the nobility was abandoning their estates in a great panic. The revolt had reached revolutionary proportions, and it was said in Warsaw that the Cossacks had announced that they would defend from tyranny all poor and oppressed people who sought refuge with them.13 The rumors were beginning to worry Hetman Zamoyski, who started to realize that Poland was being threatened, particularly by Nalyvaiko’s radical peasant. A decision was made by the Polish Commonwealth to destroy Nalyvaiko’s forces, and Hetman Zamoyski began to raise an army, even providing 10,000 pieces of gold of his own money. This would be the largest force which the Commonwealth had seen for some time; 5,000 men consisting of 3,220 heavy hussar cavalry, 1,338 light “Cossack-type” cavalry, 800 Hungarian infantry and 1,244 other infantry, mainly Haiduks (“Haiduds”—marauders) as they were known in Turkish.14 Haiduks made up much of the Polish infantry and originally came from Hungary where they were landless peasant rebels, but by the time of the Cossack wars the best Haiduks were coming from the Carpathian mountains and Galicia.15 The whole force was turned over to Stanislaw Jolkiewski, the Polish field hetman and Zamoyski’s second in command, who could also rely on a standing Crown army of 2,000 men in Galicia. To support the 8,000 strong Polish force the Lithuanian hetman, Prince Radzivil was advancing from Belarus with a 4,000 man army.


  Nalyvaiko learned of the arrival of the Commonwealth troops in the winter of 1596 and began to retreat before the superior force. He was quickly followed by Jolkiewski’s men, and the first encounter occurred on 28 February when Nalyvaiko halted for rest in what he knew was friendly territory. Jolkiewski, however, was not far behind and now launched a surprise attack on the village of Matsievichi, where two companies of Nalyvaiko’s men were billeted. The first assault was beaten back by heavy musket fire putting a halt to any further attacks, until the Polish commander realized straw thatched roofs of the Ukrainian village houses could be set on fire by flaming arrows. The rebels were caught in a trap and decided on a breakout. Covered by captain Marko’s musket fire, captain Tatarynets’ infantry broke out of the encirclement, but as the company was heading to safety it was overtaken by Jolkiewski’s cavalry, and refusing to surrender, they were cut down in the running battle. Captain Marko’s men who remained in the burning village also refused to surrender, and all perished to a man. Their sacrifice was not in vain. Alerted by the fighting, Nalyvaiko with about 1,000 of his remaining men moved out into the steppe with the wagons, where they would stand a better chance against the enemy cavalry. Jolkiewski, however, had also suffered heavy casualties and decided not to pursue the rebels who retreated to Vinnitsia where they took up a strong defensive position.


  Two other Cossack and peasant rebel detachments were also operating in Ukraine; Loboda in Korsun and Fedorovich around Kyiv, with the main Zaporozhian force and the artillery under Ataman Schaula still in Belarus. By September they had all united around Bila Tserka, held by Prince Ryzhinsky’s Hungarian infantry, which was attacked and driven out with heavy losses. The survivors, led by Ryzhinsky, sought refuge in the castle, and were soon relieved by the arrival of Jolkiewski’s entire army, and the rebels withdrew to their wagon tabor to a location called Hostry Kamin (“Sharp Rock”). Now seeing an opportunity to destroy the entire Cossack and rebel force in a single blow, the Field Hetman ordered an all-out assault on the fortified tabor. After several hours of fierce fighting with heavy Commonwealth casualties, Jolkiewski called off the attack and during the night the rebels broke camp and began to withdraw towards Tripilia by the Dnipro River, intending to cross to the left bank. There, Moscow-controlled Ukraine was not far away and they could expect support from the Cossacks of Putivl and of the Don. Jolkiewski had lost many of his best men at “Hostry Kamin” and decided not to pursue the rebels until the arrival of fresh reinforcements. The rebels were also experiencing difficulties. They had suffered casualties in the fighting, in which Ataman Fedorovich was killed, and the Zaporozhian Cossacks were showing signs of indecision. Loboda was deposed as Hetman and replaced by Ataman Schaula, only to be reinstated when Schaula was wounded at “Hostry Kamin.”


  The biggest problem was the rebels’ maneuverability being hampered by the large number of civilians accompanying them. Nalyvaiko’s peasants had brought their wives and children with them, which was against Cossack rules and practice. The presence of civilians not only put a strain on provisions but also slowed down the retreat and made the camp vulnerable to encirclement. The pressure was eased somewhat when many peasants deserted with their families, but this left no more than 2,000–3,000 effective fighters to face Jolkiewski’s army of 5,000 troops who were mainly cavalry, with another 1,000 men of the nobility.16


  Nalyvaiko and Loboda succeeded to cross the Dnipro before Jolkiewski’s arrival, taking all available craft with them. Their attempt to prevent Jolkiewski from crossing, however, failed as more boats were available upstream and an attempt by a Zaporozhian regiment stationed on the right bank in Kaniv to block their crossing was beaten back. While under fire the Commonwealth forces succeeded in crossing the Dnipro at two points, and to avoid encirclement Nalyvaiko and Loboda withdrew eastwards towards Lubny where they could set up defensive positions and perhaps receive reinforcements from the Putivl Cossacks.


  Jolkiewski’s orders from the Polish Sejm were clear: he was to completely destroy and wipe out “these traitors and enemies of the fatherland.” He was not taking any chances, however, and it was only when he was reinforced by Crown troops and units of Prince Radzivil’s army that Jolkiewski sent ahead cavalry commanded by lords Strus and Ryzhinsky to cut off the retreating rebels. Slowed down by the civilians, Nalyvaiko and Loboda were quickly surrounded but succeeded in taking up defensive positions on high ground on the edge of a swamp of the Solonitsia River, where they formed a tabor with wagons four deep behind a steep trench.


  Hetman Jolkiewski settled down to a siege, having learned from bitter experience not to attempt an outright assault on a Cossack tabor. His men, however, were constantly being harassed by Cossack sorties, often several times a day, to undermine enemy morale and to probe for weak spots. Another reason for the sorties was that during the fighting the rebels could take their horses outside of the camp to graze on prairie vegetation. Occasionally one-on-one duels broke out between the besiegers and Cossack swordsmen, usually following taunts and insults from one of the sides, and a number of nobles lost their lives. This was also an occasion for the Zaporozhians to demonstrate their well-honed talent for swearing, usually involving the recipients’ mothers and their sexual shortcomings and abnormalities. A major Cossack attack on 28 May caused great alarm in Jolkiewski’s camp, when a detachment left the tabor and launched a reckless charge on the Polish positions. Jolkiewski’s avant garde infantry units fled, and only the intervention of cavalry regiments forced the Cossacks to retreat back to the tabor. Jolkiewski had realized at the outset that the Cossack positions would be a hard nut to crack, and had sent for heavy siege guns with a longer range than the Zaporozhians’ lighter pieces. The guns arrived two weeks later and there was no time to lose. Two Zaporozhian regiments were sailing from the Sich, and town Cossacks under Kaspar Pidvysotsky who had been left behind to guard the boats were attempting to fight their way to Lubny towards the rebel positions. Blocked by strong Commonwealth forces they were unable to link up with Nalyvaiko’s and Loboda’s men, and instead began to devastate Crown towns and villages in an attempt to draw away some of Jolkiewski’s troops and deprive them of the food supplies.


  The Polish army was beginning to run out of provisions and ammunition; but with the arrival of the artillery came supplies and reinforcements. The heavy siege guns began to pound the wagons of the tabor causing heavy damage, and open dissention and fighting broke out between the Cossacks and peasants, during which Loboda was killed. He may have been suspected of treachery, since the shrewd Jolkiewski was leading negotiations with Lobody only, refusing all communication with Nalyvaiko. Perhaps the peasants began to think that the Cossacks were negotiating free passage for themselves, while they would be handed over to the nobility. A new Cossack Hetman was elected and the rebels decided to ask Jolkiewski for new terms. Realizing that storming the camp would lead to serious casualties, and aware of fresh Cossack forces gathering to his rear the Polish hetman decided to offer conditions. Moreover, the mercenaries and the soldiers of the Crown army had not been paid and were becoming unreliable. His terms were that the Cossacks would be allowed to disband, on condition they swore an oath not to defy the Crown or take up arms against it. In return, they were to hand over Nalyvaiko and his chief officers, together with the artillery, equipment and supplies as well as the treasury and all their battle flags, including those presented by Lassota on behalf of Emperor Rudolph II. Nalyvaiko’s own regiment refused to hand him over but outnumbered they were defeated in the fighting which followed and Nalyvaiko and his atamans Schaula and Shostak with other officers were arrested and handed over. The rebels began to disarm, and once the camp was secured Jolkiewski announced his hidden agenda: any peasant who was “recognized” by a noble to have been his serf was to be handed over to his claimed master. What happened next (as well as descriptions of the siege and the fighting) has come down to us from three sources, which don’t always agree.17 What is clear, however, is that the announcement provoked a violent reaction amongst the unarmed rebels, who were cut down by Jolkiewski’s troops as they tried to recover their weapons. Only about 1500 Cossacks led by the newly elected hetman Krempsky managed to fight their way to safety. The arrested leaders were taken to Warsaw, tortured and executed. The last was Nalyvaiko, after an attempt to stage his escape failed. On 11 April 1597, he was beheaded, drawn and quartered, and parts of his body were hung throughout the city. A rare description of Nalyvaiko was left by Johan Kerkerbart, a trade agent from Gdansk who witnessed the execution: “a handsome man in appearance, strong and slim, with an educated and an open face, and shows no weakness of spirit or fear.” His name would live on among future peasant rebels in Ukraine and Belarus, who became known as “Nalyvaikos,” and Cossack leaders who assumed the name to gain greater prestige.


  The Commonwealth armies had also suffered heavy casualties, and unable to pursue the Cossacks to the Sich, Jolkiewski withdrew his men for a rest in Galicia and Podilia. The Cossacks were promised leniency if they would “submit” and swear loyalty. All Cossack communal and private land and commercial property was nevertheless seized and handed over to the great landowners. Lesser nobles who had fought on the Solonitsia River also received confiscated property, with Jolkiewski himself receiving all the lands of Batory’s Trakhtomiriv grant. Peasant bands and Cossack detachments, however, continued to raid the towns and villages of the nobility. Jolkiewski returned to Poland warning the government that many Cossacks had escaped to the Sich and most of their manpower, although disorganized, was still intact. In public he claimed much credit for what he described as a great victory, and organized many triumphal processions. He even claimed fraudulently to have defeated the Holy Roman Empire by showing off the two Hapsburg flags which Lassota had presented to the Zaporozhians and which were captured at Solonitsia.


  The Sejm of the nobility, alarmed at the continuing unrest, decided to crack down on the affected regions. Fines on runaway serfs were increased seven-fold, gatherings of six men or more were prohibited, and all commoners not serving the Crown or a noble’s estate were declared “idle” and could be arrested on sight; and those “causing trouble” were to be executed without trial. The repressive laws, however, had little effect. Six months after Nalyvaiko’s execution, the Polish King was already admitting that “from the recently destroyed army of rebellious Cossacks some rebels are still pressing upon Our castles, towns and villages, and upon the villages of Our nobles, and without rendering service they are again collecting in large mobs and spreading threats….”18 Cossack strength and morale, however, had been undermined by the losses during the fighting and the defeat, and most of the hard core Zaporozhians turned to the Black Sea against Ottoman installations, and skirmishes with the Tatars continued. Others headed towards Muscovy where the centralized, despotic system created by Ivan the Terrible was breaking dawn.


  



  War Against Tsarist Despotism


  Not even a decade after Nalyvaiko’s and Loboda’s revolt, a major uprising against serfdom broke out in Muscovy. The peasants in Muscovy were free men up to the second half of the 15th century when limitations began to be placed on their right to leave estates owned by the princes, the monasteries, and other lesser landowners. Nevertheless, a window had been left open, which allowed peasants to move during the two weeks of St. George’s Day (26 November) after they had paid state taxes and the landowner’s fees. The Muscovite peasant was still better off than most of his counterparts in Lithuania-Rus and Poland, at least until the reign of Ivan IV (The Terrible) when a decree was passed in 1592 banning the St. George’s Day right to move, which in effect bound the peasants to the land. The dissatisfaction, and the uprisings which followed, would almost destroy the Muscovite state. As in the Polish Commonwealth the Cossacks were in the forefront of the peasant revolt led by a Cossack called Bolotnikov.


  The same conditions that had given rise to the Cossacks along the Dnipro River had produced the town Cossacks of Putivl, in the territory of Chernihiv and the Donets and Don waterways. Cossack hunters and fishermen from the “Ukraina” also began to move east. We know of their presence because, when Tatar “mirza” (nobleman) in 1538 complained to Prince Ivan IV that “town Cossacks (from Putivl)” were raiding Tatar settlements, the prince replied, “on the steppe there are many Cossacks … and other troublemakers and you are mistaking them for our Ukraina (Muscovite border) Cossacks.”19


  After 1520 Cossack outposts began to appear on the Donets River, and after the establishment of the Sich in the “Down Under” region of the Dnipro River we see Ukrainian Cossack settlements on the lower Don. By 1600 there were many Cossack settlements in southern Muscovy, reinforced by escaped serfs who sought asylum amongst the Don, Yaik and Terek Cossacks. By Muscovite law, if they could elude capture for five years they were free men. Given the virtual slavery of serfdom there were always men who were willing to risk the dangers of the steppe for a free life. We have an early indication of Zaporozhian or “Cherkasian” presence from an old Don Cossack folk song of the Ottoman Mishka Cherkashenin (“The Circassian”), dating to the middle of the 1500s.


  
    The free Cossacks have come back safe and sound,

    But have brought you back dead, my darling!

    They brought back the dead field ottoman,

    And his name was Mikhail Cherkashenin.20

  


  The revolt that marked the beginning of the “Smutnoye Vremia” or the Times of Trouble, as the period of Muscovite history has become known, was triggered by two unrelated events. In 1598, Tsar Ivan the Terrible’s son Fyodor (Theodore) died without leaving an heir. His son Dmitry (Demitrios) had died as a child in 1591, apparently with some violence during what was probably an epileptic fit, bringing the Rurik dynasty in Muscovy to an end. No known descendants could be found and a “Zemsky Sobor” or a Council of the Land was convened, which proceeded to elect a wealthy boyar by the name of Boris Godunov as Tsar. He seems to have been a man of some perception and was aware of Muscovy’s isolation and relative backwardness. The new Tsar attempted to establish a university in Moscow, a project which failed due to the opposition of the Orthodox Church. Instead he sent 18 young men to study abroad in Europe, none of whom chose to return to Muscovy.


  Three years into his reign a great catastrophe struck the realm. Severe frosts in the autumn of 1601 were followed by heavy snows, and a widespread famine broke out which lasted for two years. Hundreds of thousands of people died from starvation and related disease, approximately one third of the population. The city of Moscow itself lost 100,000 people. According to medieval law dating to Jaroslav the Wise of Kyiv, a lord was responsible for feeding his peasants, failing which they could leave his service in search of sustenance. The failure to honor the law began to cause great discontent and serfs started to roam the countryside in search of food. Then during the famine’s peak a large force of serfs and slaves, led by one Khlopko (“brigand”) began to march on Moscow to “seize food, property, and to kill the rich.” They were met before the city gates by a large force led by Godunov’s General Ivan Basmanov and defeated, with the wounded Khlopko taken prisoner, charged with sedition, and executed.


  The Khlopko uprising was the beginning of a turmoil. Rumors began to circulate that the young Tsarevich Dimitry had not died and was returning to claim his throne. Boris Godunov was therefore not the rightful Tsar and this was just what the middle class nobility, which was on the verge of revolt, wanted to hear. The structure of government of Greek Orthodox Muscovy was different from that of the Roman Catholic Commonwealth, although both had rigid class divisions built into the state’s foundation. Following the traditions of Kyiv Rus and the Eastern Roman Empire, the Tsar’s legitimacy came from God and as such he was an undisputed autocratic ruler.21 Supporting the Tsar was a body of about 2,000 nobles who ran the civil service, the army, and sat in the Boyar’s Duma, the Tsar’s advisory body. These were what has become known as the senior service class which included the princes, boyars, and men who had come to the Tsar’s attention by virtue of their performance. They were supported by land holdings, ranging from tens of thousands of acres to as little as a thousand, which were held either by hereditary right or a grant from the Tsar, and could contain hundreds of peasant households.
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  Muscovy and Ukraine during the Cossack-led revolution.


  



  The entire system depended on the members of the middle serving class, who were similar to west European knights. These were armored cavalrymen, about 25,000 in all, and comprised the core of the Muscovite military force. They were supported by land grants and also used peasant and serf labor, about 5–6 households each on the average. At the bottom of the military-driven class structure was the so-called lower service class, who were paid annual salaries from the Tsar’s treasury. They were recruited from townsmen and free peasants, and consisted of infantry musketeers, artillery gunners, and Cossack volunteers.22


  A man claiming to be Dimitry now appeared to challenge Tsar Boris Godunov, a monk by the name of Gregory Otrepriev who had left his monastery and gone to Putivl, where in the autumn of 1604 he was joined by the town Cossacks and other burghers, as well as Ukrainian border magnates such as Vyshnevetsky, Ruzhynsky, Strus and Ratomsky. He was also joined by a large force of Zaporozians in December 1604, who for some reason soon abandoned him. Many Cossack bands, however, continued to flock to his banner. The imposter was a man of some intelligence, described as having bright red hair, a big ugly nose, a wart on his face, and arms of unequal length. The revolt was soon joined by peasants and the Don and Terek Cossacks and began to engulf most of Muscovy. They were joined by Godunov’s troops sent against them who deserted to the rebels in large numbers. In April 1605 Boris Godunov suddenly died—probably poisoned—while his son Fyodor was murdered by anti–Godunov boyars to prevent his succession to the throne. The false Dimitry entered Moscow and was installed as Tsar. He began to show intentions to help the people but this was not to be. Eleven months later he was also murdered at the instigation of a powerful boyar called Vasili Shuisky who was pronounced as Tsar by the conspirators.


  Matters did not rest there, and a second false Dmitry appeared, this time in the person of a Don Cossack called Bolotnikov. He had apparently been a slave of Prince Teilatovsky and as a youth had run away to join a Cossack band operating in the southern steppe of the Don and Volga rivers. Taken prisoner by the Crimean Tatars he was sold as a slave to the Turks and spent several years on a galley as an oarsman. He was rescued by a Christian ship following a sea battle in the Mediterranean and was on this way home when he met a Muscovite, Mikhail Molchanov, in Sambir (Galicia). Molchanov had been sent by a self-styled Prince Grigory Shakhovsky to solicit Polish help in a revolt against Shuisky. The “prince” had fought in the false Dmitry’s army, and following the pretender’s assassination the new Tsar Shuisky appointed him as Governor of Putivl. The intention was no doubt to post Shakhovsky far from where he could do harm, but this turned out to be a mistake. The Ukraina or frontier region of Muscovy was never far from revolt, and finding himself in like-minded company Shakhovsky began to spread a rumor that Shuisky had failed to kill the “true Tsar Dmitri.”


  Another imposter was needed for the cause, and Bolotnikov agreed to play the role. He arrived in Putivl in the summer of 1606 with a letter from Molchanov and quickly gained Shakhovsky’s confidence. Shuisky’s men were attacked and killed and another uprising began to spread from the Ukrainian prairies. The tall, powerfully built Bolotnikov found himself at the head of some 12,000 men who included many inexperienced peasants, but also veterans of Khlopko’s and the (first) false Dmitry’s uprising. The hard core of Bolotnikov’s army, however, were men who had deserted Godunov and Shuisky including the Putivl garrison, and above all the Putivl, Zaporozhian, and Don Cossacks who provided much of the discipline and the fighting ability.


  Town after town began to fall to Bolotnikov’s men as they advanced towards Moscow, with the peasants rising and destroying boyars’ estates. Most of Bolotnikov’s men, however, came from towns and included many noblemen who had been driven into poverty by the powerful big landowners such as the leaders of the Riazan militia, the boyars Prokopi Liapunov and his brother Zachary, who had lost their lands. The misery brought by the famine and pestilence and the end of the Ryrik dynasty transformed the insurrection into a social uprising of the poor, the peasants, the lower military serving class, and many of the middle gentry directed against the wealthy landed oligarchy which had begun to thrive once more under Shuisky.23 Backed by local burghers Bolotnikov’s men scaled town walls, threw open prison doors, sacked the treasuries and arsenals, and destroyed all deeds and tax records which fell into their hands.


  The first major clash between Tsarist forces and the rebels came when, anticipating Bolotnikov’s arrival, the strategically located town of Kramny rose in revolt. A strong force under Prince Trubetskoy was sent to recapture it but was forced back when the rebel garrison sortied from behind the walls. When Bolotnikov arrived with the main force, the Tsar’s troops refused to fight, even though numbers were on their side. Breaking ranks many headed home, and a good part of Trubetskoy’s men joined the rebels swearing allegiance to the “Tsarevich Dmitry.” Another Tsarist force led by Prince Voratynsky which was besieging the rebel town of Elets also put up a half-hearted effort and was easily defeated by a rebel detachment of knights led by the Tula squire Istoma Pashkov. Many others turned against Godunov, and later abandoned Shuisky when the former Tsar prohibited entry to the middle service gentry to sons of slaves, peasants, and clergymen while the latter had extended the ban to children of townsmen. The false Dmitry, on the other hand, had raised the compensation scales for the middle serving men-at-arms, and was seeking to distribute some of the monastery lands in their favor. There was nevertheless a distinct class division which remained between the middle serving men and the rest of Bolotnikov’s men, and both fought in separate units under their own commanders. More importantly, their interests clashed on the question of serfdom. Tsar Shuisky had reaffirmed the middle serving gentry’s right to exploit serf labor, at a time when the peasants and the lower serving class were looking forward to freedom and a more equitable distribution of wealth.


  Liapunov and Pashkov conducted their own operations, and when Bolotnikov advanced on Moscow their forces moved in a separate column. On 23 September 1606, Bolotnikov’s commoners reached the Oka River south of Moscow, a few miles below Kaluga, where Tsar Shuisky made a stand with a newly assembled army. After bloody fighting Bolotnikov’s Cossacks broke through Shuisky’s defensive position and forced him to retreat. They were followed by Bolotnikov’s other men, who proceeded to capture Serpukhov, the last town to stand in the way between them and Moscow. They were only halted on the Pokhra River twelve miles from the capital when Shuisky’s nephew Mikhail Skopin-Shuisky arrived with fresh reinforcements. In the meantime Pashkov’s column was advancing unopposed from the west, but reaching Kolomna they found the stronghold defended by the Tsar’s men. The citadel was quickly captured after a sustained assault and subjected to the usual sack and pillage. Pashkov was now reinforced by the arrival of Liapunov’s men, and a force commanded by Shuisky’s brother Dmitry was easily routed, with the fleeing troops pursued to within striking distance of Moscow. While Bolotnikov’s main force was delayed on the Pokhra River the gentry took up positions outside of the capital, and on 7 October the siege of Moscow began which was to last for two months.


  Shuisky mobilized whatever able-bodied men he could find in Moscow. Realizing many were unreliable, and since the city was not yet completely surrounded, he also sent his brother Ivan to raise fresh forces in territory beyond the insurgents’ control. Although the Tsar had the support of Metropolitan Filaret and the Church hierarchy, the burghers and the poor of Moscow shared a secret affinity with the rebels. Informed of the sympathy and to communicate with his potential supporters Bolotnikov had leaflets smuggled into Moscow urging the citizens to revolt. This was described by John Merick, the English chief agent of the Russia Company who was in Moscow at the time. “They continued the siege and wrote letters to the slaves within the town, to take arms against their masters and possess themselves of their goods and substance.”24


  By mid–November the Muscovites were on the verge of revolt, even as Tsar Shuisky was receiving reinforcements and Patriarch Hermogen was appealing for the people’s support, describing the rebels as “agents of Satan.” Most importantly, Shuisky was in secret communication with the leaders of the rebel gentry, who were beginning to have second thoughts about their lower class allies. Many of the middle serving men were realizing the insurrection had taken a radical turn, and that deprived of serf labor they would lose their status as a privileged military class. Then, at the height of the siege events turned for the worse for the rebels. Liapunov decided to desert and with the bulk of his force entered Moscow through a northern gate that had been left open for him. Realizing his error, Bolotnikov launched a major attack on the Tsar’s defenses in Krasnoye Selo to seal off the northern gates along the Moscow River. A large battle broke out during the night and continued into the morning, with both sides throwing in fresh reserves to replace the depleted and exhausted units. Now at the height of the battle Bolotnikov learned that Pashkov had also betrayed him and had gone over to Shuisky, forcing him to break off the battle. On 2 December Shuisky’s nephew led a large army against what was left of Bolotnikov’s men consisting of peasants, town burghers, and Cossacks.


  The insurgents retreated to their strongholds of Kolomenskoye and Zaboriye, and not daring to launch a direct attack Shuisky’s nephew ordered a heavy cannonade of Kolomenskoye’s wooden defenses. After three days of bombardment the walls were set on fire forcing the defenders to withdraw south to friendly territory. The stronghold at Zaboriye surrendered without a fight, and the defenders were given as slaves to the nobility. Some of the garrison, however, had fought back, and taken prisoner, they were cut down with swords and their bodies thrown under the ice of the Youza River. Bolotnikov, however, had no intentions of surrendering. With his remaining men he locked himself in Kaluga, a formidable stone citadel which had remained friendly to the rebels. A large army led by Tsar Shuisky himself surrounded the stronghold and a frontal assault was launched but beaten back with heavy losses. Next, heavy siege guns were brought up which made little impression on the thick walls and the Tsar’s men settled down to a long siege. Then a relief force sent to Kaluga was caught by surprise and annihilated. It took six months into the siege for a larger rebel force to assemble and reach the besieged citadel under the command of the dissident boyar Teliatevsky (and Bolotnikov’s previous owner), which forced Shuisky’s army to withdraw without a fight. By this time Shuisky’s forces were depleted by casualties and desertions, and discipline was difficult to maintain.


  Bolotnikov had also suffered heavy losses, and to strengthen his army he moved to Tula to join the other remaining rebel force, which again had become a formidable threat. Shuisky now had the support of most of the middle service gentry and in June at the head of a large army of reportedly some 100,000 men, he attacked the rebel positions. Time after time the Tsar’s men were beaten back from the trenches by Cossack musket fire until their gunpowder ran out, which forced them to fall back to Tula’s citadel. The siege of the city continued but little headway could be made against the thick stone walls which in addition were surrounded by an outer wooden palisade. The Tsar’s nephew was then advised by one of his officers that the Upa River could be diverted to flow into the town and flood out the defenders, and six weeks into the siege Bolotnikov’s men woke up to find water flowing through the streets. The volume proved to be inadequate to force Bolotnikov’s men out of the citadel but it seems as if the stores of food and gunpowder suffered damages. Promised amnesty, on 10 October 1607 Tula surrendered after a four month siege but Shuisky dishonored his word. Only the nobles who had remained with Bolotnikov were pardoned, and Bolotnikov and the other leaders were imprisoned in Moscow and interrogated under torture. In the end all were executed except Bolotnikov, who was taken from Moscow to Kargopol, a small northern town, where he was blinded and later apparently drowned under treacherous circumstances.


  The period preceding the beginning of the Thirty Years’ War in 1618 also saw peasant revolts in central Europe. Stephen Bocskay’s uprising against the Hapsburg occupying armies forced them to withdraw from Transylvania, and then Hungary. The core of Bocskay’s army consisted of the so-called “haiduks” or landless peasants who inhabited the central Hungarian plain and lived by hunting, fishing, herding and occasionally plunder, much as did the Cossacks. They were joined by townsmen and nobles, many of whom were Protestants. Bocskay’s campaigns were also supported by the Ottoman Empire and came to an end with the Treaty of Vienna in 1595, which ended the Hapsburg-led war against the Sublime Porte.


  



  In the Service of a Treacherous State


  The ink of the repressive legislation passed by the Polish nobles’ Sejm, which followed the widespread Cossack-peasant unruliness of the Nalyvaiko-Loboda uprising, was barely dry when King Zygmunt III again realized he needed Cossack regiments for his wars. The question of whether to cooperate with the government had divided the Cossacks since the failed uprising, and had even resulted in armed clashes between the pro and anti factions. It was becoming clear, however, that armed resistance was futile—for the time being. The newly elected Hetman Samiylo Kishka expressed his willingness, on behalf of the Brotherhood, to take part in the Moldavian campaign of 1600, followed by the Livonian War with Sweden a year later. His condition was that the anti–Cossack legislation be repealed, and receiving assurances that this would be so, some 2,000–4,000 Zaporozhian Cossacks took part in both campaigns. Kishka himself was killed in Latvia in the siege of Viljandi (Velin) before the city walls, and the Livonian War brought general hardship to the serving Cossacks. After a few initial payments they ceased being paid for the duration of the fighting (1601–02) and began to resort to looting the local towns and villages for sustenance, clothing, and anything else they could lay their hands on. This did not endear them to the local population particularly as during the fighting civilian casualties were usually involved often women and children.


  A greater Cossack involvement came in Muscovy as The Time of Trouble continued. The great social upheaval that was tearing Muscovite society apart did not end with Bolotnikov’s death. The rebels had claimed to act on behalf of “Tsar Dmitry” as a tactical ruse and in August 1607 shortly before the fall of Tula a third false Dmitry appeared, this time as a foreign plot.


  Nothing is known for certain about the new imposter who replaced Bolotnikov as the leader of the uprising. Many Ukrainian and Don Cossacks flocked to his banner, and in the spring he defeated Tsar Shuisky’s brother and set up court outside of Moscow in a village called Tushino. It is generally agreed that he was planted by the Commonwealth Government, probably by King Zygmunt III himself. The King was under a strong Jesuit influence and practiced religious intolerance against all other faiths. Beginning in 1591 he started to allow mob attacks on Protestants in Cracow that destroyed their churches, prevented religious services in private homes and desecrated cemeteries. Jewish and Muslim (Tatar) minorities also suffered, and in 1596 Zygmunt III was instrumental in ramming through the Union of Brest, and the banning of the Orthodox Church of Rus that followed. His grand scheme, however, was to gain the throne of Muscovy and convert the entire Tsardom to Roman Catholicism. The daughter of the wealthy Polish magnate Jerzy Mniszech was married to the false Dmitry, in return for vast land grants, which were promised after the pretender became Tsar.


  Zygmunt III of Poland and Lithuania-Rus invaded Muscovy in the spring of 1609. With the recent unsuccessful nobles’ revolt led by Zebrzydowski in 1607 still fresh in their minds, the nobility mounted a strong opposition in the Sejm and refused to vote funds for the war. The King needed Cossack support, and his call to arms in Ukraine was answered by thousands of impoverished Cossacks, and others seeking to improve their fortunes. It seems as if anyone with a weapon became an instant Cossack, and by the winter of 1611 some 30,000 had joined the King’s banner. We have written reports of the King receiving news that 7,000 “of the best” Cossacks were on their way from Ukraine, and in the summer of the same year 4,000 Zaporozhians arrived flying the king’s colors—3,000 of them cavalry—and a few weeks later 2,500 more arrived under Ataman Kulbaba. In addition a Cossack corps of 15,000 men was clearing the Siverian region of Shuisky’s troops with the capture of strongholds at Chernihiv, Novhorod-Siversky, Poche, Bransk, and Kozelsk. Starodub was captured by surprise by an independent Cossack band led by one Iskorka (“Little Spark”). Religion did not seem to have been a major factor for who the Cossacks were fighting since several thousand Ukrainian Cossacks left the false Dmitry’s army and joined King Zygmunt for promises of pay. When this was not forthcoming, they broke off on looting expeditions joined by Commonwealth troops.


  Tsar Basil Shuisky found himself in a difficult situation, and in February arrived at an agreement with Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden. In return for renouncing all claims to Livonia and ceding a border area, a 6,000 man Swedish army under Jakob de la Gardie marched into Muscovy. Together with Shuisky’s troops they cleared the northern region of rebel forces and drove the false Dmitry from Tushino; he was killed soon after by one of his bodyguards in a personal dispute. The joint Swedish-Muscovite force was defeated by Hetman Stanislaw Zolkiewski in July 1610 in the battle of Klushino, and in the same month Shuisky was deposed by a group of boyars and forced into a monastery to become a monk. Fearing the revolution more than a foreign occupation, the new government, under a committee of seven boyars led by Prince Theodore Mstislavsky, decided to come to terms with the Commonwealth. In August 1610 Hetman Zolkiewski was called to occupy Moscow, and in August 1610 Zygmunt’s son Wladyslav was invited to become Tsar of Muscovy on condition that he convert to Greek Orthodoxy, the Commonwealth was to return the recent conquests in western Muscovy, and the Swedes to be driven from the Baltic coast. This was an opportunity for Zygmunt III to extend his authority over a great territory, and not one to be missed. Understandably Hetman Zolkiewski promptly agreed on Prince Wladyslav’s behalf to the terms posed by the boyars.


  Religious fanaticism, however, prevailed. King Zygmunt III refused to allow his son to convert, instead claiming the Moscow throne for himself as a Roman Catholic monarch, with the intention to introduce Catholicism into Muscovy. Now an anti–Catholic and anti-foreign reaction set in. In 1611 an army under Procopius Liapunov consisting of the gentry, peasants, and remnants of Shuisky’s troops was joined by Prince Dmitry Trubetskoy as they were marching on Moscow, as well as Cossacks commanded by the Zaporozhian Ivan Zarutsky. King Zygmunt’s small Polish garrison set fire to Moscow and retreated into the kremlin (fort), but in-fighting broke out in the besieging force when Liapunov was killed in July 1611 by Cossacks. They had become angered at certain legislation passed by the council of representatives of the army concerning land, fugitive serfs and Cossack “brigandage.” Liapunov’s gentry abandoned the siege and a cavalry detachment sent by Zygmunt to relieve the Moscow kremlin was easily blocked by the Cossacks.



  At this point the anti–Catholic and anti-foreign reaction began to spread, when Patriarch Hermogen launched a new appeal to protect the Greek Orthodox faith from the Catholic and Protestant foreigners. A new army was formed in Nizhny Novgorod and other towns of the northeast, inspired and organized by burghers such as Kuzma Minin, a butcher by trade. By September 1612 the new Muscovite army, led by Pozharsky and Minin, reached the capital and laid siege to the kremlin, which fell in early November of the same year. Some Cossacks joined Pozharsky, while the majority, not heeding the Patriarch’s appeal, headed south to continue the fight against the Muscovite aristocracy. The following year a Zemsky Sobor (the Assembly of the Land) was attended by 500–700 delegates of the upper and middle service gentry, town burghers as well as a dozen token state serfs from the northern government estates. The sixteen-year-old son of Metropolitan Philaret, Michael Romanov was elected as Tsar and was crowned on 21 July 1613. The false Dmitry’s wife Marina and her son were given refuge by Ivan Zarutsky’s Cossacks, who had retreated to the southern Don and Volga steppe and continued the struggle. They were defeated in 1614, the false Dmitry’s son was murdered by the Tsar’s men, and Marina was thrown into a dungeon where she soon died. Other minor uprisings kept on breaking out claiming to be led by the (false) Tsar Dmitry’s son, but the common people—the serfs, slaves, landless fugitives and vagabonds, as well as the Don, Terek and Yaik Cossacks—had suffered a defeat. They left few writings to explain what they were all about, or what they were fighting for. But it is clear that their objective was to overthrow an oppressive social and economic order, a movement that would set a precedent for future uprisings.


  Insubordination and disorder now broke out in the southeastern provinces of the Polish Commonwealth. With their ranks swelled by unpaid veterans of the Livonian and Muscovite campaigns, the Ukrainian town and Zaporozhian Cossacks renewed their raids on both the noble estates as well as the Muslim lands. These belligerent activities had subsided somewhat but with the end of Zygmunt’s campaigns they were renewed with an unprecedented vigor. With a rising Tatar and Ottoman threat the Commonwealth had no choice but to rely once more on Cossack support. Moreover, the unpaid Crown troops had also organized themselves into a rebellious “confederation” and could not be relied upon. Nevertheless, the Polish Sejm appointed a commission in 1614, with an armed force at its disposal provided by the great landowners of southern Rus and Ukraine, in an attempt to curb the Cossacks by interfering with their tradition of electing commanders, limiting their mobility between the towns and Zaporozhia, and banning the Black Sea expeditions against Ottoman installations. The Zaporozhian Cossacks had just conducted a second raid on the suburbs of Constantinople and the King was under pressure from the outraged Sultan to curb their activities. Cossack raids were also beginning to reach the Lithuanian-Belarus border, but an outright confrontation with the Commonwealth was avoided thanks in part to a Zaporozhian Hetman with the given Cossack name of Sahaidachny.25 A minor nobleman born as Petro Konashevich from the region of Peremyshl, Sahaidachny had studied in the Rus Orthodox academy in Ostroh before making his way to Zaporozhia, where he first comes to our attention as leading the naval expedition against Kaffa in 1616. As a Galician Rusin he was not born or raised with Cossack customs and traditions, to which he paid lip service as the elected Cossack Hetman. Accustomed to state institutions and hierarchies, he had little use for what seemed to him as disorganized anarchy of the Zaporozhian Sich.


  In 1617 Zygmunt III opened a new campaign against Muscovy and again approached the Cossacks for support. Wishing to seek accommodation with the Commonwealth, Sahaidachny agreed to participate in the war on condition all restrictions against the Cossacks be lifted. Receiving such an assurance the Cossacks set out for Moscow in the following year, a 20,000–man army commanded by Sahaidachny. His mission was to march on Moscow, where fighting already was going on, and provide the King’s son Wladyslav with much needed support. Passing through Severia the Cossacks sacked Putivl, Livni and Elets, causing great harm and destroying several churches and monasteries. Other towns also fell and pushing towards Moscow Sahaidachny defeated a force sent by Tsar Michael Romanov to block his way, and by September he had joined up with Prince Wladyslav’s army. Sahaidachny was a strict disciplinarian—during a campaign a Cossack leader’s word was law—and used capital punishment for many infractions and disobediences.


  The war was cut short by the Treaty of Deulino in 1619. In a symbolic procession, Sahaidachny returned to Kyiv to be recognized by Zygmunt III as his Royal Cossack Hetman of Ukraine. His political strategy was working. He was now directly under the King’s command and could claim he no longer was dependent on the Polish Crown Hetman. Exploiting the King’s need for manpower, Sahaidachny had demonstrated that Cossacks could be made to serve the Crown’s interests and soon they would gain a grudging respect from the nobility. The Commonwealth Sejm continued to express alarm at Cossack “unruliness” and the potential danger they posed to the aristocratic order. Commissions were being set up on a regular basis, led by great landowners and supported by their powerful armies, which attempted, with some success, to restrict Cossack strength and activities. King Batory’s example of placing a Cossack regiment on a payroll register had continued under Zygmunt III and was expanded during the wars with Muscovy. Now the Royal Commission established in 1619 demanded, among other restrictions, that the number of Registered Cossacks be reduced to 3,000 men, and that the Zaporozhian Cossacks cease attacking the Ottoman Empire with which the Commonwealth was trying to establish close relations. The Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) between the Catholics and Protestants had just begun and the Catholic Commonwealth was seeking a free hand in the west. Sahaidachny decided to accept the commission’s dictated conditions and avoid any future conflict, realizing that it was a question of time before the nobility would join the King and seek Cossack support.


  Sahaidachny’s attempts at introducing state-like rules for “law and order,” and his strategy of cooperation with the Commonwealth, were not shared by the key Cossack institution—the Zaporozhian army. In a “rada” held in the Sich in the autumn of 1619 Sahaidachny was deposed and replaced by one Jiakiv Borodavka (“The Wart”) as Cossack Hetman, relegating Sahaidachny to the rank of a colonel.26 In the meantime the Porte’s war with Persia had ended and the young Sultan Osman II was advised this was the time to launch a major campaign against Christian Europe, which was becoming bogged down in the Thirty Years’ War. The Polish Commonwealth lay on the right flank of an Ottoman invasion of (central) Europe and would have to be neutralized. The Sultan saw it as an easy prize and it would be first to feel the wrath of the great Ottoman army.


  While the newly elected Hetman Borodavka was declaring to the Cossacks that he was “ready to go with them not only to the sea but even to hell,” Sahaidachny saw an opportunity to reintroduce—in violation of commonwealth policy—an important state institution of princely Rus, the Greek Orthodox Church. Its hierarchy had been destroyed by its own backwardness, the Union of Brest, and Zygmunt III’s persecution during whose reign it was outlawed. Even before the creation of the Greek Catholic (“Uniate”) Church, most of the high nobility of Rus continued to convert to Roman Catholicism, as lamented by the Orthodox Archbishop Meleti Smotrytsky of Polatsk in his “Lament of the Orthodox Church (“Trenos”). Addressing her “sons,” who had abandoned her, he asked, rhetorically:


  
    Where is now the priceless stone ruby which shone like a light in my crown among other precious stones, like the sun among the stars? Where is the princely house of Ostrog which shone above all others with the light of devotion to the old faith? Where are the other precious stones of my crown, the glorious houses of the princes of Rus, the priceless diamonds and sapphires? Where are the children of the princes Lutsky, Zazlavsky, Zbarazhsky, Vyshnevetsky, Sangushko, Chartorysky, Pronsky, Masalsky, Lukomsky, Ruzinsky, and countless others, impossible to count? Where are my other jewels? I mean the old noble houses of Rus?

  


  The Archbishop lists many other old families of Rus, whose children had become Roman Catholics and implacable foes of the Cossack Brotherhood. Ironically, and confirming the trend, Smotrytsky himself converted to the Union and died as the Greek Catholic Archbishop of Hierapolis. The Patriarch of Rus had already abandoned Kyiv for the safety of Muscovy and with the desertion of the ruling feudal nobility the Kyiv-Rus state had become dismantled, not to return again. In its place a new and different peoples’ society was emerging carved out of the Ukrainian steppe by the Cossack saber.


  The Patriarch of Jerusalem, Theophanes, had gone to Moscow passing through the land of the Tatars in order to consecrate the Tsar’s father, Metropolitan Filaret Romanov, as the Patriarch of Muscovy. The Patriarch was then invited to Kyiv, where representatives of Ukraine and Belarus gathered for a meeting at which candidates for metropolitan and bishops were chosen. All bishoprics had by now Uniate bishops with the exception of Lviv where the bishop remained Orthodox. The ceremony took place at night behind closed doors, with few witnesses and with Sahaidachny’s Cossack regiment guarding the location. On his way south and protected from King Zygmunt by a strong force of Sahaidachny’s Cossacks, the Patriarch ordained two more bishops for Lutsk and Kholm. In all, a metropolitan and five bishops were consecrated with a sixth bishop, Avamios, installed at Pinsk thus restoring in full the traditional episcopate of Rus. The re-establishment of the “Faith of Rus” would provide an important rallying point for future anti–Catholic and anti–Polish uprisings.


  While Sahaidachny was busy protecting the Patriarch of Jerusalem, the Ottoman Sultan Oman II was preparing the conquest of the Polish Commonwealth. An opportunity to break his treaty with King Zygmunt III arose when the Polish government decided to support the Catholic Emperor Ferdinand II against the Transylvanian Prince Gabor Bethlen, who was a member of the Protestant League and the Sultan’s vassal. A freebooting Polish regiment of volunteers who served for loot had been organized by a noble called Alexander Lisowski during the Muscovite wars, and though he was killed in 1616 the light cavalry unit continued to carry his name and was referred to as Lisowski’s “Cossacks.” The king found them useful for unofficial clandestine operations, and in 1619 they invaded Transylvania and defeated Gabor Bethlen’s army. Rumors were also spreading that a “huge” Cossack fleet would again attack Ottoman ports, which in fact did occur in July 1620 when the Cossacks penetrated the suburbs of Constantinople.


  In the spring of 1620 the Porte reacted and declared war on the Catholic Commonwealth as the Ottoman commander Iskender Pasha set out for Moldavia with a large army, supported by a Tatar horde and Gabor Bethlen’s Protestant Transylvanians. His first objective was to overthrow the Moldavia hospodar Gaspar Gratsiani who had allied himself with Zygmunt III. On hearing of the Ottoman advance, the Polish Crown Hetman Zolkiewski crossed the Dnister River in September and marched into Moldavia to block the anticipated invasion. Counting on Gratsiani’s army, Zolkiewski only came with 5000 Crown troops and a token Cossack regiment of 1600 men sent by Sahaidachny. The Moldavians in turn counted on a strong Commonwealth army, and when they saw Solkiewski’s meager force most deserted to join the Turks. Now Zolkiewski committed another tactical blunder. Instead of withdrawing with his small force, he pitched camp on the field of Tsetsora (Cecora) near the capital Jassy and waited for the Ottoman advance.


  Iskender Pasha arrived at the end of September with a large army—supposedly the Crimean and Nogay Tatar hordes themselves stood at 60,000 horsemen—and during the first two encounters Zolkiewski suffered reversals. Then during the night following the second battle, Gaspar Gratsiani fled with his men accompanied by many Polish troops. Zolkiewski realized belatedly that he could not hold out and began a defensive retreat towards the Dnister, but during the night as they camped close to the river many of his men again took flight. Then on 7 October 1620 before they could cross to the other side Zolkiewski’s meager force was attacked and annihilated with Zolkiewski himself killed in the fighting. Only about 1,000 men survived the battle. Field Hetman Stanislaw Koniecpolski and many prominent lords of the realm were taken prisoner, among them a young registered town Cossack by the name of Bohdan Khmelnitsky. While Tatar detachments took the opportunity to loot Podilia, Volin, and Galicia, the Ottoman army halted at the Dnister River. Iskender Pasha had fulfilled his instructions: to secure Moldavia for the main Turkish invasion, which would be led by the young Sultan Osman II himself.


  A semi-panic seized the Polish authorities as they realized they did not have enough trained troops to halt the coming tide. The Ukrainian Cossacks were now needed more than ever and a sum of 100,000 gold zlotys was voted by the nobility to raise a 20,000 man Cossack army—a bargain at the price, since it normally would have paid for only 1,000 mercenaries or Crown troops. Naval raids became “permitted” and indeed encouraged to draw off enemy resources. Most Cossacks hastened to join the land forces gathering in Ukraine and southern Rus under Hetman Borodavka. Sanctioned by the fact they were now officially in the King’s service (but not yet paid) the Cossacks began to expropriate provisions from the nobility for men and horses; gunpowder, lead and other supplies. In the meantime limited action was undertaken when a Cossack expedition captured Akkerman (Bilhorod), providing additional supplies and other booty and liberated 3,000 captives destined for the slave markets. Most Cossacks lived just above the poverty line, and war booty was about the only way to obtain new arms, clothing and ammunition which they were expected to provide themselves. A small Zaporozhian fleet of 16 “tchaikas” also took to the sea. Cossack battles and fighting techniques were rarely described or commented upon by Polish government officials or by other nobility since any praise of the commoners was thought to lessen their own importance. It is instructive therefore to read foreign commentators who were eyewitness and in close proximity to Cossack action. The French envoy to the Porte, Philippe de Harley the Count of Césy, has provided us with his observations on some Cossack raids on the Ottoman shores of the Black Sea such as when in June 1620, learning that most of the Ottoman men-at-war had gone to accompany the sultan to the Danube delta, 16 “tchaikas” approached Constantinople. “It is indescribable how great the panic was here. Sixteen Cossack ships have passed by in the last few days. Having reached the Column of Pompey at the mouth of the Black Sea (the Bosphorus) they destroyed Qaramusal, burned down and plundered the local villages.”27 Evidently Cossack presence was well known in the area.


  The vizier’s deputy put together a fleet of forty ships, but not daring to attack the “tchaikas,” he returned to Constantinople. The Cossack boats were attacked by another Ottoman fleet which suffered heavy casualties and several “tchaikas” were captured with Cossack prisoners brought before the Sultan on the Danube delta, where they were promptly dealt with as recorded by the Ottoman chronicler Naima:


  
    For such a glorious victory he (the Ottoman commander of the fleet) was twice rewarded with gorgeous fur coats, and similar rewards went to the 18 Janissary officers of the fleet. The army, using the captured scoundrels for amusement, made some of them the targets of their bows and arrows: the sultan himself pierced a few of them with his own arrows. Others were pulled apart by elephants; some were designated to be torn apart by hooks, drawn and quartered, and subjected to other brutal tortures.28

  


  One of the Cossacks, a convert from Islam of unknown ethnicity, was chopped alive into small pieces.


  These were but skirmishes and the greatest Cossack triumph was to come in the great battle of Khotyn. By early August 1621 Sultan Osman’s vast army of some 200,000 thousand men (probably exaggerated) had crossed the Danube and in a few weeks the Turks were in the vicinity of Akkerman. The Polish army was still gathering but Borodavka’s Cossacks had already crossed the Dnister River, captured the Moldavian hospodar’s own guard and were devastating the Moldavian countryside for supplies and spoils of war. By 20 August the Polish Commonwealth army, some 56,000 men led by the Lithuanian-Rus Hetman Khodkevich had also crossed the Dnister and pitched camp near Khotyn, waiting to be joined by the Cossack army which then stood at 33,000 men and 22 cannons, and was joined a few weeks later by Sahaidachny’s regiment of 3,000 men.29


  The Cossacks soon demonstrated their typical energy and daring, which did much to lift the outnumbered Polish army’s spirits. Not wishing to engage his main force, Hetman Borodavka had broken up a part of the Cossack army into detachments of several hundred men each to harass the enemy, gather supplies, and carry out reconnaissance. They did not seem to have been too successful against the vastly superior enemy, however, but the exploits of a 300–man detachment soon spread like wildfire throughout the Polish and Cossack camps. It is an account which would have been ascribed to exaggerated rumor had it not been recorded by the Hapsburg envoy called Schöberg who was in the Ottoman camp at the time, as well as by the Turkish chronicler Naima.


  An engagement began when the Tatars intercepted one of Borodavka’s Cossack detachment of some 300 men who were on their way back to camp from a foraging expedition for supplies. Unable to overpower them the Tatars sent for support from the Ottoman army, which arrived in great strength. The Cossacks decided to split into two groups with a hundred taking up position at the mouth of a cave overlooking the Prut River. They had probably found themselves before an Ottoman army on the march to new positions and no doubt assumed that such a large force would pass them by, but their position began to be attacked. After several days of sustained and unsuccessful assaults, met by deadly Cossack musket fire with thousands of Janissaries dead and wounded, the Sultan himself called off the attacks. Waiting until the wind was in a favorable direction, Osman ordered that bonfires be lit and fed with what was probably gunpowder, and great quantities of smoke began to accumulate in the cave. As the Cossacks came stumbling out overcome with the acrid smoke, they were attacked by Janissary swordsmen, and all perished in a fight without quarter being asked or given.


  The other 200 man Cossack detachment had in the meantime crossed the Prut River and taken up positions in a thick forest where they were followed by a large Ottoman force with artillery. The attack began at daybreak but after a day’s fighting the Cossack position was still intact. It is known that Sultan Osman II himself directed the attacks, perched on a seat above the river offering a rich reward for every Cossack head brought to him. The Turks again lost several thousand men from the deadly Cossack musket fire as artillery against their forest position was of little use. Realizing they were facing a large Ottoman force of elite Janissary infantry, during the night the surviving 60 Cossacks withdrew deeper into the forest. At daybreak they began to form a “tabor” camp, digging the soft forest soil with their sabers and covering the wagons with the moist dirt. The defenses were completed just in time, when they were attacked by orders of the infuriated Sultan who had decided to squash the puny force that had caused him so many casualties. The attacks lasted until sunset when the 30 remaining Cossacks, most wounded, were over-run, taken prisoner and brought before the Sultan. A few managed to slip out of the “tabor” and make their way to the Polish camp where they recounted how the 300-man Zaporozhian detachment had occupied the Sultan and his Janissaries for the best part of the week. In all, about 100 Cossacks were taken prisoner from the various patrols and foraging expeditions and were put to a cruel death, with the Sultan himself taking part. Osman II, however, could not deprive the 300 Cossacks of their glory, which would be compared to the Spartans at Thermopylae by Prince Wladyslav’s contemporary biographer, Eberhard Wanenberg: “They surpass by far … the finest men and the glory of the Lacedaemonians. Those numbered three hundred and were in the gorge of Thermopylae; these (the Cossacks) numbered only 60 men and in an open field gave hard battle to an army equal in multitude to that of Xerxes.”30 It is through these rare surviving accounts, not always precise, that we get a glimpse of the stuff that the Zaporozhian Cossacks were made of and their general fighting abilities.


  Sahaidachny had not yet joined the Cossack army, and searching for their camp, his detachment became involved in a skirmish in which he received a bullet in the arm. When he finally arrived in the Cossack camp, he found the men displeased with Borodovka’s conduct of the war such as his decision to divide a part of the army into detachments which had suffered casualties. Particularly worrisome was his neglect to obtain enough forage for the horses, which were dying in large numbers. Borodavka was removed by a Cossack “rada” and Sahaidachny again elected as hetman, who immediately reversed Borodavka’s policies and entered into full cooperation with the Polish high command. The day after Sahaidachny’s arrival Sultan Osman’s army reached Khotyn and immediately attacked the Cossack camp, which was in a forward position and not yet fully fortified. Supported by several Polish regiments, for the next two days the Cossacks beat back all assaults, several times leaving their camp to attack the enemy. In rare praise from a Polish nobleman we have a letter from Jakub Sobieski where he observed that the Turks “turned all their fury against the Zaporozhian Cossacks” who “very bravely sustained all that impetus.” The Sultan’s men had a special incentive to attack the Cossacks remembering that there was still a prize of 50 ducats for every Cossack head.


  Three days later, on 4 September, the entire Ottoman army advanced against the Cossack camp, this time under the direct gaze of the Sultan. Again they were beaten back with heavy losses, and supported by the Poles, the Cossacks counterattacked and knocked out the Janissaries from their positions, destroyed artillery by spiking the guns and drove the remaining Turks out of their camp. The Cossacks failed to follow through, however, which saved the Sultan from a complete fiasco. Most were at the poverty line and when they saw the Turks’ ample supplies and possessions they could not refrain from looting the captured camp; they were also running out of supplies such as gunpowder, bullets and cannon balls. This allowed the Turks to regroup, and it was now the Cossacks’ turn to be driven from the Ottoman camp. However, several notable dignitaries were taken prisoner and it is said that the Sultan broke down in tears of rage when he heard of the defeat of his prized Janissaries.


  Osman now decided to bide his time. The Nogay Tatars were sent beyond the Dnister River to sever the Polish and Cossack lines of supply and communication, while the Ottoman forces launched periodic attacks and artillery bombardments to wear down the defenders. Food supplies for men and horses began to run out and animals sickened and died. Supplies of gunpowder and lead were also running low. A major night sortie to take the Turks by surprise failed due to a rainstorm that rendered muskets and pistols useless, and two other assaults were also beaten back. A third attack, however, drove the Turks from their camp which was again lost when the Cossacks cut short the pursuit to load up on supplies enabling the Turks to regroup and drive them out. The old Crown Hetman Khodkevich died on 24 September and when spies brought word of the death, the Sultan launched a major attack on both the Polish and Cossack camps but again without success. Four days later Osman decided to mount a final and an all-out assault on the enemy positions which would either destroy the Cossack and Polish armies or put an end to his plans of conquest. After much bloody fighting during which the Sultan sent wave after wave of infantry and cavalry the Ottoman army was driven back. This was the final battle in the Khotyn encounter, which lasted for 39 days. The Turks had suffered large losses and had lost all hope of a victory, but the Polish and Cossack armies were also in bad shape. Gunpowder and cannon balls were running low, and in spite of urgent appeals the anticipated arrival of the nobility never materialized.


  A peace treaty was signed on 9 October 1621 between King Zygmunt III and Sultan Osman II, a key condition being that the commonwealth keep the Cossacks in check, particularly their damaging Black Sea expeditions. The Cossacks had played a major role in saving Poland and much of Europe, which was beginning to be embroiled in the Thirty Years’ War. Although supported by the King’s army they were the key authors of halting the Ottoman invasion and were recognized as such by Polish participants who lauded Cossack military exploits, courage and valor. Their fame began to spread beyond the confines of the Commonwealth, and King Gustav Adolfus of Sweden referred to them as “noble knights and warriors, masters of the Dnipro and the Black Sea.” Closer to home no such official recognition would be forthcoming from either the King or the nobility. Thus in his speech to the Sejm in 1622, Marshall Jakub Sobieski, who had lauded Cossack bravery a year before, now praised the Polish army for the victory without a single reference to the Cossacks. Following the conclusion of peace Hetman Sahaidachny returned to Kyiv where in spite of being treated by the King’s personal physician he soon died from the arm wound received at Khotyn.31 King Zygmunt III now reneged on the promises he had made to Sahaidachny and the Cossack army. They were, after all, mostly commoners and not even Catholics to boot, to whom the word of a gentleman was not binding.


  



  New Conflict with the Polish Commonwealth


  Sahaidachny had convinced the Cossacks that the way forward for their rights and liberties was cooperation with the Polish King and the Commonwealth, to show the government they were indispensable in the wars against the major powers such as Sweden, Muscovy, and the Ottoman Empire. He had also played an important role in the re-birth of the Orthodox Church in Rus, when the Patriarch of Jerusalem came to Kyiv, earning him praise at his funeral from both the aristocratic establishment and the Orthodox Brotherhood, as voiced in the panegyric: “Know ye not that there is a prince and a great man fallen this day in Israel?”32 And Yakub Sobieski could write: “Remaining invariably loyal to the King and the Commonwealth at all times, he was so severe in restraining Cossack unruliness that he shed Cossack blood abundantly for the slightest reason.”33



  Was Sahaidachny planning to establish the embryo of a Cossack state in Ukraine, with himself as the ruler directly responsible to the King? Perhaps, but with his death even in the service of King and the Commonwealth, the relationship between the Cossacks and the nobility returned to its hostile state.


  The causes for the hostility lay directly with the nobility, ever distrustful of the Cossacks—what they stood for, and their military prowess. Following the end of the Ottoman war the Cossack regiments returned to southern Rus and Ukraine, diminished in number and suffering from lack of supplies. In a written petition to King Zygmunt III they reminded him of his verbal commitment and contractual obligation to pay their wages, provide the necessary supplies and respect their rights and liberties. The petition, together with the negotiations, provides a clear illustration of the issues involved. It begins with a reminder of Cossack services: “A message of the Zaporozhian Cossacks to His Majesty the King and the Commonwealth; requests for a reward for the blood services, renowned in the entire Christian world and evident to all pagans.”34 Then follows a concession in view of the peace treaty signed between the Commonwealth and the Porte, and a reminder of their unpaid wages.


  
    We shall not make war on the state of the Turkish Emperor either by land or by the Black Sea … and we definitely wish to give up (campaigning on) the Black Sea. We only wish to know with what we are to stay in our usual places in service to the Commonwealth, and at what salary. The previous (royal) commissions earmarked 40,000 zlotys as our annual payment, but that has not been fulfilled. Now we, putting the commission’s resolutions aside need, it seems, to ask the King and Their Graces to earmark for us an annual payment of 100,000 zlotys, which should come to us every year at a set time. Now … the emissaries are to ask His Majesty the King kindly to pay a just remuneration promptly for our blood services and the losses we have suffered in horses and in all kinds of other things in that (Khotyn) expedition, as the Lords Commissioners also promised us by their letter.

  


  Following a request for the accommodation of “our ancient Greek religion and … the liberties granted to us by his predecessors and by the King (Zygmunt III) himself, for our blood services in time of war,” the petition lists the Cossacks’ need for upkeep and livelihood to replace war booty.


  —The King is asked to make available income from a town in Ukraine for the upkeep of invalids, provide for the hospital and return Boryspil and its surroundings to them.


  —Free accommodation for Cossacks on royal, princely, nobiliary, and clerical estates … with their liberties preserved, without any oppression by officialdom.


  —Some of our comrades have no home or property and no source of livelihood. Let them be allowed to work in the hunting and fishing trades, if any are able and desire to occupy themselves with such.


  —Even those who have homes have not prepared—because of their absence from home—stocks of provisions for themselves, their wives and their children. And those who have no homes have done this even less. Hence the request for placement and supplies in towns, by regiments, for the resting and feeding of the horses that still remain.


  —And in those towns where we reside, especially in the Kyiv palatinate, no soldiers shall have their quarters or stations.


  The main Cossack army resting in Podilia soon heard the king’s reply through a commission charged in 1622 to settle the “Cossack problem.” A sum of 50,000 zlotys would be forthcoming, but all other Cossack demands were rejected. Only 3,000 would be officially recognized as Cossacks and placed on a register with pay; all remaining veterans were to lose their liberties and be placed in the landlord’s service to become peasant serfs; the Cossack commander was to be appointed by the King and not elected as custom demanded; and they were not to go to sea on raiding expeditions. The Cossacks pointed out that they had a contractual right to go to sea if they did not receive payment, or were denied the right to commandeer provisions and military supplies. Although the commission agreed that the late Hetman Stanislaw Zolkiewski had indeed entered into such a contractual agreement it nevertheless refused to recognize these rights, fearing another war with the Ottoman Empire since a peace agreement had not yet been signed. Needless to say, the Cossacks took the King’s conditions as ludicrous, pointing out that even the 50,000 zlotys promised them were meaningless.


  
    What will they eat there (in the steppe) given that the 3 or 4 zlotys that they are to get per sword are not enough even for food and clothing, because they are ragged and hungry? … They keep asking where the invalids who cannot earn their bread and salt will go, or those who have no homes, have no skill in digging up the ground (farming), or are ashamed to beg. If they get the same amount of money as those who did not fight much … they will have no money to acquire homes and homesteads, for a few zlotys will not buy these.35

  


  With the King lacking sufficient strength to enforce his orders—the crown troops were also not paid and had withdrawn their services—the “talks” ended, and the commission withdrew. The Cossack financial worries and demands for religious freedom had fallen on deaf ears, and were even considered as “arrogant” by the aristocratic government circles, which bided their time to deal with the “Cossack problem.”


  Failing an agreement with the Commonwealth the Cossacks resumed their Black Sea raids on the Ottoman Empire. Stubborn fighting broke out in 1625 with an engagement in the mouth of the Dnipro River involving 43 Ottoman men-of-war and about a hundred Cossack vessels. This time the battle did not go well for the Cossacks, who lost a number of boats with casualties and 270 men taken prisoner. Nevertheless the Turkish fleet was forced to withdraw, and the captives were taken to Constantinople and exhibited in a triumphant procession as was witnessed by the French delegates to the Porte. Cossacks who chose not to participate in the sea campaign headed to the settled regions of Rus and Ukraine, where they began to make their presence felt by challenging official authority and expropriating much needed provisions and supplies. A new source of friction had also arisen between the Rus population and the Commonwealth, one which would play an increasingly important role. Due to the persecution of the Orthodox Church under King Zygmunt III the “Faith of Rus” was beginning to come under the protection of the Cossacks, with cases of retaliation for Catholic attacks becoming more frequent. As noted by the Catholic Prince Zbaraski: “How much is under the control of those people? All the land of Rus … in their foolish obstinacy (they) consider themselves oppressed by the nobilities’ laws … and complain about the Church Union and religion, and would then undoubtedly rise, wishing to take revenge.”


  A more complete report was provided by yet another royal commission sent to settle the “Cossack problem,” which was beginning to assume an increasingly political dimension.


  
    Domestic unruliness is gaining the upper hand … they have organized a sovereign state for themselves. The whole of Ukraine is subject to them. The nobleman is not free in his own home. In royal towns, large and small, the entire administration and all authority belongs to the Cossacks. They take over jurisdictions and pass laws…. A number of estates of the nobility have been brutalized, dishonored and bloodied by their own subjects, titling themselves Cossacks. They decide on peace and war of their own volition. They violate peace treaties concluded by the Commonwealth….”36

  


  This was a direct challenge to the authority of the Commonwealth state, and the nobility—Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant—reacted with a zeal which they had not shown even during the Ottoman invasion. By the summer of 1625 a Crown army had been assembled and in September an 8,000-man force moved from Podilia into Ukraine under the command of Hetman Stanislaw Koniecpolski. As he moved through the Ros River valley to Bila Tserkva he was joined by detachments led by Prince Potocki, which had been gathered by the members of the royal commission. His force was still not strong enough to confront the Zaporozhian army which, he knew, would be reinforced by the town Cossacks. To avoid conflict he resorted to subterfuge, sending messages announcing that he was coming “in friendship and respect—because carrying a sword by my side I am able to respect military men”; this being addressed to people who were usually referred to as “scum” and “rabble.” He was there simply to make sure that the King and the Commonwealth were obeyed, but the Cossacks knew different.


  Koniecpolski had chosen his timing well. Many of the Zaporozhian Cossacks already left for a third sea expedition of the year against the Ottoman fleet that had appeared in the mouth of the Dnipro. As was pointed out later by the Cossacks: “The Army was not in one place; some were at sea, others on the Don and other rivers.”37


  On 11 October Koniecpolski reached Kaniv garrisoned by 3,000 Cossacks, who decided to withdraw in spite of the Hetman’s soothing assurances that he wished no harm to “honest military men who by their blood had earned a good reputation in foreign countries.” No harm would come to them or to their rights, estates, and their Orthodox faith. His actions, however, belied his words, and he quickly sent 10 cavalry companies in pursuit of the Kaniv garrison, but after giving battle (and capturing the Orthodox Prince Chetvertynsky’s son) the Cossacks withdrew in good order. Reaching Cherkassy they were joined by a 2,000-strong town regiment and the entire force retreated to Masliv Stav, while the Polish army proceeded to devastate the Cossack settlements and fortified towns forming a line of defense against the Tatars.


  The Zaporozhians who had remained in the Sich in the meantime elected a new hetman, one Marko Zhmailo, and began to move out to join the town Cossacks with the intention to block Koniecpolski’s army, which continued to be reinforced by fresh troops supplied by the wealthy magnates. These were reinforced by non-serf armed serving men recruited from the villages. The Hapsburg Emperor Ferdinand II also sent 3,000 “German” infantry giving Koniecpolski a total of 33,000 men and ample artillery, while the Cossack forces led by Hetman Zhmailo and colonels Doroshenko, Olyfer and Pinsky numbered no more than 20,000, were not as well equipped as their opponents and lacked some of the best men who were out to sea.


  As the two armies approached each other, the first few days were spent in the usual talks and “negotiations” which were cut short when on the night of 29 October, crossing the marshy Tsybulnik River, Koniecpolski launched a surprise attack on the Cossack camp. The Cossacks were quickly driven from their positions and retreated to the wagon “tabor,” which began to be shelled by Koniecpolski’s artillery. A Cossack cavalry attack to silence the guns was beaten off but forced Koniecpolski to pull his men back to a more secure position. Realizing they were outnumbered the Cossacks also abandoned their camp, and during the darkness of the night began to retreat to a site well known to them, an old fort at Medvezhi Lozy on the banks of Lake Kurukove. A cavalry regiment was dispatched under Stefan Chmielecki in pursuit but by then the main Cossack army had crossed a small river leaving rearguard detachments to ambush the Polish cavalry, 1,500 men hidden in the reeds to defend the shallow crossing point, 2,000 Cossacks half a mile further with a similar purpose, and 2,000 men set up a third defensive wagon semi-circle on the edge of Lake Kurukove where the main Polish army had to pass. This was a common Cossack defensive strategy and was also intended to inflict casualties on the enemy, to cut their numbers down to size and force it to either withdraw or face annihilation.


  In the meantime the Cossack army advanced along the other side of the lake to set up a wagon “tabor” consisting of several semi-circular lines of wagons with the lake at their backs. The three rear-guard detachments fulfilled their mission as planned since Chmielecki’s cavalry suffered high casualties and had to be reinforced by two more regiments led by the Princes Stanislaw Potocki and Janusz Tyszkiewicz. When unable to hold out much longer the survivors of the first group pulled back to join the second line of resistance and so forth, until all detachments reached the main Cossack camp, having suffered light casualties.


  As the avant-garde of the Polish army arrived it found the Cossack camp was not yet completely fortified, and Zamoyski promptly ordered an attack probably to test the Cossack defenses. Zhmailo, however, had placed men outside of the camp perimeter concealed in the reeds and the tall prairie grass, and as the Polish and German infantry advanced they were met with musket-fire from both inside and outside of the wagon circle. Not pausing to reload the hidden detachments drew sabers and charged, taking the enemy completely by surprise. Prince Zamoyski was surrounded and almost killed as he was forced into a marsh but was rescued by his men, and the rest of the attacking force retreated in utter confusion. In fact, the Polish avant-garde was only saved by the arrival of Hetman Koniecpolski with the main Polish army. A second and more powerful assault on the Cossack camp now took place on 31 October as waves of cavalry and infantry attempted to penetrate the Cossack lines of defense. They were again met with deadly musket and artillery fire, and suffering heavy losses, Koniecpolski called off the attack, himself coming close to being killed. As noted in the royal Polish records, “many German infantry perished and a large number of horses were shot, and many distinguished cavalrymen also fell.”38


  Realizing that the Cossacks could not be easily defeated, Koniecpolski swallowed his pride and dispatched one Chmielecki with another captain to the Cossack camp to discuss terms. The outnumbered Cossacks had also suffered casualties in the bloody fighting, some 8,000 killed or wounded in the campaign, and they had lost valuable supplies in the hurried retreat to Lake Kurukove. The final agreement represented a compromise by which the royal commission gave up its demand for the extradition of Cossack leaders, the Cossack register was to be increased to 6,000 men, and a payment of 60,000 zlotys was to be made to the 10,000 man strong Cossack army. In return those who were denied Cossack status were to become serfs, and all Cossacks were to leave land claimed by the nobility after selling their property to those who were willing to serve a lord. They were to abstain from entering into foreign treaties, the Black Sea raids on Ottoman property were to cease, and only 1,000 Cossacks were to be stationed in the Sich. The Cossacks decided to agree to the conditions realizing that the royal commission had to save face before their peers. As in the past, Commonwealth agreements with the Cossacks had always been made largely for the sake of appearance since the government did not always have the means to enforce them.


  The Cossack challenge to the Polish Commonwealth at Kurukove was understood by the government to be of a serious nature and the Polish army commanded by Konicpolski was kept in southern Rus and Ukraine to make sure that three points of the agreement would be adhered to: only 6,000 Cossacks to be recognized as such and put on a register, all others to lose their status and become peasant-serfs; all Cossacks were to sell their homesteads and vacate the land if it was claimed by a noble or the Catholic Church; and Cossack elections for hetman or chief ataman to be confirmed by the King. In several weeks 6,000 Cossacks were indeed placed on a register and it wasn’t long before their services were needed when in February 1626 a major and unexpected Tatar invasion took place led by Khan Mehmet Giray III himself. In the autumn of the same year another large Tatar horde invaded the Kyiv region and southern Rus, led by the Nureddin Sultan, the prince second in line after the “qalgha” or the heir to the Crimean Khan. When the hordes dispersed into smaller raiding parties in the usual fashion the main Tatar camp at Bila Tserkva was attacked by 3,000 Crown troops under Chmielecki and the 6,000 registered Cossacks led by Hetman Doroshenko. On the day of the attack on 29 September it began to rain, rendering firearms useless, and all fighting was done hand-to-hand and with bow and arrow.


  Other Cossacks not on the register went “Down Under” to resume the Black Sea naval expeditions. Not all were successful, as reported by the French envoy to the Port, the Count de Cesy. Some 300 Cossacks in 12 “tchaika” boats were intercepted by a Turkish fleet off the coast of Georgia and had to seek refuge on shore. Their fortified camp was overrun by Janissaries and all died fighting. Others were more successful, for example those led by the colorful Ataman Oleksa Shafran. He had been captured by the Tatars and spent seven years in Kaffa as a Turkish prisoner. Organizing a revolt, Shafran and other prisoners destroyed the jail and most successfully escaped to the Don Cossacks. He now led 400 Zaporozhian and Don Cossacks in 8 boats to Trebizond where he looted the surrounding countryside. On another occasion he took 100 men in two “tchaikas” on a raid which also ended successfully. Sent by his Cossacks to deliver ten pounds of silver to the Church of St. Sophia in Kyiv, he apparently lost his way and was arrested in Muscovite territory and banished to Siberia.


  Cossack raids against the Tatars continued, but now took a different turn. Taking advantage of the civil war which was going on in the Crimea, Zaporozhian and registered Cossacks attacked and destroyed the mighty Ottoman fortress of Aslan Kerman which stood on the west bank of the Dnipro River bordering Cossack and Tatar territory. Next Hetman Doroshenko took 4,000 hand-picked Cossacks and marched into the Crimea to support the Khan’s heir Shahin Giray against the nobleman Cantemir. The Cossacks were met by Cantemir’s army and in a series of hand-to-hand six-day battles the Tatars were routed, and the wounded Cantemir fled to Kaffa under Turkish protection. One thousand Cossacks, however, were also killed, including Hetman Doroshenko who was shot in the chest by a Janissary sharpshooter. The grateful Shahin showered the Cossacks with a rich reward of 5 pieces of gold per man provided by the Tsar’s diplomat to support Shahin’s anti–Ottoman effort. Cantemir was pursued to Kaffa where new fighting broke out outside of the thick walls of the port. Cantimir was wounded again, most of his men killed and his captured son was executed before the walls on Shahin’s orders. Alarmed at the turn of events the Ottoman Sultan sent a strong force to the Crimea, most of Shahin’s men switched sides, and the Cossacks left for home while they still could. They brought back rich spoils of war including the nine Polish cannon which Zolkiewski had lost in the defeat at Tsetsora.


  Meanwhile in Ukraine, Podilia, and Volin the social situation was heating up again with the Cossack military class now finding itself at the crossroads. While many registered Cossacks began to seek an accommodation within the Catholic Commonwealth, the remaining Cossacks—who were now technically outlaws—thought otherwise. Most realized their predicament was due to the increasingly oppressive demands made by the nobility, and the only way out was to establish an independent society free of king and noble; yet they still lacked the strength to overcome the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, one of the most powerful states in Europe. The large increase in the Cossack register also introduced a conflict of interest amongst their ranks. The agreement signed at Kurukove was pitting Cossack against Cossack and seriously interfering with their liberties. Most of their military activities to earn a livelihood were condemned by the King and the Sejm; they were harassed by local authorities when they went to hunt and fish, and the nobility claimed an exclusive monopoly for the brewing and selling of beer and mead. The nobility was also attacking Cossack homesteads and driving them from land they claimed as their own, citing the agreement of Kurukove; and justice was always denied when a Cossack was killed by a nobleman, while widows were being deprived of their inheritance.


  Many of the non-registered Cossacks saw no other way to earn a livelihood than to campaign against the Ottoman Empire, which still maintained a treaty with the Commonwealth. While persecuted for the attacks, at the same time the Cossacks were indispensable, since Tatar raids into the southeastern part of the Polish Commonwealth continued. Viewed as “scum” on the one hand, whose unruliness had to be controlled, on the other some could see them as heroes who defended the land against the Tatars and the Turks. A Polish commander in Ukraine, a commoner by the name of Chmielecki who had made a name for himself at Khotyn, left an account of the Cossacks under Ataman Hryhory Chorny of the registered Cossacks, who had fought by his side in the battle of Burstyn against a major Tatar campaign. On this occasion the Cossacks once again destroyed a large Tatar force, resulting in the freeing of some 10,000 prisoners, amongst them many noblewomen. According to Chmielecki the victory was made possible by a single Cossack who fell into Tatar hands while foraging for food. Suspecting a Cossack army nearby, the Tatars began to interrogate their prisoner, who though badly tortured kept on repeating that there was no Cossack army in the vicinity. His refusal to break under torture lulled the Tatars into a false sense of security, allowing the outnumbered Cossacks to attack and destroy the Tatar force and to free the perhaps exaggerated large number of prisoners.


  Unrest amongst the Cossacks and the enserfed peasants was growing as the Polish Crown Hetman Koniecpolski decided to billet Polish troops in parts of Ukraine where they had never been seen before, encouraging the rumors that the Commonwealth was plotting a religious war against the Greek Orthodox population. Koniecpolski’s sword was supposedly seen being blessed by Dominican monks at a Sunday mass, so that it would “serve against the heathen, against Rus, in order to extirpate it,” according to the Lviv Chronicle. In defiance of the King the Zaporozhians elected a militant Hetman, Taras Fedorovich, better known by his Cossack Brotherhood handle as “Triasylo” (“The Shaker”), who sent Cossacks to arrest the Hetman of the Registered Cossacks, Hryhory Chorny, who was tried and executed for collusion with the enemy. Alarmed at the execution, many Registered Cossacks joined the Polish army in Korsun for safety, and when the Zaporozhians’ demands for the extradition of their officers and the removal of the Crown army from Korsun were rejected, the town was attacked by a Zaporozhian force. They were joined by most of the registered Cossack rank-and-file, the townsmen rose in revolt against Koniecpolski, and after suffering heavy casualties the Crown troops abandoned Korsun leaving behind much needed supplies and valuable belongings of the nobility.


  Now the atrocities began, in the spring of 1630 when Samuel Lashch entered a town called Lysianka on Orthodox Easter in March and ordered that all despised inhabitants be slaughtered—men, women and children. Next the town of Dymer was wiped out; “they killed innocent people just as long as they were Rusins.”39 The response was a general rising of the peasants supported by Cossack fighters, which in turn provoked more retaliation, as recorded by the Polish chronicler Piasecki: “They attacked the royal troops stationed in the winter billets, especially the troops of Lashch, Lankoronski and Sladkowski. They killed many people among them, forced the rest to withdraw to other locations, and captured their whole trains.”40


  The main Cossack army in the meantime, led by Taras Triasylo, had installed itself on the east side of the Dnipro River at Pereiaslav, and waited for Koniecpolski’s next move. The nobility was still in the process of mobilizing although some had already joined the Polish army, and rather than wait Koniecpolski decided to cross the Dnipro and attack the Cossacks. This would prove to be a strategic error but as a contemporary participant observed, he was “in great anger against the Cossacks, and all the Rusins.” The first attempt to cross the Dnipro at a ford south of Kyiv did not go well. Koniecpolski was blocked by a Cossack cavalry company with light artillery and suffered defeat, with himself almost taken prisoner. As he admitted later the crossing was “not without difficulties and with no little bloodshed.” The Crown army then moved to Kyiv in early May, where it managed to get across and reach Pereiaslav.


  A contemporary transcript written by the Muscovite boyars Buturlin and Liapunov, based on a report by the Tsar’s spy Gladky who was in Pereiaslav at the time, puts Koniecpolski’s army at 12,000 men, which we know from other sources included German regiments and some 2,000 Ukrainian Registered Cossacks. As Koniecpolski reached the city, a two-day battle broke out in which Koniecpolski was badly beaten, losing some 1,000 men on the first day and 2,000 on the second. The Cossacks then retreated to Pereiaslav where they were already dug in. Gladky reported, “They are said to have sat in Pereiaslav, with the Cherkasians (Ukrainian Cossacks) besieged by the Polish men for three weeks.”41


  Buturlin and Liapunov’s transcript puts the Cossack force in Pereiaslav at 40,000 men, a very unlikely number which must have included not only Taras Triasylo’s besieged army but also the Cossack detachments and peasant rebel bands which were operating in Ukraine and Southern Rus at the time. Not only could such a large number of men be accommodated in the confines of the town but a force of 12,000 men could hardly have been able to besiege such a large force for three weeks without itself being destroyed.42 The probable number for Taras Triasylo’s men is 10,000 regular Cossacks, mainly Zaporozhians, and several thousand Cossacks on the King’s register, if even that.43


  Following their initial defeat, Koniecpolski’s men dug trenches and the siege continued for the next three weeks, as the Polish hetman waited for reinforcements from the nobility’s militia and a German force of 10,000 men he was seeking to hire. In the meantime the battles continued as Cossacks launched sorties or were in turn attacked by the Crown Troops. As noted by Gladky, “the Polish men fought many battles with the Cherkasian men (the Cossacks), and in those battles the Cherkasians were victorious over the Poles.”44


  Koniecpolski decided to launch a final assault—this also went badly. His lines of communication were cut, and hopes of receiving reinforcements were fading with every day. After the Crown army crossed to the left bank a great insurrection had broken out behind its lines, and many government troops and militias were destroyed even before they could reach the Dnipro, their captured weapons and supplies feeding the fires of revolt. There was no other option left but to open negotiations. Gladky gives a brief description of the hopeless situation in which Koniecpolski found himself: “…the Cherkasians seized Hetman Koniecpolski’s artillery from the encampment, killed a great many Poles … occupied the crossing points on the Dnipro, and burned the ferry boats at the crossings; and after that battle Hetman Koniecpolski made peace with the Cherkasians.”45 Gladky’s account is corroborated in greater detail by a Kyiv chronicler:


  
    The great battle took place on Saturday (22 May, old calendar). Lord Lashch spied the Cossacks who were riding out to post sentries. Taking, it is said, 500 mounted soldiers he attacked them, but (was) unable to “take” them. The lord hetman (Koniecpolski) took with him 2,000 good soldiers … (and) came upon others who were arriving to help the first group. They say there were not many of them, only about 200 horses…. Those Cossacks, locking themselves in a shed, fought so hard that not a single one was captured alive, only one captain, and a wounded one at that. Then the Cossacks fell upon the encampment…. They fought hard there, slashing away! As many as 2,000 men on both sides perished there. While some Cossacks were fighting, others took three of the largest cannons and two long guns, transporting them to their encampment. The Lord Hetman (Koniecpolski) arrived at that moment. Then they fought for six hours; if a tremendous rainfall had not intervened, they probably would not have left anyone alive. Finally the hetman (Koniecpolski) displayed a sign of surrender.46

  


  Following the surrender the Cossacks withdrew and protracted negotiations began, which were terminated by the signed agreement of 29 June 1630. The Cossacks realized that a victory in battle, no matter how great, did not mean the defeat of the powerful Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Their demand, as formally worded following standard convention, was that the concessions which they had made at Kurukova be rescinded and essentially all Cossacks were to maintain their status on their homesteads as free men … “that your Grace (Koniecpolski) show himself to us as our Gracious Lord and deign to leave us, his servants, in possession of our ancient freedoms.”47 This was largely granted, and the register expanded to 8,000 paid Cossacks in return for a formal declaration of loyalty. As admitted by Koniecpolski in his face-saving “report” to the Sejm; “I admit that I myself was not very satisfied with its (the agreement’s) result, for satisfaction was not given for such an insult to the king’s majesty.”


  The agreement and treaty following Pereiaslav was a mere formality, and did not remove the deep distrust which continued to prevail between nobleman and Cossack with the serfs siding with the latter. To the great alarm of the Polish Government, the Cossacks renewed their Black Sea raids on Ottoman military installations and other property. Also a Polish army, billeted anew in Ukraine, was harassed to such an extent that it abandoned the towns, leaving the territory in the grips of “Cossack unruliness.” Thus in practice the Polish Commonwealth relinquished control in the settled areas where “the Cossacks were permitted everything,” so long as they abstained from the Black Sea campaigns. The government, however, dragged its feet when it came to the full implementation of the agreement, for example expanding the royal register to 8,000 Cossacks. Zygmunt III died in 1632 at the age of 53 following a long reign. Fond of feasting and drinking, as was the common norm of the day amongst the nobility, he ironically died from an overdose of a medicine prescribed by his doctor for kidney stone pains.


  He was succeeded by his 37-year-old son, who was elected and crowned as Wladyslav IV. No sooner was he King than Wladyslav renewed old conflicts with Muscovy and Sweden, and once again Cossack regiments were in demand. His previous campaigns with his father against Sweden had convinced him that the Polish Crown army had to be reformed on a new pattern, which had emerged during the Thirty Years’ War. His model was the Lutheran King of Sweden Gustav Adolphus whose new army gained such renown against the Catholics in the Thirty Years’ War. Crowned on 31 December 1611 at the age of 17, Adolphus would prove himself to be one of the most innovative monarchs of the age. Before his untimely death at the age of 38, he mastered 7 languages, wrote history, and revolutionized infantry warfare. Until then the main defensive formation against cavalry were pikemen, formed in a square to provide protection musketeers in the center. The young king’s idea was to introduce heavy firepower against both infantry and cavalry. For this purpose he borrowed the Dutch mortar, and introduced standardized light field artillery, 3 and 5 pounders, at times concentrating 150 pieces against the enemy. Another innovation was the introduction of the linear firing line consisting of six ranks of matchlock musketeers, which could maintain a constant rate of fire. The first rank would retire to the rear, to reload after firing its volley, and was replaced by the second rank which would also retire to the rear of the first and so forth. By the time the sixth rank had discharged its volley the first would be ready to fire. Such continuous volleys could destroy an attacking enemy force before he could even reach the Swedish lines.


  An integral part of this tactic was drill and discipline, without which it could not succeed. The firing line was responsible for destroying the Polish cavalry in the great Swedish victory at Wallhof in Livonia in 1626, as well as in the battle of Breitenfeld against Marshall Tilly’s Catholic forces on 17 September 1631. Gustav Adolphus was killed in the battle of Lutzen in April 1632 when he was shot in the back at close range. Interestingly, the Swedish king had concluded what Cossacks had known for some time, that concentrated and sustained firepower could compensate for smaller numbers provided the musketeers held their ground. Also, like the Cossacks, Adolphus preferred smaller tactical formations, which traveled with light baggage trains for maneuverability and speed. Unlike most European (and Ottoman) armies, which used matchlock muskets, the Zaporozhian Cossacks preferred wheel-lock and flintlocks which were beginning to make their way from western Europe towards the end of the 16th and the early 17th centuries. Unlike the matchlocks they did not need a rest when fired, and the smoke of lit fuses did not give away the intention to begin firing.



  While pursuing his campaigns in the north, King Wladyslav had to content simultaneously with the Ottoman and Crimean attacks in the south, and to pacify the Ottoman Sultan he decided to take measures against the Zaporozhians as described in a 1635 declaration:


  
    … we wish to show the whole world that we are ready and willing to keep our word in a treaty with our enemies. And to that end, by the authority of the present Sejm, we resolve that the Cossacks, neither on land or sea, must not furnish the slightest grounds for breaking this peace, under threat of forfeiting all rights, freedoms and privileges granted to them by our ancestors and the Commonwealth. Moreover, we order that our starostas … not permit the preparing and readying either of wood for boats or foodstuffs, gunpowder, bullets or other supplies in their districts, without which Cossack sea campaigns cannot take place….48

  


  To this end the Polish nobility voted the sum of 100,000 “zlotys” to construct a fort on the Dnipro River, even while the Cossacks who had served the King went largely unpaid. The idea was to cut all lines of communication between the Cossack towns and “Down Under” and thus put a stop to the Black Sea raids which were resuming again following peace with Muscovy with Zaporozhians sailing their remarkable “tchaikas” all the way to Constantinople. An Ottoman complaint to Wladyslav for example, described how in the spring of 1635 seven boats of “the Dnipro Cossack bandits” arrived at the Bosphorus, taking advantage of the fact that the Sultan’s fleet had sailed to the Mediterranean. “They caused a great deal of harm … and took a considerable amount of property.” Two of the seven boats, however, had gone aground and were captured by the Turkish men-of-war stationed in the straits.


  The fort on the Dnipro was mainly Hetman Koniecpolski’s project and he had just the man to design and direct construction—the French mathematician/engineer Guillaume Le Vasseur de Beauplan, who was in Koniecpolski’s service at the time and who left us with such detailed and interesting observations of “Ukrainie.” The site selected was near the first rapid known as Kodak, on the Dnipro’s high right bank promontory jutting into the river which provided natural protection on three sides. Work was begun almost immediately and when finished in the summer of 1635 it was an imposing stone and brick structure; a mile in perimeter, walls 7 feet high, and surrounded by a deep trench on the land-side. Kodak, as the fortress became known, was garrisoned by 200 dragoons under the command of a French officer, Captain Jean de Marion. He quickly established control of the region, even forbidding hunting and fishing by the Cossacks. Angered by Kodak’s presence, a detachment of Zaporozhian Cossacks led by their Hetman Ivan Sulyma captured Kodak in August of 1635. Beauplan had underestimated the Cossacks in his design, forgetting that they routinely captured and destroyed Ottoman and Tatar fortifications. We have the comments of the Lithuanian Prince Radzivill who was well acquainted with the event.


  
    The Cossacks, not accustomed either to patience or evangelical forbearance, under the command of Sulyma, having observed that the soldiers on guard were asleep, quietly crept up ladders onto the walls of the fortress in the middle of the night. And although the sentries awoke, it was too late. By the time (the defenders) rubbed their eyes heavy with sleep, seized their weapons … the fortress was already in the hands of the Cossacks.49

  


  Most of the garrison was killed and the unpopular captain de Marion was shot. Radzivill’s claim that the sentries were asleep may not be exact, since capturing enemy fortresses by sending select men over the walls to overcome the sentries was a common Cossack practice, and allowed a relatively small force to capture a strong installation. The fortress was destroyed and not rebuilt in that year although only a part of the 100,000 “zlotys” voted by the Sejm was used in its construction, the rest of the money being spent elsewhere.


  Next, Sulyma and his men continued along the Dnipro River taking control of Chihirin, Cherkassy, and Korsun. The Prussian war had just ended and their advance was blocked by a newly arrived force led by Koniecpolski, which included several thousand Registered Cossacks. Under circumstances which are not clear to this day, Sulyma and his five commanders were lured into the Polish camp by Registered Cossack officers, arrested and handed over to the “Liakhs.”50 It seems as if bribery and promises of future benefits were involved, initiated by the Royal Commissioners Zolkiewski and Kysil. Brought to Warsaw, Sulyma and his officers were tried by a court of the Sejm and condemned to death, in spite of Sulyma’s stated intention to convert to Roman Catholicism. He was a well-known anti–Ottoman campaigner and had received a gold medal from the Pope in recognition of his exploits. As described by Prince Radzivill:


  
    This subterfuge (Sulyma’s defense) was not accepted and they were sentenced to death in order to strike fear into other unruly Cossacks. Many people pitied Sulyma who after defeating the enemies of Christians, the Turks, so many times and never even receiving a wound in battle against them, was now to die a shameful death.51

  


  The shame, however, was with the Sejm of the Polish Commonwealth. The Cossacks’ sentence was apparently due to the presence of Ottoman envoys, and the Polish Government took the opportunity to show that they were serious about reining in “Cossack willfulness.” Radzivill continues in a poetic mode, and with some sympathy: “Thus he who had risked his neck so often in Asia, whom the enemy could not touch with its resolve to expose him to the danger of Mars, now in Warsaw had to stick out his neck to an infamous executioner, his strong hands tied behind his back.” Two of the Cossack officers were handed over to the Ottoman envoy, and Sulyma with the remaining three were beheaded, drawn and quartered, and their body parts hung in various locations of Warsaw for public display.


  The registered Cossacks had impressed Koniecpolski with their loyalty, and the Polish Hetman realized that they were not only valuable in foreign wars but could also be used to keep “law and order” in Ukraine itself. The 7,000 Cossacks who were placed on a royal register were reorganized into seven regionally based regiments of 1,000 men each, from Bila Tserkva, Kaniv, Cherkassy, Korsun, and Chihirin on the right bank, and Pereiaslav and Mirhorod on the left bank of the Dnipro. Each regiment commanded by a colonel was subdivided into 10 companies and led by a captain. Hetman Koniecpolski was also instructed by King Wladyslav IV to select an individual who, when registering new Cossacks, would not be “avid for bribes…. The previous registrars got this wrong, and because of that most meritorious Cossacks have become unruly.”


  In spite of the Cossack victory at Pereiaslav over Hetman Koniecpolski’s Crown army and the nobility, very little changed for the peasants’ general condition or the rights of the Cossacks. The agreed upon Royal registry of 8,000 Cossacks went unfulfilled, and business went on as usual for the local “starosta” administration. Cossacks were still being harassed for taxes and other contributions, particularly those involved in hunting and fishing, and the nobility’s immunity meant that a nobleman could literally get away with the murder of a serf or a Cossack; and the unpaid 150,000 zlotys for two years of back-pay for services rendered was an ongoing issue. A list of particular grievances was presented by Cossack envoys to the Polish Sejm, held in March 1636 in the simple and straightforward Cossack manner.


  
    As though it were not sufficient that our comrades have been driven out of the nobility’s estates and swindled, now they are not allowed to live on the royal ones either. Our comrade is not permitted either to buy or sell in royal cities, this is strictly forbidden but they give their leaseholders (“orendari”) the right to ban the production of either beer or liquor for personal use, for weddings or christenings. They violate the rights and freedoms conferred by the king, who extended those freedoms to Cossack widows surviving their husbands killed in service to the Commonwealth. What a pitiful thing it is! Our comrades will perish in service to the Commonwealth but on the very next day they will take away all the cattle from his widow and will even order her to be thrown into prison! As for those of our comrades who have spent their entire lives in the service of the state (there is) no regard for their merit and old age, have robbed them and placed them under their control [sic]. We endure great injustices. They (the “starostas”) refuse to mete out justice to the guilty on our behalf. Insulting and ridiculing our emissaries, they send them away with nothing. In conducting raids in their disputes over land, they have killed several of our comrades and confiscated their property. People have been driven to despair by all this, and God in heaven sees what a large number of our comrades have already been accepted by the Muscovite land. With their wives and children they are settling in Belgorod.52

  


  The estates referred to in the petition were the vast stretches of Ukrainian land which were claimed by the nobility and the crown, on the pretext that they were “uninhabited.” Much of the land had been secured against the Tatars by the Cossack frontiersmen, many of whom had established homesteads and ranches on the wide Ukrainian steppe. In times of peace, however, the Cossacks were “personae non gratae,” strangers in their own land as determined by a foreign and culturally alien society. Cossack petitions and complaints fell on deaf ears, and the cavalier treatment of Ukrainians by the Polish state continued. The Cossacks were also officially prohibited from acquiring war booty from their Black Sea raids on Ottoman territory, which meant that many were condemned to poverty and unable to provide clothing and ammunition for themselves or to replace damaged or destroyed weapons.


  Great dissatisfaction was also felt by the peasants in the Kyiv province. Following Nalyvaiko’s rebellion Ukraine continued to undergo population increases and as the steppe was becoming more secure from Tatar attacks thanks in no small part to Cossack vigilance most of the land was “granted” to the nobility, particularly a few influential families. Thus by the early 17th century the Vyshnevetsky family had been awarded almost the entire area on the left bank of the Dnipro, which was approaching 230,000 inhabitants where few had lived a few decades before. But the granted lands were worthless without peasants producing agricultural goods. Wheat was especially in high demand during the Thirty Years’ War, and the steep price increases of the Price Revolution was gaining large fortunes for the nobility, who were luring serfs from other parts of Rus by promises of freedom. During the first years—up to 15, 20 and even 30 years—the peasants were exempt from taxes and forced “corvé” labor, so that unlike in other parts of the Commonwealth there was very little serfdom in many parts of Ukraine in the first few decades of the 17th century. As the periods of exemption from taxes and other forced contributions began to expire a free peasantry found itself increasingly enserfed. Now it was not just the town and homesteading Cossacks who found themselves hemmed in and exploited by the arbitrary, self-serving laws of the nobility. Although enjoying a luxurious lifestyle very few of the landowning nobles possessed the ability or the interest to manage their estates, and began to lease their properties and monopoly rights (such as milling flour and brewing alcohol) to professional managers. The most efficient leaseholders and managers turned out to be German and Polish Jews, who were also given the right to collect taxes and other fees. This would not endear them to the Greek Orthodox population.


  With the creation of Registered Cossacks the movement began to fragment into distinct, and at times hostile, strata. This was noticed by the Rusian and Orthodox magnate Adam Kysil when he was negotiating with Cossacks on behalf of the Polish Commonwealth.


  
    One must treat this foolish rabble (the Cossacks) in three ways. For the officers, gifts. For the virtuous (i.e., law abiding) Cossacks and those who have homes (homesteads, ranches) and manage them, favor. Remind them of the integrity of the fatherland, the freedoms that will be enjoyed (by promise) not only by them but also by their heirs. As for the wild rebels, the have-nots who live from booty like the (Tatar) Horde—these must be curbed by annihilation and fear of the sword.53

  


  Fear, however, was far from what the “have-nots” were experiencing. Some of Szmailo’s officers had been pardoned, one of them known as Pavliuk (Pavlo But), Szmailo’s close companion who by 1637 was calling for war; not only against the Crown and the nobility but also against the officers and their supporters which included many of the Registered Cossacks. Most of the officers were either killed or driven to join Koniecpolski’s Crown army, which had just been mobilized and was entering Ukraine from the Moldavian border where it was stationed to block a possible Ottoman attack. Peasants in large numbers began arriving at the Sich unarmed and were joining Pavliuk’s “have-not” Cossack rebels, but about 4,000 of the regular Zaporozhian Cossacks were leaving to support the Don Cossacks in the siege and the spectacular capture of the great Ottoman fort at Azov, defended by 200 cannons. A great anti–Polish revolt was brewing in Ukraine around the Dnipro River, with Cossacks and peasants joining forces. As reported by Potocki himself:


  
    The knavery is growing very strong beyond the Dnipro—it is indeed true that every peasant is a Cossack. One after another of Skydan’s (Pavliuk’s second in command) proclamations are flying around the large and small towns and villages, for those on horseback and on foot, everywhere to rally day and night and join him … to obtain their freedom from us … the enemies and foe of their faith, as they call us.54

  


  Roving bands were attacking noble estates, and the Polish army some 6,000 strong supported by several thousand registered Cossacks was put in readiness. The Crown Hetman Koniecpolski had fallen ill and had appointed Mikolaj Potocki to replace him as commander of the army.


  Potocki proved to be a highly competent strategist. After settling a disagreement with his troops, on 10 December 1637 he proceeded to move from Rokytne to Bohuslav and Korsun, and crossing the Ros River entered territory controlled by Pavliuk’s insurgent army. Potocki’s Crown army and the registered Cossacks were outnumbered by the 12,000 strong rebel force, which consisted mainly of poorly equipped peasants and other “instant Cossacks,” with very few Zaporozhians. As observed by Potocki; “not all have muskets, some have only boar spears, scythes and axes,” although all approached “very boldly and fiercely.” As Pavliuk’s army advanced, the Polish forward regiments commanded by the notorious Lashch retreated and pitched camp on Potocki’s right flank to prevent Pavliuk from crossing the Ros River and strike the main Polish army in the rear. In the meantime Potocki moved his men to higher ground behind a marsh that blocked any frontal assault and sent Lashch’s regiments to engage Pavliuk’s advance units with the instructions to retreat and lure the rebels into a prepared trap.


  Pavliuk took the bait, and engaging Lashch at daybreak on 6 December “forced” him to retreat towards the main Polish army, which was stationed on higher ground. After an exchange of gunfire from the field artillery the rebels broke into a charge towards the Polish ranks, “with a terrible din, curses, terms of abuse, shameless and bad words,” as recorded demurely by Adam Kisil, then the Subchamberlain of the Polish Commonwealth. The attack took them past the not yet frozen marsh and the village of Kumeiky, a dangerous diversion which exposed their flank to an enemy cavalry charge. All might have turned out well but for a stroke of good luck for Potocki’s strategy. The peasants of Kumieky, noting that the Polish army would have to pass through their village if it was forced to retreat, set fire to their houses and prepared an ambush. This had a totally unforeseen outcome, as the thick smoke descended on the advancing Cossack and peasant force, acting as a smoke screen for the Poles. Seizing the opportunity, Potocki ordered his dragoons to charge the blinded rebels, cutting through their ranks with the infantry following to “mop up” the disoriented rebels. Many were poorly armed and fell before the waves of Potocki’s cavalry charges. The survivors fell back to their wagon formation and opened fire with the camp artillery, and it was the Polish dragoons and the registered Cossack cavalry who began to suffer casualties. Pavliuk now called up the regular Cossack infantry, armed with muskets and pikes, to block Potocki’s cavalry. More misfortune lay in store for Pavliuk’s men, as for some reason the wagons carrying the Cossacks’ gunpowder supplies blew up, causing much damage and cutting off the supply to the artillery and the musketeers. Potocki recalled in his report a year later: “That peasantry was so stubborn and zealous that none of them would call out, ‘Peace!’ On the contrary, they merely shouted that they should die one on top of another … those who ran out of ammunition and weapons would beat the soldiers with the wagon shafts and poles.”55


  The fighting continued late into the night and began to die down as many of the peasant and Cossack survivors melted into the darkness, seeking refuge. Pavliuk and several of his officers also abandoned the battle and fled, with command passing to the battle-hardened Zaporozhian Dmytro Hunia who, leading his Cossacks, managed to close the breach punched by the Poles and began an orderly retreat. Potocki had won a victory and proved himself to be the better strategist, and the peasant and Cossack army suffered heavy casualties. In the camp itself there were at least 3,000 dead and several thousand bodies lay beyond the camp in the field, the roads, and marshes. The Polish losses are not known and were not reported (following policy), but they were certainly high since Potocki refused to pursue Hunia’s retreating men and settled down to a two-day rest. Pavliuk in the meantime was arrested by orders of a Cossack council and was handed over to Potocki, as punishment for his abandonment of the battlefield. The peasant insurgents dispersed throughout Ukraine, while a 4,000 man Cossack army was convened to a meeting with Potocki’s brother. All colonels and captains were deposed, and new officers elected on an oath of loyalty to the Crown.


  A new register of 6,000 Cossacks was drawn up, with each rank-and-file Cossack receiving 10 zlotys per year, as compared to between 124 and 132 zlotys for a Crown soldier. Since Registered Cossacks were permitted to own land and homesteads or ranches, the pay was mainly intended for supplies such as clothing, ammunition, and weapons. Following the victory, the Polish Commonwealth saw an opportunity to subjugate the Cossack movement. All permitted Cossack formations were to receive Crown appointed officers, and the ruined Kodak fortress was restored, this time garrisoned by 600 infantry and 100 specially hired Cossacks whose loyalty was not in doubt. A strong guard consisting of Registered Cossacks was also to be maintained close to Zaporozhia, with two regiments stationed at the southern border to guard against Tatar attacks. Anyone attempting to go “Down Under” without an official pass would be arrested and face execution, town burghers were not allowed to join Cossack units, and their daughters were forbidden to marry Cossacks. In the same year a joint force of Registered Cossacks and Crown troops was sent to attack and occupy the Sich but it was easily beaten back by the Zaporozhian garrison. It seems as if the Registered Cossacks were not very keen with the campaign, as was noted by a Polish participant—“It is hard to use the Cossacks against their own people—like forcing a wolf to plow.”


  A new revolt broke out in the spring of 1638 when, led by the Hetman Ostrianin, the Zaporozhian Cossacks attacked Polish forces. Sailing up the Dnipro River they quickly annihilated the garrisons along the Dnipro towns and established defensive fortifications between the Hatva and Psiol tributaries. It seems as if the Zaporozhian Cossacks were still thought to practice witchcraft due to the remarkable accuracy of their musket and artillery fire, and some of their other tricks. A Polish participant Szymon Okolski wrote, with the usual exaggeration of their numbers: “They (the Zaporozhian Cossacks) positioned men by the thousands on the ramparts, displayed cannon along the trenches, manned the towers and gates by the hundreds, and placed witches and sorcerers on the high roofs to keep a lookout from there, and cast spells for accurate aim, pestilence, and fire.”56


  Potocki arrived with the Crown army but, unable to take Ostrianin’s stronghold, he also dug in and laid siege to the Cossack positions. He was constantly harassed by nightly attacks in which the German infantry suffered heavy losses. Then a Cossack detachment managed to make its way behind the Polish position undetected, and when dawn broke they struck the Polish army from both the front and the rear. The result was a complete rout of Potocki’s men and the survivors headed towards Lubny in a disorderly retreat. News of the victory spread like wildfire throughout east bank Ukraine, sparking peasant uprisings and defections of several companies of Registered Cossack cavalry. It was now Ostrianin’s turn to commit a strategic error. Underestimating the size of Potocki’s army he decided to advance on Lubny, and as the Cossacks approached they were attacked by a strong force. After hand-to-hand fighting they were forced to retreat and dig in. Both sides had suffered casualties, and as night fell Potocki decided to pull out, leaving Registered Cossack cavalry and German mercenaries to cover his retreat.


  Still confident of victory, Ostrianin continued his pursuit of the Polish army, leading him further away from the Dnipro River and any reinforcements by the peasant bands which were forming on the right bank of the Kyiv province. More importantly, a force of 2,300 seasoned and well armed Zaporozhian and Don Cossacks were advancing from Azov to join his men. Not receiving word as to the location of the main Cossack force, the newly arrived regiments were taken by surprise and attacked by Potocki’s men on the open steppe. Potocki had succeeded in outmaneuvering the Cossacks and preventing the merger of the two forces, which would have spelled the doom of the Polish army. The Polish surprise attack on the Cossacks was certainly unusual, they who were expert at reconnaissance with highly skilled “plastuns” (scouts) who were able to make their way close to enemy positions and bring back valuable information, reputedly “turning into wild animals.” Potocki ordered an all-out assault on the Zaporozhian wagon “tabor” but at the end of the day he was forced to withdraw leaving many men on the field. The Cossacks had been taken by surprise and surrounded in the middle of a dry steppe, and soon their water supplies ran out. Promised safe conduct they had no choice but to comply with Potocki’s condition that they first surrender their leaders, Putyvlets and Ripka.


  Now a cowardly (but typical) atrocity occurred, one which had not been seen since Nalyvaiko’s surrender at the Solonytsia River. Enraged by so many of their comrades’ deaths, the soldiers attacked the disarmed Zaporozhians and proceeded to slaughter the defenseless men. Only a bare 100 managed to escape with their lives, shielded by the registered Cossacks. Polish records indicate that this was a spontaneous attack by the troops themselves, but it is difficult not to assume that the attack occurred with Potocki’s connivance, he having developed a deep hatred for the Cossack movement and everything it stood for. The loss of the crack Zaporozhian force, together with Ostrianin’s poor strategy, doomed the uprising to its second defeat of 1638.


  The fighting continued for several more months. The Dnipro region was rising up again against the landed estates and Potocki’s army, and thousands of peasants were flocking to Ostrianin’s banners. On the east bank the vice-starosta of Chernihiv came out against the peasant rebels but was defeated, and he himself was killed in the battle. The peasants had improvised a simple weapon, of which they could not be deprived by the landlords. By straightening out a scythe, they converted a harvesting implement into a deadly steel “pike,” which could easily bring down a horseman. The Vyshnevetsky family, which had been granted virtually all the land east of the Dnipro River, had assembled a large private army at their own expense, and began to march to Lubny to join Potocki.57 Now Ostrianin committed another strategic blunder. Instead of keeping his force intact he divided the army into two groups, with one sent to occupy Lubny before Vyshnevetsky’s arrival. The Prince, though, had arrived sooner than expected and Ostrianin’s divided forces were attacked and defeated. The situation was now hopeless and with a 900-man Cossack cavalry force Ostrianin headed east towards Slobody Ukraine, which was under Muscovite control. The remaining rebel forces managed to regroup, and led by the newly elected Hetman Hunia they moved towards the Dnipro River to maintain contact with Zaporozhia and the west bank, from where they were expecting reinforcements. The site chosen was an old Cossack stronghold in the Starets (“Old Man”) Valley, ironically dating to Baida Vyshnevetsky’s days, and still had some ramparts intact. More importantly, it was protected by marshes on the north and the Dnipro to the south, with a plentiful supply of timber, water, and pasture for the horses. As remarked by Shimon Okolski after the battle:


  
    More than one engineer examining the layout of the ramparts, trenches, batteries (artillery) and screens marveled at the work and fine ingenuity of the coarse peasant. If the crown army should manage to negotiate their pits, cross-ditches and craters, shatter the oak stakes and palisades with their chests, negotiate the smaller and larger ramparts, then even more bravery would be required to overcome them in the center.58

  


  The defenses were of course established by experienced Cossacks and not peasants, a term which was used by the Poles for everyone except for the Registered Cossacks who were the only ones officially recognized as such.


  As Hunia took up his positions in the Starets Valley, he was reinforced by a unit commanded by Skydan, whose irregular Cossacks had been defeated in the west by the nobles and units of the Crown army. Potocki in the meantime had also gone to the west bank and had brought up a regiment of fresh troops. Seeing that a frontal assault—the only one possible—was out of the question, Potocki settled down to a siege. To cut Hunia’s access to fresh supplies of food he ordered the Crown army to implement a scorched earth policy by burning down the villages in the region after looting all their food. He had also constructed an artillery redoubt, out of reach of the Cossacks’ field artillery but within range of his own big guns, and began shelling the Cossack camp, causing damage and casualties. Still the defenders hung on. Hunia was placing his trust on the last trump card available to him, the arrival of a Cossack fleet of 2,000 men led by one Fylonenko, which was bringing supplies to the besieged camp. Again Potocki was informed of the reinforcements and staged an ambush on the Dnipro River. To prevent Hunia from a sortie to meet Fylonenko he ordered a frontal assault on the Cossack defenses led by the Registered Cossacks, while Crown men and artillery were sent to stop the Cossack flotilla. Not suspecting the enemy nearby the Cossack fleet sailed into an ambush, and was met with heavy artillery and musket fire. A few boats managed to get through by taking refuge in the reeds behind the islands, reaching Hunia’s camp under the cover of darkness. Only several companies of men had made it, bringing only a few days of supplies. The angry defenders promptly arrested Fylonenko for “treason” and clapped him in irons, after subjecting him to a public caning. Once again a Cossack relief force, which would have turned the tide of battle, was apprehended and suffered defeat.


  Hunia’s situation had become hopeless. The Polish barrage was taking its toll, and with most of the food gone his men were facing starvation. The Polish camp was also short of supplies, and some of the nobility had begun to take their men and head home. Potocki could not have held out much longer himself, and a common agreement was signed on 28 July 1638, to come into effect on 16 August 1638.


  The Cossacks swore loyalty (a usual formality), and Potocki promised safe passage for all and the restoration of their “liberties and privileges.” The peasants and serfs, however, were to be returned to their lords and masters. Soldiers and Cossacks emerged from their camps and mingling with each other began to trade whatever goods they could spare. Potocki’s men were particularly fascinated by the Cossack defensive positions, by “the artifices, defenses, traps and entrances.” Seasoned Polish officers agreed that these trenches could not have been taken by any frontal assault, expressed amazement at the Cossacks’ and peasants’ endurance and stamina which it took to construct the whole defensive system in only a few days.


  The following day the Polish army set out to their assigned postings and the non-registered Cossacks dispersed to various parts. The capitulation in the Starets Valley represented a defeat for the Cossack and peasant movement, of which the Polish state took advantage and began to implement the repressive measures voted by the Sejm in the previous year.


  



  The Conquest of Azov


  Many of the rank and file Cossacks headed to the Sich and “Down Under” to hunt, fish and secretly prepare Black Sea expeditions under the watchful eyes of Potocki’s men who were stationed on the Dnipro nearby. Others answered the Don Cossacks’ call and headed to the lower Don to join their comrades with whom they had an agreement of mutual support: “the Zaporozhian Cossacks are to help us in the Don River region, and we Don Cossacks are to help the Zaporozhian Cherkasians (Ukrainians).” During the 1637 uprising in Ukraine some 4,000 Zaporozhians had gone to join the 5,000 Don Cossack army to attack the formidable Ottoman stronghold of Azov which guarded and controlled the entrance to the mouth of the Don River, where it empties into the Azov Sea. The fort consisted of three-walled fortifications, one within the other, and eleven corner bastions armed with artillery. The walls were 25 feet (7.8 meters) high, 14 feet (4.3 meters) thick, and surrounded by a 25 foot deep trench. The entire defense system was garrisoned by 4,000 Janissaries and 200 pieces of artillery.


  Arriving before the walls in April 1637 the joint Cossack army tried to storm the walls with scaling ladders and siege towers (“huliay horody”) but were beaten back with heavy losses and decided to settle down to a siege. An attempt by Tatars to lift the siege was beaten back, and a Cossack call for reinforcements was answered by the arrival of a strong force from the Don, including 1,000 Zaporozhians to replace the casualties suffered in the fighting. The walls seemed to be impregnable, but nine weeks into the siege a large shipment of gunpowder arrived from Moscow. Tunnels had been dug under a section of the walls in anticipation of the shipment, and on 18 June a large charge of gunpowder was set off in a great blast, which brought down a part of the outer wall. Before the Janissaries knew what hit them the Don Cossacks were charging through the breach, while on the other end the Zaporozhians threw up their ladders against the walls covered by sharpshooters. The Janissaries fell back to the next defensive walls, but in three days of fighting the last inner citadel fell to the Cossacks. Most of the Janissaries perished, and thousands of Cossacks lost their lives but the great fortress was in their hands. The Don and Zaporozhian Cossacks had performed a feat which the entire Tsar’s army had failed to achieve.


  Azov was soon rebuilt and in Cossack hands began to flourish again as a major trading center. The Ottoman reaction was slow in coming since Sultan Murad IV died in 1640 and was succeeded by Ibrahim I, but in early June 1641 an Ottoman fleet of 70 galleys and almost 100 smaller ships set out for the reconquest of Azov. Since each vessel probably carried about 50 Janissary soldiers the whole fleet could not have brought more than 10,000 troops. Once on shore they were joined by the Nogay Tatars and Moldavians, who once again had become the Sultan’s vassals. Their main hope, however, lay in the 129 heavy siege guns which could fire cannonballs weighing half a hundred weight. The Turks’ offer of surrender was refused and several frontal assaults were beaten back, but once in place the big guns opened up on the great walls. This time it was the Cossacks who found themselves on the defensive.


  The walls were soon shattered by the bombardment but the Cossacks retreated, dug trenches behind the walls and repelled all attacks. They also dug tunnels under the enemy positions and set off large charges. Running low on gunpowder and ammunition they made nightly sorties to harass the enemy and raid their ammunition dumps. Casualties amongst the defenders mounted and with only 3,000 able-bodied men and most of those wounded, 800 Don Cossack women began to fight alongside the men. Worn out and running low on food and ammunition, after a month-long siege a decision was made to stage a break-out which would enable at least some defenders to survive. But as the day drew near Cossack sentries reported that the Ottoman forces were pulling back and retreating to their boats. For the second time the Cossacks had prevailed in the battle for Azov.


  Lacking resources and manpower to rebuild and man Azov, the Don Cossacks sent their Ataman Vasiliev to Moscow at the head of a delegation with an offer of a prize. Tsar Mikhail Romanov could have Azov as a gift from the Don Cossacks who had conquered it “with our blood,” and rebuild it as his own stronghold. But the Tsar it seems was wary of the gift. After sending his men to examine the ruins and convening an assembly of boyars to debate the question, the Tsar decided that it would require 10,000 of his troops to garrison the town, and a great deal of money to rebuild the fortification. The Sultan also considered Azov as a part of his domain, and sending Muscovite troops would mean war with the powerful Ottoman Empire, a conflict which Moscow wished to avoid. The Don Cossacks were told to return to their settlements and “usual places,” and Ataman Vasiliev and his delegation were held as hostages until the Tsar’s wishes were carried out. Seeing no choice, the Cossacks destroyed whatever had been left standing of the once great fortification and pulled out in the summer of 1642. Sultan Ibrahim I was informed that the Cossacks had abandoned Azov, which was promptly occupied by his men and rebuilt to its former strength. Moscow’s cunning politics had paid off. In one stroke it had used the Cossacks as a proxy to strike at the powerful Ottoman Empire, to discourage the Sultan from any further expansion in the region which he seems to have been entertaining, and remembering Bolotnikov the tsar and wealthy boyars weren’t taking any chances with the Don Cossacks, who were once again reinforced by the Zaporozhians.


  

The Tsar, however, had no control over the Ukrainian Cossacks from both sides of the Dnipro, who now numbered in the thousands. Following the surrender in the Starets Valley many Cossacks, joined by peasants-turned-Cossacks but now experienced fighters, had headed “Down Under” to escape serfdom. Other peasants, however, turned east to settle in lands controlled by Muscovy, to establish “slobodas” or free settlements where there were no taxes or serfdom.59 Following the fall of Azov thousands of Ukrainian Cossacks headed to the Don and Volga region to join their surviving comrades, who together with the Don Cossacks had played such a prominent role in the defense of the stronghold. The Sea of Azov is an inland body of water which is joined to the Black Sea by the narrow Strait of Kerch, which was now blocked by the Turkish fleet. This did not prevent joint Zaporozhian and Don Cossack boats from attacking the Ottoman men-of-war and venturing into the Black Sea, to conduct their usual raids on Muslim territory. The raids continued even after 1642 when Azov was handed back to the Turks, as reported in the Don Chronicles:


  
    In October 1644 about 30 boats of Cherkasians arrived from the sea and began to approach Azov. They killed many people of Azov and did much damage. And they informed the Don (Cossack) army to help them. And the Don Atamans and Cossacks went with the Cherkasians to Azov. They attacked Azov with them, causing much damage near the town. With cannon they knocked down about 12 fathoms (yards) of town walls, and some Cherkasians were even inside the town.60

  


  When the order had come from Tsar Mikhail Romanov to abandon Azov and cease attacking the Turks and the Nogay Tatars not all Cossacks complied, particularly the Zaporozhians, which led the Tsar to advise the Don Cossacks not to heed the “Cherkasians or any other thieves.” Another joint raid, however, occurred in the summer of 1645 when 50 boats led by Colonel Sulyma and Ataman Alexei Starov again attacked Azov. Retaliation was not long in coming, however, when during the winter of 1645–46 a great Tatar invasion of Muscovy occurred, during which many (if not most) of the Don Cossack “stanitsas” (settlements) were destroyed, causing large casualties. The Tsar sent help of both men and supplies and the surviving Don Cossacks allied themselves with Moscow, creating a rift with the Ukrainian “Cherkasians” and leading to fighting among the Cossacks. Unlike the Ukrainian Cossacks who made their own gunpowder and most weapons the Cossacks of the Don depended on Moscow for much of their ammunition and other supplies. We have a letter from the Don Cossack atamans who had become loyal to the Tsar.


  
    Great thievery is being practiced by them (the Ukrainian Cossacks) on the Don and Donets rivers. Quite a few people have arrived from Lithuania (sic) more than 700 men. They have been overwhelming and killing patrols of Don Cossacks and all kinds of people. They have established themselves on the Don River, and there are many of them on the Donets River.”61

  


  The voivoda (governor) of Voronezh reported that a band of 300 or more “Cherkasians” attacked the fortified Don Cossack town of Reshetova and razed it to the ground. Reports also state that people from the “border towns” (Ukraine) had established permanent settlements on the Don following the Tatar destruction of Don Cossack “stanitsas,” including Cherkask (“Place of Cherkasians”) which became the new capital of the Don, replacing the capital of Razdorskaya also destroyed by the Tatars. By 1646 the Don Cossacks were reduced to 1,000 men supplied with grain and ammunition by the Tsar, and from that year a contingent of Tsarist troops were stationed on the Don Cossack lands.




  Thirteen



  



  The Ukrainian Revolution


  
    



    Raised like Spartans and always armed as the Romans … this people, full of memories of their ancestors, rejected the yoke, and it is for this that they were not forgiven.—Jean Benoit Scherer, 1788

  


  



  The First Victories


  Great optimism permeated the Polish and Lithuanian Commonwealth following the Cossack capitulation. More Ukrainian land was expropriated by the Polish nobility, strong measures were taken to harness the Cossack movement, and the enserfed peasantry was pressed even harder. Religious intolerance towards the Greek Orthodox and Protestants continued to be spearheaded by the Jesuits, although some accommodation of the Orthodox Church hierarchy had been made to satisfy the Orthodox nobility. Fed by exaggerated accounts of the “defeat” of the Cossacks, and wallowing in much self-praise, the Polish nobility felt itself to be omnipotent. After all, it was firmly in control, it was calling all the shots, and in any future uprising—as the boasting went—it wouldn’t even be necessary for the lords to draw their sabers in battle; the rabble would simply be dispersed with whips and riding crops! Only a single lesson had been learned from the revolts—the way to maintain power and “law and order” was through brute force. Yet only ten years would pass before rebellious Cossack regiments were on the march again, inaugurating one of the most violent and bloody periods in east European history, one which would signal the end of the commonwealth.


  We have several documents and eyewitness accounts of the persecution that descended upon the Ukrainian land. A petition submitted to the Sejm Convocation of 1648 by the “Cossack Army,” such as it was, lists many of the outstanding abuses:


  
    We are lodging a complaint against the lords (nobility) and the Ukraina (border) administration, that although they have us according to their will, they do not act towards us as one should treat knightly men and Royal servants, but inflict greater losses and more intolerable wrongs on us than on their slaves, so that we are not free not only in our property but even in our own persons. Homesteads, hayfields, meadows, sown fields, plowed fields, ponds, mills—whatever may appeal to the gentlemen officials that belongs to us Cossacks—they forcibly seize. As for ourselves, who are not guilty of anything, they rob us, beat us, murder us, throw us into prison, put us to death for our property, and so they have wounded and maimed a great number of our comrades. They take a tithe on beehives and a cattle tax from the Cossacks on a par with the burghers, even though they (Cossacks) live on Royal estates (i.e., crown land). Sons of Cossacks are not permitted to lodge their own mothers or fathers (without performing extra duties) in their old age; to turn them out is unbecoming and a sin. Cossack wives surviving their husbands are not permitted to live freely—no matter how old she may be, she is immediately subjected to the lord’s dues and robbed without mercy.1

  


  The petition continues at length to describe additional abuses from their own (appointed) colonels, and the high taxes imposed on those who attempt to make a living from hunting and fishing. The so-called Cossack “Eyewitness Chronicle” further describes the religious persecution:


  
    There was also a great “obstacle” to the Faith of Rus (Greek Orthodoxy) on the part of the Uniates (Greek Catholic) and Roman Catholic priests … also in Ukraine, the Union had begun to gain the upper hand … they sealed Orthodox churches in the cities. In this their (the Uniates’) helpers were the nobility, the administration, and the Roman Catholic priests, for by now in Ukraine where there was a city there was a Roman Catholic Church. In Kyiv, too, there was no small oppression of the ancient Godly (i.e., Orthodox) churches. Janusz Tysziewicz, the palatine at the time, as well as Jesuits, Dominicans, Bernardines and other (monastic) orders, by means of raids and lawsuits, were persecuting the Metropolitan and banning study in schools … but the worst mockery and oppression that the nation of Rus suffered was from those who converted from the Faith of Rus to the Roman.2

  


  The abuses were even noted by some contemporary Polish sources such as Samuel Kuszewicz, who reported the raping of Cossack and peasant wives and daughters by Polish officials and members of the Polish army, and the merciless “extortion” by the Jews in the service of the nobility.3


  The great upheaval when it came in 1648 produced something which all previous Cossack revolts lacked—an outstanding tactician and strategist who would be able to outmaneuver and outplan the Commonwealth commanders. Now one such appeared, a Cossack officer by the name of Bohdan Zinovy Khmelnitsky.4 He was born in 1595 the son of Mikhailo Khmelnitsky, a captain in the Chihirin district in Ukraine. As far as we know he was an only son with one sister, which was unusual at that time when families were much larger—perhaps this was why he was given the name “Bohdan” or “God Given.” His father’s early background is not known, but he most likely belonged to an old Cossack family from Khmilnyk (Volin), perhaps the descendant of the boyar—Cossack commander Venzhyk Khmelnitsky—who in 1534 destroyed a large Tatar horde near Zaslav in Volin. Later Bohdan Khmelnitsky referred to himself as “well born” and displayed a coat of arms, but his membership in the official nobility is doubtful. His father was an example of a Greek Orthodox Ukrainian in the service of the King and the Commonwealth, who was well rewarded for his loyal service and was able to establish a homestead ranch near Chihirin called Subotiv. Mikhailo Khmelnitsky’s lifestyle was similar to that of a minor noble, and when Bohdan reached his teens he was sent to study in a Roman Catholic school in Galicia, either in Jaroslav or Lviv or both. We know that he was tutored by the Jesuit priest Andrzej Mokrski in a curriculum which took 6–8 years to complete and was capped by the study of “rhetoric,” which Bohdan completed successfully. No doubt his father’s intentions were to prepare his only son for a career in the King’s service, and to make him appreciate the benefits of Roman Catholic civilization. This may explain in part Bohdan’s abstention from the rank-and-file (“chern”) Cossack uprisings of 1625 and 1637–38 which were breaking out all around him.


  When war began with Turkey in 1620 Mikhailo Khmelnitsky and his 25-year-old son took part in Hetman Zolkiewski’s disastrous Moldavian campaign. Bohdan’s father was killed in the battle of Tsitsora, and he himself was taken prisoner to Constantinople to be enslaved to a helmsman in the Ottoman navy. There he learned Turkish and took the opportunity to study the Koran, a copy of which he later kept in his modest library, no doubt for reference when dealing with his future Muslim allies. He was now fluent in the common language spoken in Ukraine and Rus, the literary Church Slavonic, which was also the language of the Muscovite state, Polish, Latin (Greek?), and Turkish. Nothing further is known about Khmelnitsky until the revolt of 1637; presumably he spent the intervening period with the Chihirin Cossack regiment guarding against Tatar attacks, and tending his ranch in Subotiv. We know that he married the daughter of a propertied Cossack by the name of Hanna Somko and had several sons and daughters. Following the 1637 revolts Khmelnitsky first appears in Polish records as a captain in the Chihirin regiment as well as the Secretary of the loyal Registered Cossacks, and was appointed by Potocki to sign the Cossack document of submission.5


  Why did Khmelnitsky and thousands of other Cossacks not join their comrades and the peasants in the uprising of 1637–38? This was a revolt of the have-nots, who had executed senior Cossack officers, men who felt they had too much to lose with the collapse of the Commonwealth. Many others felt the revolt would fail with so many untrained peasants in its ranks, a self-fulfilling prophecy which came true with the defeat of the uprising. The king now appointed the Hetman and all the colonels and senior officers in the same way as provincial starosta-governors, the castellan, and the crown hetmans. Most were ethnic Poles of Roman Catholic backgrounds who were chosen to keep a tight lid on the unruly and “willful” Cossacks. The Commonwealth government was beginning to realize that ethnic and non–Roman Catholic Rusins could not be trusted to implement the repressive measures.


  Bohdan Khmelnitsky, however, was gaining the confidence of King Wladyslav IV, and together with the senior Cossack officers Barabash and Illiash was chosen to attend a meeting with the King in Warsaw. Wladyslav IV was planning a major war with Turkey for which he lacked sufficient funds. He attempted to increase his coffers in 1645 by putting a stop to the tribute payments to the Crimean Khan, which he hoped would also provoke a Tatar attack during which the Sejm would have to vote funds for the defense of the realm.6 When an attack was not forthcoming Wladyslav launched a diplomatic effort to gain allies (including Muslim Persia and Morocco), but only Venice responded favorably.7 In his hour of need Wladyslav also remembered the Zaporozhian Cossacks, and the three delegates were promised the restoration of the Cossack “ancient liberties and privileges” in return for their support. The Cossack royal register was also to be increased from 7,000 to 12,000 men, who of course would be exempt from serfdom. The meeting took place in secret, during which the three Cossacks supposedly received a letter from the King confirming his promises, but to date no such document has come to light. It was either destroyed in the turmoil which followed or the promise was never committed to writing, but in any case all came to naught. Chancellor Ossolinski and other senators got wind of the King’s plans and forced him to consult the Sejm. All preparations for war were rejected, and Wladyslav had to disband his newly gathered force. We know, however, that a meeting did in fact take place. According to Giovanni Tieplo the Venetian envoy to Wladyslav’s court, the King had informed him of having met Cossack officers in the spring of 1646, shortly after the death of Hetman Koniecpolski. Two years later a Cossack captive Michailo Drushenko had also revealed under torture at the Election Sejm of 1648 following Wladyslav’s death, that the three Cossack officers had visited Wladyslav at night and attended a council meeting, where seven senators were present. The Cossacks were given 6,000 tallers (18,000 zlotys) “to build boats, throw off their yoke and go to sea (to raid the Turks).”8


  The loyalty shown by Khmelnitsky, however, would count for naught as personal misfortunes worthy of Job descended upon him. His wife Hanna had died, and at 52, not wishing to remarry, he took a young woman to live with him. Helen was as promiscuous as she was beautiful, and soon caught the eye of a young “Liakh” (ethnic Pole), Daniel Chaplinski, the newly appointed vice-starosta of Chihirin. The young noble soon convinced Helen to leave Bohdan while the Cossack captain was away on an anti–Tatar expedition, and converting to Roman Catholicism she and Chaplinski were soon married. A personal feud now developed between the middle-aged Cossack captain and the young vice-starosta who, taking advantage of his position, began to harass Bohdan. First irregular taxes were imposed, and when the Cossack lodged a complaint the enraged nobleman had Khmelnitsky’s 10-year-old son seized and flogged in the Chihirin market square with such severity that the boy soon died. When two attempts on Khmelnitsky’s life failed, Chaplinski convinced the starosta that the Cossack captain occupied his ranch at Subotiv illegally, and that in fact the land belonged to the starosta district. To boot, the Cossack was also a dangerous individual—in fact a traitor—and Chaplinski was given permission to attack and occupy Subotiv, burning down the barns and other buildings. Khmelnitsky himself was arrested, but since the starosta did not have the authority to detain a royal regimental Cossack captain without the colonel’s approval, Khmelnitsky was released on bail to his Chihirin colonel (and friend) Michailo Krichevsky, a Roman Catholic and a Polonized Rusin. They both realized that any appeal, particularly to the Polish Hetman Potocki, would be futile, and Khmelnitsky decided to seek refuge Down Under in the Zaporozhian Sich. He would soon begin to realize the superficial nature of his position in the Commonwealth, an arbitrary and abusive kingdom ruled by, and for, the nobility. Although 52 years of age Bohdan was still a vigorous man but at times given to melancholy as described a few years later by the Venetian envoy Alberto Vimina.


  
    He is rather taller than average in height, big-boned with a powerful build. His speech and command show mature judgment and a keen mind. Although he occasionally drinks a great deal, he does not forsake affairs, hence it seems as if there are two natures in him. One active, unyielding and devoted to his command, the other somnolent, drowned in inebriation. He is gracious and simple in conduct, and thereby earns his soldiers’ affection, but on the other hand he maintains discipline by means of severe punishment.9

  


  Khmelnitsky was also simple of dress, which was not very different from that of an ordinary Cossack. Rich dress was for the nobility and would have been viewed with great suspicion by the rank-and-file, the “chern.”


  Avoiding the registered Cossack guards along the Dnipro River, Khmelnitsky arrived at the Sich in late 1647 with his eldest son Tymish, finding only 250 Cossacks in residence, whom he had little difficulty in convincing to go on a war footing. Once elected as the commanding officer of the Sich, the “koshovy ataman,” his first step was to gather men and move against the Cherkasy and Korsun Registered Cossack regiments that had been stationed in the vicinity to enforce the Polish conditions of 1638. Dissatisfaction at the shabby treatment by the appointed Polish colonels had penetrated into the ranks of the King’s Cossacks, and when approached by Khmelnitsky’s envoys they attacked and drove out the commanding officers and their dragoon bodyguards. By 30 January 1648 Khmelnitsky was in control of the Sich and the surrounding areas. Other Zaporozhians who were away hunting and fishing began to trickle in, having gotten word that the once General Secretary of the Registered Cossacks was raising the standard of revolt against the Polish Commonwealth.


  At the first news of the rebellion the Polish Hetman Potocki began to move south into Ukraine, and anticipating an attack Khmelnitsky established a stronghold on Butsk Island. By early 1648 he had 2,500 Cossacks and 500 Tatars, the latter sent by the Crimean Khan in response to the Hetman’s request. As reported by Potocki, Khmelnitsky “had the audacity to transport several hundred of them (Tatars) to this side (of the Dnipro River) so that they might chase away our guards who are stationed on various routes … to prevent the unruly from rallying to him.”10


  Khmelnitsky was also assured that with the first spring grass he would receive more Tatar support. He also didn’t forget the serfs and the town burghers, sending traveling minstrels to the towns and villages to announce the uprising and the coming of the Cossacks. Written announcements were posted such as the one declaring that “you whose fathers recognized no (state) laws, who never subjected themselves to kings, be slaves no longer!”11


  Greek Orthodox nobles were also contacted for support, often by priests and monks acting as clandestine emissaries. To convince those who hesitated to become involved in what were illegal activities, Khmelnitsky used his meeting with King Wladyslav to spread rumors that the King supported the Cossacks and “The Greek Faith of Rus” against the arbitrariness of the Liakh nobility; he was fleeing Warsaw to join the Cossacks; the revolt was really against the powerful and wealthy magnates and the king’s misguided government officials and not against Wladyslav, and so forth. Khmelnitsky’s defiance of the Polish Commonwealth would strike a popular chord with members of all Ukrainian social groups and classes, not just the serfs as was the case in the previous uprisings. The oppression of the Greek Orthodox Church had emerged as a major factor and ethnicity began to play a role with nobility being identified as “Liakhs” as opposed to the native “Rusins.” Many Greek Orthodox nobles had been deprived of land by their powerful Catholic neighbors, who continued to reap great fortunes from the export of wheat and other agricultural commodities.


  By the spring of 1648 Khmelnitsky already had 6,000 men divided into 8 regiments, but not nearly enough to challenge the might of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. He desperately needed Crimean support, at least their guaranteed neutrality so as to secure his rear and and keep him from being caught between two fronts. The Polish Hetman Potocki was also not wasting time. Although he had acknowledged the wrongs done to the Cossacks in a letter to King Wladyslav and urged strong action against the Ukrainian (border) starostas, once the revolt began to spread he set himself the task of suppressing it as quickly as possible. Potocki’s promise to Khmelnitsky that “not a single hair” would fall from his head if he submitted to government authority fell on deaf ears, and the Cossack Hetman responded with three demands: the repeal of the oppressive regulations of 1638, the restoration of full Cossack liberties and rights, and the withdrawal of all Crown troops from Cossack territory. Potocki’s reply was that the measures could only be implemented by the Sejm, and he himself had no authority over such matters. He, after all, was just a soldier.


  The main Polish army was concentrating in Korsun some 5,000 strong, and other regiments were arriving under the command of the district starostas Seniawski, Zaslawski, and Lubomirski, with additional troops expected. At the same time a force of 4,000 men—1,500 Polish Crown troops and 2,500 registered Cossacks—were sent toward the Dnipro rapids to establish an advance position in the vicinity of the Kodak fortress, which at the time was garrisoned by 600 loyal troops. To expedite matters, and not expecting strong opposition so early in the campaign, Potocki divided his army into two groups. The first consisted of three infantry Cossack regiments under the appointed colonels Krichevsky, Wadowski and Gorski, seven troops of dragoons (mounted infantry), and four troops of light cavalry supported by 12 pieces of artillery, all under the command of Commissioner Szemberg. Ivan Barabash and Illiash Karaimovich in the meantime sailed down the Dnipro towards the Kodak fortress with several companies of Registered Cossacks.


  Departing on 21 April 1648, within a week the Polish land force was 12 miles south of Chihirn in the watershed of the Dnipro and its tributary the Inhulets. It had attracted many young men from some of the best noble Polish families seeking adventure and eager to make a name for themselves in what was to be an easy victory over “rabble.” Hetman Potocki’s 26-year-old son Stefan the starosta of Dorozhnia served as the second in command to the experienced Szemberg. The young nobles had brought a plentiful supply of wine, spirits and good food and the expedition proceeded in a pleasant atmosphere, with servants setting festive tables at the end of the day under great marquis tents.


  



  [image: ]


  Cossack skirmishers testing an enemy position.


  



  Khmelnitsky’s first target was the flotilla sailing down the Dnipro River. When on 3 May the barges of the Registered Cossacks pulled up to shore at Kamiany Zaton to establish camp they were approached by Khmelnitsky’s agents and incited to revolt. When the officers tried to interfere they were all killed with the exception of Michailo Krichevsky, who was recognized as Khmelnitsky’s comrade. An election for new officers was held on the spot with Filon Dzedzally elected colonel, and one Krivulia as his “osaul.” Although a Roman Catholic, Krichevsky was also a Rusian nobleman who had decided to throw in his lot with the Cossacks against the Polish Commonwealth, which was increasingly seen by the nobility of Rus as a foreign and oppressive power. With the Registered Cossacks on his side Khmelnitsky next positioned the regiments on the west shore of the Dnipro to block the advance of the main 6,000 man Polish army, which under Hetman Potocki and the Field Hetman Kalinowski was following Szemberg’s advance detachment. Having learned of the registered Cossack revolt and not hearing news from Szemberg (whose messengers were being intercepted by Cossack scouts) the main Polish army halted, and began to pull back. This gave Khmelnitsky a free hand to deal with Szemberg, who in the meantime had entrenched himself behind an encircled wagon “tabor” by the “Zhovti Vody” (Yellow Waters) River to wait for Potocki’s relief force. Surrounded on three sides with the river at their backs, for the next two weeks the Polish force succeeded in beating back several Cossack and Tatar attacks. Seeing little hope Szemberg’s Registered Cossacks also revolted and went over to Khmelnitsky. They were joined by the dragoons, who were mainly recruited in Galicia and were Greek Orthodox Rusins described by the Poles as “natione Roxolani, religione Graeci, habitu Germani.”12


  Realizing the hopelessness of his position, Szemberg sent an envoy to negotiate terms. Although the Polish force was now much reduced it was nevertheless dug-in a strong position defended by 12 pieces of artillery, and to avoid further Cossack casualties Khmelnitsky agreed to lift the siege. The Poles would be allowed to leave with their camp intact, but on condition they surrender the field artillery, of which Khmelnitsky had none. As the Poles were pulling out, they were attacked by Tugai Bey’s Tatars, who could not endure to see such a rich prize slip through their fingers. Refusing to surrender, the whole Polish contingent was massacred with a single noble’s serving man managing to bring back news of the disaster. Chaplinski and his envoys who had been sent to Khmelnitsky for negotiations also survived. The young Stefan Potocki was badly wounded and soon died in Tatar captivity. The commander Szemberg, who was hated by the Registered Cossacks for his abusive treatment, was tortured to death and his head nailed to a pole on Khmelnitsky’s orders. The battle of “Zhovti Vody” was over, its memory kept alive in Ukrainian ballads:


  
    Oi, from the Yellow Waters to the Prince’s Ravine,

    The green field is strewn with many colors.

    Not with spring flowers, but with the nobles’ corpses.”

  


  and


  
    An eagle flies o’er a ranch, weaving in the wind.

    Oi, there the poor Cossack is fighting with the Poles.

    Oi, ’tis time to cease drinking the blood of Rus!

    Not just a single young Liakh has orphaned his children!13

  


  Did Khmelnitsky need the Tatars to defeat the Poles at Zhovti Vody? Probably not. The Cossack-Tatar joint military campaign against non–Tatars was without precedent and at first drew criticism from most Cossacks, as is illustrated by the speech given by a Cossack at a “rada” meeting:


  
    Master Hetman and lads! The hetman’s (otaman’s) will, and yours are free, but I do not know whether it would be good for us to take pagans (non–Christians) as our protectors. God will grant, and our Army can ensure, that without these pagans we can defend ourselves against the Liakhs, and obtain redress for our grievances from our Lord the King.14

  


  The speech was met with wide approval. It also did not help matters that Khmelnitsky knew Turkish and could quote from the Koran. Had he secretly converted to Islam? The presence of several thousand Tatar horsemen was certainly helpful but the most important factor was strategy. Khmelnitsky needed to ensure that his rear was secure from attack as he moved into Ukraine, which (as future events would indicate) would have occurred if Poland decided to renew its treaty with the Crimean Khan and the Ottoman Sultan. King Wladyslav’s refusal to continue the payment of tribute had antagonized Khan Islam Giray and Khmelnitsky realized that his proposal for a military alliance stood a good chance of being successful.


  Unsure as to the size of Khmelnitsky’s army and alarmed by the annihilation of Szemberg’s forces, Hetman Potocki decided to retreat to Korsun. Khmelnitsky was spreading misinformation about the size of his Cossack and Tatar forces in order to hide his weak numbers and to avoid being attacked by Potocki’s powerful and well-equipped regiments. Alarmed at the reports of the huge Cossack and Tatar forces, the Poles stripped Korsun of anything that could be useful to the enemy, burned it to the ground, and proceeded to dig a camp outside of the town, surrounded by trenches and wagons, to await the arrival of Prince Wishniowiecki, who had sent a courier to announce his arrival with 6,000 men. Khmelnitsky was continually being informed as to the movements and composition of Wishniowiecki’s army, which was swelling rapidly with Catholic and Jewish refugees. Having taken over most of the left bank Ukraine as his property the Prince ruled his possessions as an absolute monarch and by 1647 his vast holdings consisted of 38,460 households!15 Khmelnitsky was now in a dangerous situation. His force was too weak to attack Potocki’s dug-in army, and with Wishniowiecki’s arrival he would be greatly outnumbered, attacked on two fronts, and annihilated.


  Time was of the essence, and Khmelnitsky acted quickly. He first sent word through his network to have every boat on the Dnipro River destroyed to prevent the Prince from crossing to the west. Next, Khmelnitsky turned his attention to Potocki’s positions. His spies were keeping him abreast of developments in the Polish camp and he now learned that the Poles were in a great state of apprehension, believing that the Cossack and Tatar forces were much larger than they actually were. After all, how else could Szemberg have been defeated so completely, with just a single survivor? Khmelnitsky paid a great deal of attention to intelligence gathering, and he knew that Potocki would do the same. Towards the evening a Polish scouting party captured a Cossack “but” or translator and brought him back for questioning. When interrogated under torture he at first refused to talk, but eventually “broke down” and “revealed” that Khmelnitsky was on his way with a force of 15,000 regular Cossacks, supported by 40,000 Tatar cavalry led by Tughay Bey of Perekop. The “but” also volunteered the information that the Cossacks were damming the Stebliv River to deprive the Poles of drinking water. When Potocki was brought news that the river level was indeed falling, the “but’s” credibility was confirmed.


  A council was convened by Potocki, where it was decided not to risk annihilation at the hands of what was obviously a much superior enemy force. The next day the Polish army began to pull out towards Bohuslav along the Ros River, protected by 8 rows of wagons but only 12 pieces of artillery since most of the guns had to be left behind. This is what Khmelnitsky was waiting for. The only way out which Potocki was allowed to take led through a heavily wooded ravine, the Horokh Woods, where the 6,000 man Polish army would be strung out in a long line. As the Polish rear entered the depression the advance units found their path blocked by great tree trunks which had been dragged across the road, and the Korsun Cossack regiment commanded by Maksim Krivonos (“Crooked Nose”) lying in wait.16 At the given signal Cossack infantry emerged from the ambush pouring volleys of musket and artillery fire into the massed Polish file, and with sabers and pike charged the enemy. Hemmed in and unable to deploy their forces, the Polish army was trapped, unable to bring into play its artillery. The battle lasted the whole day at the end of which Potocki’s army was all but destroyed. Only Prince Koretsky managed to fight his way out with half of his cavalry regiment and reach Kyiv.17 Much needed military equipment and supplies fell into Cossack hands. The spoils of war were very rich since many of the high nobility had brought fine table settings, silverware, expensive clothing and other personal valuables, expecting the expedition against the “rabble” to be something of an outing. Bohdan Khmelnitsky himself was given 13 loaded wagons by the Cossacks as his share of the spoils. Both Polish Hetmans Potocki and Kalinovski were wounded and many officers and over 1,000 soldiers were taken prisoner and handed over to the Tatars as part of their spoils of war. In fact the Tatar cavalry had played a minor role in the cramped quarters of the battle, where “the barrel of a gun almost reached the other (enemy) side” as recounted by a surviving Polish musketeer. 520 soldiers and 60 officers were able to buy their freedom on the spot, while the remaining prisoners were brought to the Crimea with the Polish Hetmans who were each held for a ransom of 20,000 pieces of gold. Some of the Polish troops were Greek Orthodox Rusins who expressed a wish to join Khmelnitsky, while those who did not were allowed to go free. With the exception of the debacle at Tsutsora against the Turks this was the greatest defeat suffered by Polish Commonwealth arms to date and sent Warsaw into a panic.


  



  The Peasant Uprising and the Destruction of the Great Polish Army at Piliavtsi


  Following the annihilation of the Polish army at Korsun the Cossacks rested for a few days and took care of the wounded before heading to Bila Tserkva where a great Cossack “rada” of the rank-and-file was held to decide on future action. The Polish Sejm had entrusted the Greek Orthodox magnate Adam Kisil to negotiate on its behalf, and the “rada” also decided to hold talks with the Commonwealth. At the same time it was decided to move west of Bila Tserkva, beyond the claimed Cossack territory, as a bargaining position. A great victory celebration took place, followed by a division of the spoils of war which were even richer than those from “Zhovti Vody.” Volunteers were now flocking to Khmelnitsky’s banners and the army grew to a reported strength of 30,000 men, without counting the free peasant bands which were beginning to roam Ukraine, Volin and Podilia. Kisil’s envoy the priest Petrony Lasko reported 70,000 Cossacks at the “rada,” but this is certainly an exaggeration and is hardly physically possible. As in the early Cossack wars, so too during Khmelnitsky’s lifetime most Commonwealth sources continued to exaggerate the size of the Cossack-peasant forces, which becomes evident when we consider the Ukrainian population at the time.18 Cossack prisoners would later reveal that following the victory at Korsun, Khmelnitsky had some 20,000 properly armed Cossacks and other Commonwealth troops who joined him. Misinformation, however, was common, for example the case of an Orthodox priest who was captured on 22 September 1648 and who “confessed” to a greatly exaggerated Tatar force joining Khmelnitsky.19 A report by a Polish eyewitness also mentions that Khmelnitsky “only accepts select people, and puts the riffraff to work and paying dues.”20 Also as remarked by a contemporary Jewish author N. Hanover, the Orthodox Rusins (Ukrainians) were people of the village and town, armed with clubs and scythes, and lacked military experience and training, except for the Cossacks who numbered about 20,000 men.21 This, however, referred to the period following the Cossack victories at Zhovti Vody and Korsun, and represented all Cossack forces in eastern Volin, Podilia, Ukraine, and Zaporozhia. At this time in the summer of 1648 we know that Khmelnitsky began to formalize membership in his army by adopting a military statute which defined the duties of both officers and rank-and-file Cossacks.22
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  The multi-barrel handheld Cossack “ozhiha,” 17th century. Ignited by fuses, the barrels could be discharged either individually or in sequence, usually at close range. Ukrainian Cossack regiments routinely faced armored cavalry and infantry and relied heavily on firepower (Ukrainian National Museum, Kyiv).


  



  Peasant bands had begun to form after the battle of “Zhovti Vody,” news of which spread like wildfire, and began to attack the nobility and their supporters such as the Jews and others in their service. Now, following the battle of Korsun, Ukraine and southern Rus erupted in a general uprising and a veritable bloodbath as the pent-up hatred of the serfs was unleashed in a terrible vengeance. The popular movement, in which everyone was claiming to be a Cossack, was described in ballads such as the one recorded by Sofia Lindfors-Rusova in 1872. Although referring to a later campaign the lyrics were composed during the Khmelnitsky uprising:


  
    The Cossack who had no steel saber,

    Nor a seven-foot musket,

    Tosses a cudgel over his shoulder

    And rushes to the volunteer army,

    Following Khmelnitsky.”23

  


  Former serfs and peasants armed with scythes modified into deadly pikes attacked the nobles’ fortified dwellings, villas and strongholds, where many Catholics and Jews had taken refuge. The boundaries separating friend and foe were not necessarily ethnic or “racial” but mainly ran along class and religious lines both of which tended to coincide—the Greek Orthodox against the Catholic (Roman and Greek Catholic or Uniate) and the Hebrew faiths. By the time of the uprising there were about 100,000 German Jews in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, mainly settled by the large landowners on their estates where they lived in “kehillas” or communities complete with religious amenities and institutions.24


  The Polish nobility was truly a parasitic class. Not only did they prefer to pay ransom to the Crimean Tatars rather than do their martial duty and defend the land, they also refused to manage their own estates (or were incompetent to do so). The Jews who were brought in were employed in various capacities, but especially as professional managers of estates, and to operate the noble monopolies such as collecting taxes, the brewing and sale of alcohol, and milling. Jewish managers were paid a fixed amount for a contract to lease the nobleman’s estate, together with the monopoly rights that went with it. Whatever was collected from the peasant-serfs was retained by the leaseholder. Despite written guidelines, the possibilities for abuse were great, and in fact became widespread, as was acknowledged by the Volinian rabbi Nathan Hanover:


  
    Formerly most of the dukes and the ruling nobility adhered to the Greek Orthodox faith…. King [Zygmunt], however, raised the status of the Catholic dukes and princes above those of the Orthodox so that most of the latter abandoned their Greek Orthodox faith and embraced Catholicism. And the masses that followed the Greek Orthodox Church became gradually impoverished. They were looked upon as lowly and inferior beings and became the slaves and the handmaids of the Polish people and of the Jews. Those among them who were trained warriors were conscripted by the king to serve in his army. This group numbered approximately 30,000 fighting men and they were called Cossacks. They were exempt from taxes … their specific task (was) to guard the frontier…. There always existed an abiding enmity between the Tatars and the Greek Orthodox, resulting in continuous warfare between them. The Cossacks therefore enjoyed special privileges like the nobility…. The rest of the Greek Orthodox, however, was a wretched and an enslaved lot, servants to the dukes and the nobles…. The nobles levied upon them heavy taxes, and some even resorted to cruelty and torture with the intent to persuade them to accept Catholicism. So wretched and lowly had they become that all classes of people, even the lowliest among them (the Jewish people) became their overlords.25

  


  Although regularly persecuted in other parts of Europe, in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth the Jews found themselves in a privileged and semi-dominant position. Even the higher Catholic clergy had commercial dealings with Jews, and protected them against their Christian competitors.26 As pointed out by Hanover: “The King was a kind and upright man. He loved justice and he loved Israel.”


  Some ten days after the battle of Korsun the great Orthodox magnate Adam Kysil described the situation:


  
    As soon as the terrible and sorrowful news (came) that the army and the Polish hetmans were no more … immediately all of Ukraine—the Kyiv and Bratslav palatinates—fled before such a victory and enemy force, abandoning their homes and cherished possessions. Not only the rural settled areas but all the towns as well—Polonne, Zaslav, Korets, and Hoshcha—became a “kraina” (borderland), while other residents without tarrying here either fled to Olyka, Dubno, and Zamost. Not a single nobleman was left, only the common people some of whom went to Khmelnitsky, increasing the size of his army from several thousand to several tens of thousands, while the others, certain that nothing would happen to them, remained confidently in their homes. But when they emerged from the small towns to welcome the (Tatar) Horde, it welcomed them in such a manger that in many places it slaughtered them to a man, so that even the peasants began to flee.27

  


  While the population of Ukraine was rising in revolt Khmelnitsky halted his army at Bila Tserkva, the western limit of what was the Cossack “Ukraina.” Now was the time to advance west, liberate Podilia, Volin, Galicia, and other territories of medieval Rus, and strike at the very heart of the nobility’s state which was left defenseless without an army or a command structure. Ignoring the advice of his more radical followers Khmelnitsky did no such thing and instead decided to negotiate. The town burghers and minor Orthodox nobles of southern Rus, many of whom had become Cossack officers, did not wish to see the destruction of the monarchy or the Polish Commonwealth, as is indicated by Khmelnitsky’s letter addressing King Wladyslav IV as the “most Serene, Gracious King, our Gracious Lord and Benefactor,” and in which the Zaporozhian Hetman professed Cossack loyalty and service. The letter continues to once again enumerate the principal Cossack grievances and the reasons for the revolt. The “Ukraina,” all territory east of Bila Tserkva up to the Muscovite border, and between Lithuania-Rus to the north and the Tatar territory to the south, was to be Cossack land free of nobility and government officials; it was to be governed in accordance with Cossack rules and customs, without serfdom, where all were to be “free in their own persons.” In return, Ukraine would remain as an (independent) part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth with the King as the supreme commander of the Zaporozhian Army, which was to continue to elect its own officers subject to the King’s approval. The army was also to be expanded to include 12,000 Cossacks and put on a register and payroll. The letter was signed “Bohdan Khmelnitsky, Chief at this time, of Your Majesty’s Zaporozhian Army.”28


  Unknown to Khmelnitsky, King Wladyslav had died on 20 May a few days before the battle of Korsun, and the Polish Commonwealth was left not only without an army or hetmans but also without a king, the supreme commander of all the armed forces. According to the Polish constitution when a king died he was replaced by the head of the Polish Catholic Church (in this case the 70-year-old and ill Archbishop of Gniezno) until the election of the next monarch. The actual management of affairs, however, passed to Chancellor Ossolinski, who realized very quickly the precarious situation in which the Polish Commonwealth found itself. Before a Sejm could be convened Ossolinski appointed the great Orthodox Volinian magnate Adam Kisil to approach Khmelnitsky, and arrange for peaceful negotiations. As the talks began, to the amazement of many Polish nobles Khmelnitsky agreed to Kisil’s conditions to dismiss his Tatar allies, retreat from Bila Tserkva, and demobilize the army, keeping a core of 10,000 of the “best” Cossacks with him, and sending the rest to garrison Cossack towns. The outpost of Bila Tserkva, however, was to retain a garrison of 4,000 Cossacks under the command of Colonel Ivan Hyria to act as border guards along the frontier with Poland. Relieved at the disappearance of the Cossack and Tatar threat the Polish nobility also scaled down its preparations for a new war by halting mobilization and canceling the collection of funds for new troops. As declared by the Senate, the Cossack issue was to be settled at the Convocation Sejm to be called to elect the new king. In the meantime Khmelnitsky retired to his ranch at Subotiv which he had regained from Chaplinski to settle personal affairs. He was still in love with the beautiful but faithless Helen and they were wedded in June, after her marriage to Chaplinski was annulled by the Orthodox Church.


  Not to alarm the nobility any further, Khmelnitsky was abstaining from the peasants’ rampage which was sweeping across Ukraine. As reported by Kisil’s envoy the Reverend Petrony Lasko, not only did Khmelnitsky not have anything to do with the peasant violence (which by now had spread to adjoining Volin, west Podilia and Polisia) he was in fact “destroying them” so that “they say that the unruly ones—the rebellious peasants—all want to go beyond the Dnipro and elect another chief. And God forbid … (that) the Cossacks should join the unruly bands.”29 The report is corroborated by Prince Wladyslav Zaslawski who wrote to the Polish Sejm in the spring of 1648. “He (Khmelnitsky) does not accept peasants; on the contrary, he sends them home after giving them a lecture.”30 Nevertheless, some Cossacks were involved in looting and pillaging of Polish estates and Jewish communities as Khmelnitsky admitted to the vice-starosta of Bila Tserkva, warning him that “we cannot say that (in such an army) there are none who are bad and unruly … among the Cossack people, long known to be impetuous.”31 The Cossack Hetman was often perceived as the author of the slaughter of Catholics and Jews following the battle of Korsun as was claimed by the contemporary Rabbi Hanover: “Now I shall begin to record the brutal oppressions caused by Chmiel (Khmelnitsky—‘may his name be blotted out’) in the lands of Rus, Lithuania, and Poland—in the years 5408 (1648), 5409 (1649), 5410 (1650)…. He was intelligent to do evil; a man of sinister design, and mighty in war.”32



  The peasant uprising of 1648 had become a cruel bloodbath on both sides. Khmelnitsky’s orders to arrest those responsible for the attacks on the Catholic nobility and the Jews in their service, and even the execution of some as an example, did not stop the violence. Nothing could halt the pent-up hatred of the serfs, and the revolts that swept Ukraine were spilling over to the adjoining provinces of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The nobility retaliated in a savage manner, which only had the effect of adding fuel to the fire. Many of the disbanded Cossacks from Khmelnitsky’s army began joining the peasants in the settling of accounts and it was becoming difficult to distinguish peasant bands from Cossack units, since anyone who could lay his hands on a weapon became an instant “Cossack.” The left bank Ukraine where towns did not have Khmelnitsky’s garrisons was particularly hard hit with terrible consequences. Lubny was sacked, followed by others such as Chernihiv, Norivka, Sosnitsia, Baturin and Mina, where “Cossacks (were reported) to devise unheard of tortures.” Thousands of nobles, their families and those in their service were massacred. A letter has survived, written by an individual in Warsaw, and probably based on the accounts of refugees from Ukraine.


  
    They (the rebels) went to Chernihiv and came upon a large party of noblewomen who were fleeing to Chernihiv with their children: seizing them all they threw them into wells and heaped rocks and soil on them. They have already been storming the castle in Chernihiv for two weeks—the city has now surrendered to them, and one cannot expect the castle to hold out. The neighboring towns near Chernihiv have surrendered, handing over the nobility, Catholics and Jews to them for torture. In one town Mohyla (unknown) 800 nobles were slaughtered with their wives and children, as well as 700 Jews with their wives and children. Some were slaughtered, others were first told to dig a pit, then they threw the Jewish women and children in alive and covered them with earth, and then they ordered the Jewish men to kill one another, giving them muskets.33

  


  Much of the account does not ring true, although undeniably many massacres did occur. Most stories were retold several times, and inevitably altered in the process. It is not likely, for example, that noblewomen and their children would have been sent away by themselves in such a dangerous time without an escort. Also it is not probable that prisoners were given loaded muskets and “ordered” to shoot each other. The most extensive account of the violence is provided by the Volinian rabbi Nathan Hanover, in a book published in Venice in 1654. It is also exaggerated for effect, and is based on second or third-hand accounts, but it does convey the general and bloody atmosphere of the conflict. He writes:


  
    Many (Jewish) communities beyond the Dnieper, and close to the battlefield, such as Pereyaslav, Barishivka, Piriatin, Borispole, Lubny and Liakhivtsi and their neighbors, who were unable to escape, perished for the name of God. These people died cruel and bitter deaths. Some were skinned alive and their flesh was thrown to the dogs; some had their hands and limbs chopped off, and their bodies thrown on the highway only to be trampled by wagons and crushed by horses…. Many were taken by the Tatars into captivity. Women and virgins were ravished … in the presence of their husbands. Also these cruelties were perpetuated against the Polish people, especially against the priests and bishops…. Westwards of the Dnieper thousands of Jewish persons perished and several hundred were forced to change their faith.34

  


  A Muscovite emissary to Adam Kisil who was in Ukraine in June 1648 also related that “many Jews, it is said, are being baptized and are joining their (rebel) forces, but as for the Poles it is said that even if they wish to be baptized they do not accept them but kill them all.”35


  It would be a mistake to assume that young Jewish men joined only Polish Catholic forces. Jews were also at times accepted into Cossack units, and some rose to become officers. The treatment of Jews often depended on local conditions and attitudes towards them, particularly if they agreed to be baptized to Orthodox Christianity. At times the baptism was purely formal to save the Jewish families, and many in fact remained true to their faith at times openly so.


  Many Catholics and Jews were also rescued by Prince Jeremi Wishniowiecki, who at the head of his 6,000 man private army was still on the east side of the Dnipro, unable to cross because all boats and rafts had been destroyed on Khmelnitsky’s orders. A haughty man, he lived frugally and was known for his frequent demands that the King transfer even more land to his vast holdings in Volin and left bank Ukraine. With an unpleasant personality he was disliked by many of his peers who envied his wealth. He also had a great disdain for the “common rabble,” as was usual with most members of his class, and had declared that “it would be better for us to die than have the pagans (Orthodox Christians) and knaves rule over us.” By the summer of 1648 Wishniowiecki had the only viable force in Ukraine which could fend off the rebels, particularly Colonel Krivonos’ Cossacks and peasants that Khmelnitsky had sent against him. Having lost his left bank possessions Wishniowiecki was trying to cross to the west bank and reach his other estates in Volin. He first headed north to Chernihiv picking up many gentry and Jewish refugees and his force quickly swelled to some 10,000 men, not counting the civilians. Leaving the Chernihiv nobility behind, who had decided to defend the city, Wishniowiecki’s army crossed to the right bank and headed for Bratslav towards the Zbarasky estates of his brothers-in-law.


  As Wishniowiecki proceeded west he continued his bloody reprisals against the “Cossack” peasants, his route marked by hundreds of impaled bodies. A participant in his march has left us with a description of a particular but probably typical incident: “Marching through Pohrebishche they cut off the hands of traitors (the rebels), impale them, and behead them—mostly for offending God, for despoiling Roman Catholic churches. It is terrible to relate and write what they did there.”36


  A known massacre also occurred in Nemiriv, a town belongeing to Wishniowiecki. A detachment of his men approached the town but found the gates locked and the defenders defiant. The Prince’s men cut their way through the wooden palisade with axes, fell upon the town and “massacred a larger number of men and women,” as recounted by one Twardowski, a participant in the action. The survivors were tortured to death using some of Wishniowiecki’s own methods, “so that they would feel that they were truly dying,” as he put it. As the troops were settling in their new quarters a rebel force arrived and began to storm the town stronghold which fell after five days of fighting. As all revolutions the conflict had become a civil war to some extent, as was noted by one of Wishniowiecki’s men who commented that the Polish dragoons although recruited from Ukraine fought so zealously “that one perished on top of another.” No doubt the Ukrainians knew what to expect if they were captured by the rebels, who probably knew many of them personally. A 1,500 cavalry force sent to recapture Nemiriv failed and Wishniowiecki abandoned all future action and began to withdraw towards his estates in Volin.


  Colonel Ivan Hyria was sent at the head of 5,000 Cossacks to intercept and destroy Wishniowiecki’s army, after having linked up with Krivonos’ 1,000 man cavalry detachment. Reaching Kyiv Province they were forced to withdraw by the Prince’s powerful army who continued to head towards Volin. Following the enemy the Cossack-peasant force captured Makhnivka, as other rebel forces were besieging Polonne in southern Volin. This was a great and important fortress defended by strong artillery batteries, a double wall and a moat, and had become the destination of many Catholic and Jewish refugees. When Wishniowiecki withdrew in the direction of his estates Polonne’s fate was sealed as the rebels began to storm the walls of the fortress. Polonne was garrisoned by a mixed force of Crown troops and serving men of the local lords, and after beating back several assaults the Orthodox defenders entered into an agreement with the rebels and allowed them into the fortress, which quickly fell on 12 July 1648. The fall of Polonne had cost the Cossacks and the peasants heavy casualties, and with its fall a vicious bloodbath took place as hundreds of nobles and Jews were massacred without mercy. According to the Warsaw correspondent Tyszkiewich who wrote at the time, some 700 nobles were killed with the women, children and servants, and 2,000 Jews. The main reason for the capture of the citadel was the great amount of equipment, arms and supplies that were stored there. According to later accounts some 60–80 cannons, great stores of gunpowder, and weapons estimated at 4 million Polish gold zlotys fell into the rebels’ hands.



  The Polish Sejm, which had convened to elect a new king took advantage of Khmelnitsky’s willingness to negotiate and began raising fresh forces and stationing them in Galicia under the triple command of old Zaslawski, the young and inexperienced Koniecpolski, and the bookish Ostrorog. A major weakness of the well-armed and equipped Polish armies was the low morale of the troops. The professional soldiers, the core of the army, often went unpaid for long periods of time, and the command structure was inept and enjoyed little confidence and respect amongst the men. Not only were the aristocratic magnates bad managers of their estates, they were also poor leaders of men. In haughty aristocratic manner they refused to recognize the authority of the Crown, objected to serving under each other’s command, and conducted their flamboyant quarrels in public, on occasion even on the battlefield. Such behavior was not uncommon in European armies, and was the way in which great nobles were expected to act.


  Khmelnitsky’s suspicions as to Polish intentions were quickly aroused when the envoys to the Sejm failed to return, without any explanation as to their detention. Fighting was already going on in Podilia and Volin where Krivonos had declared a personal vendetta against Prince Wishniowiecki for having “perpetrated merciless tyranny against my brothers in Nemiriv and elsewhere … had brought me to this…. I will not cease to seek him everywhere … until I get him” as he wrote to Prince Zaslawski, warning him that “there are all kinds of people in my army and one should not rely on them (not to loot).” Wishniowiecki in the meantime continued his retreat westwards, beating off attacks by Krivonos’ men and impaling local supporters of what was becoming a general revolution. The newly raised Polish army that had advanced eastward to a base in Starokostiantinov decided to vacate the town, which was quickly occupied by Krivonos and accompanied with the usual massacre of Catholics and Jews.


  Next on Krivonos’ agenda was the impregnable fortress of Bar in eastern Podilia. Not only was it strategically located on the Boh River it was also another important supply depot for weapons, ammunition, gunpower, and other military equipment, as well as large stores of provisions. The defenders had dammed the Boh River, creating large bodies of water to impede access to the city walls, and fresh reinforcements had been sent by Prince Zaslawski. The Ukrainian force which surrounded Bar consisted of five detachments, one commanded by an Orthodox priest and another by an Orthodox nobleman. Some of Bar’s burghers attempted to help the besiegers by opening some of the gates, but to no avail and it was the assault units which finally took the city by storm, attacking the walls by both water and land. Rafts had been built from the dismantled houses of the surrounding region, as well as siege towers on wheels called “hulai-horody” (wandering forts) which were armed with artillery and manned by sharpshooters. Protection was provided by layers of dried rawhides stretched over the beams and planks of the towers. As they approached the walls platforms were thrown out, and under cover of cannon and musket fire the attackers leaped on the walls with sabers, pistols and scythe-pikes. The city walls fell after heavy fighting and the surviving garrison took refuge in the citadel, which also fell on 4 August. Some of the defenders were held for ransom while many others were slaughtered. Bar was considered to be a safe destination and had attracted thousands of Catholic and Jewish refugees. Its fall caused great panic in the Polish Commonwealth as thousands of muskets and great stores of gunpowder and lead fell into Krivonos’ hands, together with all the artillery of the great fortress.


  Khmelnitsky’s greatest victories were yet to come. Careful not to provoke Lithuania-Rus he began to move west along the Podilia-Volin border, and by the end of July the main Ukrainian army was already west of Bila Tserka, while Krivonos was storming Bar. The objective was to prevent the fresh Polish army from joining Wishniowiecki’s force, a combination which could greatly outnumber the largely unseasoned Ukrainian army. Zaslawski and his co-commanders were also reinforced by fresh provincial regiments as they continued eastwards, and by August the main army had merged with Wishniowiecki’s men at Chowhansky Kamin in Volin. A joint meeting of the now four commanders endorsed Wishniowiecki as the overall head and decided to move against Khmelnitsky, who was camped by the Piliava River. News had come to the Polish commanders that Khmelnitsky had sent for the Tatars and they decided to destroy the Ukrainian force before their arrival. The Polish Commonwealth now fielded an army never seen before, even during the battle of Khotin against the Turks in 1621. Contemporary estimates vary widely, but it seems that the combined Polish force had a core of at least 50,000 professional troops, not counting the tens of thousands of armed auxiliaries and armed serving men (“servants”) who accompanied the nobility. Far from being an exclusively “Polish” army it included German and other mercenaries, Jewish volunteers, and Rusins from Galicia.


  The Polish nobility had lost none of its arrogance and continued to boast that Khmelnitsky’s “rabble” would be dispersed with whips, without having to draw sabers. Not to be deprived of their usual comforts, and to impress all with their great wealth, many nobles came to the battle as if to an outing, as was recorded by the hussar Mashiewicz in his diary:


  
    The lordlings set out not so much with iron as with silver and gold. They shipped in tableware from the whole Kingdom…. The Crown lords set out with such luxury, with purple traveling coaches with gold braid, with magnificent garments, silver insignia and upholstery so that it was a rare comrade who did not measure up to the wealth of the great lords.37

  


  The Protestant Prince Radziwill also noted with some disapproval that the Polish nobility had learned nothing from the disaster at Korsun, arriving with great wealth in gold, silver, precious gems, luxurious tents, gilded armor and other items of luxury, not to mention the expensive food, drink, and camp followers disguised in men’s clothing.


  The first contact with Khmelnitsky’s men came when a Polish regiment commanded by the young Koniecpolski forced a Cossack garrison to abandon the fortified town of Starokostiantinov and drove Cossack reconnaissance detachments off the field. Encouraged by the successes, the Polish commanders decided to move against Khmelnitsky’s main force. The Cossacks had entrenched themselves in a virtually impregnable position by the Piliava (today the Ikva) River, and two other rivers, ponds and wetlands, in a terrain with scattered gullies and ravines, which prevented the enemy from concentrating a large force against their flanks and rear. The camp itself was surrounded by wagons six deep, which were held together by chains. The only open access was to the north towards Starokostiantinov from where the Polish army was expected to come. Even then it would have to cross a small river running east-west not far from the Cossack camp. To hamper any crossings the Cossacks had dug trenches on their side, just to the south of a shallow ford. Krivonos and his peasant bands camped separately, off to the side of both the Cossack and Polish camps. This enabled them to attack the Polish flank, but made the peasants vulnerable to the strong enemy cavalry.


  The composition of the two opposing armies could not have differed more. The Polish army was of a mixed type, with a large part (probably half) being identical to most other European armies made up of foreign mercenaries and Crown troops drawn from all parts of the kingdom. A unique feature, however, no longer practiced in the rest of Europe was a call-up system whereby the nobles provided levies in times of emergency. It was complemented by the magnates’ private armies, each of which ran into several thousand men, as well as smaller forces from more minor nobles. The Polish Commonwealth placed a heavy emphasis on cavalry, one of the best in Europe, and which had given the Cossacks much trouble in the early uprisings and was largely responsible for the suppression of the revolts.



  There were two general types of Polish cavalry facing Khmelnitsky; heavy armored men on big horses, and a light mobile cavalry. Heavy cavalry formed the core of the army—the famed winged Hussars, and the iron-clad reiters. Hussars were the more common of the two and after 1630 formed about 30 percent of the entire cavalry force. They were normally nobles who were paid for their services and each hussar received money to equip two retainers, known as “pacholiks.” They received little pay, if any, even though they took part in the fighting and were responsible for camp duties, such as cleaning and maintaining the hussars’ weapons and equipment. Their own weapons, equipment, and horses, however, were owned by the hussar. “Pacholiks” were never counted in the rolls as a part of a hussar company, which gave a wrong tally for the actual sizes of Polish forces, and false claims by some historians that Polish armies were always outnumbered.38 A hussar also hired camp servants to perform the more usual domestic duties, such as preparing the food and serving at tables. They also took part in the fighting, particularly “mopping-up” operations in the wake of a successful battle, and were likewise not included as a part of the armed forces. Hussars wore full armor and helmet—or at least an upper body breastplate. They wielded 5 meter-long medieval lances and their main job was to break through enemy lines to allow other troops to pour through the gaps. When the lance broke, it was replaced by a broadsword or a saber, and a wheel-lock pistol was also carried for self defense. Before a charge by the massed hussars the enemy would be softened up by iron-clad reiters, who (besides a small defensive sword) only carried two wheel-lock pistols which were discharged at the enemy from a solid rectangular formation, in a complex maneuver called a “caracole.”39


  The second branch of the Polish cavalry consisted of light cavalry, which had originated with Cossack cavalry formations in the king’s service. Even though the Cossacks no longer served the king the light cavalry were still referred to as “armored Cossacks” since some units wore chain mail and helmets. They were mainly used in fighting the Tatars and Cossacks, and for vanguard/rearguard duties as well as reconnaissance. The nobles’ levies and private forces also included light cavalry, and the nobility could raise anywhere between 40,000 and 100,000 men.40 These would also consist of dragoons, who were highly mobile mounted infantry, rode into battle on horseback, and fought on foot with muskets and swords. The king’s crown army also included dragoons, mostly raised in Orthodox Galicia. A substantial part of the army consisted of infantry many of who were foreign mercenaries, particularly Germans. There were also the volunteer Haiducks who were almost exclusively equipped with muskets with the best companies coming from the Carpathian Mountains, as well as the drafted infantry from Poland with one soldier for each 20 Polish acres of Crown land.


  The Cossack forces that had defeated the Poles at Zhovti Vody and Korsun were very different from conventional European armies and had little in common with the armed forces of the Commonwealth although their innovative cavalry tactics would influence European warfare for many years. All were free volunteers, none received pay, and mercenaries were not accepted. Although not always as well armed as the Commonwealth troops, Khmelnitsky’s men were fighting for freedom, to enjoy their own land, the hunting and fishing rights, and had a much higher level of commitment than the Polish troops. As Napoleon Bonaparte remarked a century and a half later, morale stood in the ratio of 3 to 1 as compared to physical strength of an army. Because the Cossack art of war had developed in combination with fighting the mobile Tatars on the vast Ukrainian steppe, Muscovite feudal troops, and modern European armies it represented a unique blend of tactics. A particular difficulty was their numerical inferiority, which the Cossacks tried to overcome by heavy infantry musket firepower and the highly prized artillery. The infantry in turn was reinforced by a highly mobile cavalry and could be protected by wagon “tabor” camps, which acted as mobile forts. They could serve both offensive and defensive functions by providing refuge when facing defeat as well as a launching pad for an attack. Many Cossack tactics were adopted by Polish armies, and the Swedes seem to have followed suit when Gustav Adolphus introduced heavy firepower in the first half of the 17th century.


  The cavalry played a key role in operations. Historically, Cossack cavalry had developed against Tatars and other prairie cavalry and depended on small, hardy steppe horses that could swim rivers and survive on their own during a Ukrainian prairie winter. Armed with lance and saber, Cossacks wore no armor, and initially did not do too well against armored Polish cavalry mounted on heavy chargers. The situation, however, had changed following the victory at Korsun. Now Khmelnitsky had crack cavalry units consisting of Registered Cossacks and troops who had deserted the nobility and the Crown, all mounted on good steeds. Although Cossacks still wore no armor many were armed with pistols in addition to lance and saber, which proved very effective against breastplates. Cossack cavalry was light and maneuverable, and a battle began with a two-rank “lava” charge with lances. Although the hussars’ long 5 meter lances could take a toll of Cossack ranks once at close quarters, they became vulnerable to pistols and hand-to-hand combat with saber, Turkish “yatahans,” or broadswords. The Cossacks had learned that the best defense was an offense, particularly with cavalry when a sustained charge could decide the outcome of a battle right at the outset limiting losses in men and equipment. As remarked by Paul of Allepo during his trip through Ukraine; “the Cossacks are mighty in war, they never retreat or flee.”


  Infantry was also an important part of Khmelnitsky’s army. The Cossacks kept the Zaporozhian musket firing line, which had such a devastating effect on advancing enemy troops particularly when reinforced by artillery.41 They were supported by the peasant bands armed with farming implements turned into weapons—axes, pitchforks, and particularly their chief weapon, the scythe. It took a village blacksmith but a few minutes to straighten the blade and convert a scythe into a deadly pike. When lacking scythes they armed themselves with literally anything they could lay their hands on—even cudgels and flails, used for thrashing wheat! What they lacked in training was made up by motivation and a deep hatred of the nobility. They soon learned the importance of self-discipline from the town and Zaporozhian Cossacks, together with the military crafts, which very quickly began to transform bands of serfs into Cossack regiments, as described in the eyewitness account of Paul of Aleppo:


  
    They are thoroughly experienced in all kinds of martial arts, and some 100,000 brave young warriors who ride well are with the Hetman. Earlier, these soldiers were simple peasants with no military experience whatsoever, but gradually they learned … the youths learning to ride, shoot shoulder guns (flintlock muskets) and bows, and show courage since childhood. It should be known that all these soldiers receive no wages but sow as much grain as they wish, then harvest and gather it and no one takes either a tithe or anything else from them; they are free of everything. And all the subjects of the Cossack land live this way, they know neither taxes, tributes, nor tithes. Khmelnitsky simply leases all the customs duties of merchants on the borders of his country to leaseholders, as well as the income from mead, beer and spirits, for 100 dinars for the right to collect the duty and sell alcohol … and he takes nothing more.42

  


  An important Cossack defensive strategy included the virtually impregnable “tabor” positions, reinforced with earthworks. Following the early unsuccessful uprisings it was realized that a wagon formation, even when reinforced by field artillery, was no match for long-range siege guns. A modification was introduced by surrounding the wagons with earthen ramparts and a trench, which provided cover for the wagons and Cossack musketeers. Sometimes foxholes were dug to provide additional cover as explained by Paul of Aleppo.


  
    They are great craftsmen in building camps … (which are) bulwarks of heaped-up earth. They are heaped around the troops so that no one can attack the Cossacks by surprise. Each one has his own shelter—a hole in the ground. Rising to their feet they fire shoulder guns … and when the enemy shoots they hide in their shelters and no bullet can hit them…. On campaigns they are content with remarkably little. Except for a rye cracker and water they know nothing else … yet their endurance is very great.43

  


  The entire Polish army arrived at Piliavtsi on 19 September and on the following day began attacking the Cossack trenches to clear an access to the river ford. The fighting went on for three days, with the Polish infantry and dragoons capturing the position only to be driven back by Cossack counterattacks. Finally a strong Polish cavalry charge knocked the defenders out of the trenches and drove them back to their camp and the way lay open for an assault on the main Cossack position. The three-day delay, however, gave Khmelnitsky time to send scouts and assess the strength and composition of the Polish army, with the aid of spies inside the enemy camp. Word was brought back that the enemy had a large cavalry component and some 100 pieces of artillery, including heavy siege guns, but the impressive Polish army had an Achilles heel; it was led by vain princely nobles, who bickered among themselves without arriving at a coherent strategy.


  Khmelnitsky realized he was a sitting duck before the powerful enemy and while the four Polish commanders deliberated on their move, he struck. Early on the morning of 23 September Khmelnitsky personally drew his cavalry before the Cossack camp and charged the Polish forces on the river crossing, quickly destroying most of the enemy cavalry and sending the survivors in flight to the safety of the Polish camp. Giving chase, the Cossack and Tatar horsemen were met by Polish dragoons and armored hussars but after several hours of fierce fighting the Polish cavalry—including the much vaunted hussars—were driven back, having suffered heavy losses. Cossack losses were also not light but with the enemy cavalry cleared from the battlefield, Cossack infantry and the peasants struck the Polish ranks, which were drawn up before the camp wagons. Not able to withstand the fierce assault, the Polish infantry began to give way and was only saved by the fall of darkness as Khmelnitsky gave the signal to disengage from the bloody hand-to-hand fighting. A great dread now swept the Polish army following the savage fighting of the day. Realizing that daybreak would bring another attack, the desperate Polish commanders panicked, and not to lose time began to withdraw under the cover of darkness. The first were Princes Zaslawski and Koniecpolski, who, deciding not to wait for the other commanders, slipped out of the camp together with their nobles and began to flee. News of the desertion quickly spread through the Polish camp and not wishing to face another battle most of the Polish army joined in the flight. It was every man for himself as the nobility abandoned their men, supplies, military equipment, and entire wagon trains loaded with personal possessions. Once in the open field, Hetman Koniecpolski headed to his estate at Brody disguised as a Ukrainian peasant; Ostrorog fled to Olesko, and the proud Prince Wishniowiecki set out for Zbarazh in an ordinary peasant cart and common dress, having discarded his rich robes and vestments. The defeat and shame of the once haughty nobility was complete.


  It was only in the morning that Cossack scouts brought back news that the mighty army of the Polish Commonwealth had fled, leaving all behind. Two brave Polish artillery commanders, Osinski and Arciszewski, who were the last to leave with their men, had stuck burning torches on the ramparts to give the impression that the camp was occupied, giving the army time to flee. A Polish participant in the battle, one Miaskowski, described the shameful and stunning defeat in a letter of 2 October: “He (Khmelnitsky) gazed and wondered at such a vast booty and riches that our sins and cruel fate had brought him…. For such fear, such panic gripped our troops that they galloped just as long as their horses were able….”44


  Vast indeed were the spoils of war captured at Piliavtsy on 23 September 1648. Great quantities of weapons, ammunition, and 80 pieces of artillery fell into Ukrainian hands, together with the nobility’s personal wealth. From now on, the Ukrainian army would be well-armed Cossacks with a well-funded Army Treasury. By contemporary accounts, the victors found 6,460 wagons abandoned in the Polish camp, many loaded with treasure. There were garments lined with sable fur and fringes sewn with diamonds worth some 80,000 gold zlotys; horse halters studded with diamonds and other precious stones valued at 100,000 gold zlotys; and much gold, silver and other valuables, beyond the wildest dream of any Cossack, peasant, or Tatar warrior. Later estimates placed the value of the booty at the stunning sum of 7 million gold zlotys! At last the wealth was returning to those who had produced it at such great hardship.


  The great Ukrainian revolutionary upheaval has at times been described in terms of a national liberation movement of Ukraine from Polish oppression. Nothing could be further from the truth. Although most people did identify with linguistic and ethnic affiliations, the main battle lines were drawn along religious and class lines, with economic self-interest playing a major role. This is not to say, of course, that many individuals in Ukraine were not willing to fight for the common good of their families and communities. Quite the contrary—concepts and feelings of justice and equality permeated the Ukrainian revolution. But although many of the minor Orthodox nobles of Rus had joined the Cossack and peasant forces, those with substantial estates such as the great magnates Adam Kisil, Prince Ostrohsky and others supported the Commonwealth, fought in the Polish army and took an active part in the suppression of serfs and peasants. Ukrainian history cannot be understood on the basis of nationalism unless the deep social class hostilities and antagonisms are taken into account.45


  The battle of Piliavtsi was the turning point in the Ukrainian revolution. News of the rout of the Polish army spread far and wide, drawing attention to the Cossack movement in foreign lands, and boosting the people’s pride and self-confidence. Zhovti Vody and Korsun were not isolated victories, and the revolution could be sustained. We have a stirring Ukrainian campaign march, sung to this very day, which was composed after the battle of Piliavtsy, beginning with the verse:


  
    Hey, the red cranberry bush in the field is bending low;

    Why has our renowned Ukraine saddened so?

    Hey, we shall raise the red cranberry bough high,

    Hey, we shall bring cheer to our renowned Ukraine!

  


  



  The Commonwealth Invades Ukraine


  Not putting faith in negotiations with the Polish Sejm which opened on 6 October, Khmelnitsky continued to advance west, and two weeks after the victory at Piliavtsi the Ukrainians were before the walls of Lviv, the major city of Galicia. Besides putting pressure on Warsaw, which had gone into a panic, Khmelnitsky and Krivonis were pursuing Prince Wishniowiecki who had arrived in Lviv, collected 1.3 million zlotys, and taking the last defense force of 3,000 men left for the Zamosc fortress. Galicia was still mainly Greek Orthodox and it was hoped that the arrival of the Cossack-peasant army would signal the beginning of a revolt against the mainly Catholic nobility. Some uprisings began to be instigated by Krivonos and his men while others sprang up spontaneously. Khmelnitsky had sent agents to Galicia to announce his arrival and to spark a general uprising, as had occurred to the east. One such uprising occurred in the foothills of the Carpathian Mountains, organized by a local Orthodox noble called Visochan. His father had assembled an estate on empty territory from booty obtained during Tatar wars and by inviting peasants to establish free villages on his land. With news of Khmelnitsky’s arrival Visochan raised a 15,000 man force in the Pokytia region which he divided into 3 divisions; one led by a noble called Zhurakivsky, another by an Orthodox priest, and a third by a priest’s son. Visochan’s reputation became so widespread that even the Carpathian highwaymen dared not oppose him. His most important achievement was the capture of the fortress at Pniv where the local Catholic nobles and Jews had sought refuge but in vain since most were massacred after its fall.


  The great city of Lviv was dominated by Catholic Poles and their supporters, and all demands for surrender were refused. Raising a citizens’ defense force, Lviv braced itself for an assault, which never came. Although Khmelnitsky could have easily taken the defenseless city he abstained from a concerted assault, instead harassing the defenders with token attacks mainly to keep his men occupied. Only Krivonos, disobeying orders, decided to storm Lviv’s “Visoky Zamok” (High Castle) and captured the fortress which dominated the entire city. An emotional meeting now took place when Khmelnitsky’s old teacher, the Jesuit Mokrski, was sent to his camp to persuade the Cossack Hetman to accept the authority of the Polish Commonwealth. Was the pen mightier than the sword? Perhaps, for Khmelnitsky withdrew from the city he had known as a young student. He was not yet prepared to destroy the authority of the Commonwealth, especially when the Sejm was electing a king.46


  The Cossacks had also learned that Prince Wishniowiecki was no longer in Lviv but had fortified himself in Zamosc one third of the way to Warsaw and the Cossacks decided to leave Galicia and lay siege to the fortress. If Khmelnitsky was hoping for a general uprising in Galicia he was sorely disappointed. In spite of isolated revolts the nobility succeeded to maintain control of the medieval principality. This represented a setback for the revolution since Galicia’s adherence to the Ukrainian cause would have gone a long way to solving Khmelnitsky’s manpower problem. The Cossacks would return to Galicia eight years later, but again without much success, and for the next three centuries Galicia would remain estranged from Ukraine. After holding out against enemy forces for more than two years Visochan was defeated in 1650–51, and taking the rest of his men he headed east to join Khmelnitsky.


  Unrest was beginning to spread to other parts of the Commonwealth and some colonels such as Krivons, Nechay and Bohun were urging Khmelnitsky to march into Poland and occupy Warsaw. That, however, would have been a rash move, and Khmelnitsky new it. The Polish Commonwealth had more than ten times the population of Ukraine and with much more resources at its disposal. There were still many fresh regiments in Poland, and the nobility had enough wealth to raise another large army.47 With the end of the Thirty Years’ War in 1648 many mercenaries were available for hire, and a march on Warsaw would have provoked a Lithuanian attack, as well as a popular Polish uprising against the non–Catholic Ukrainians. It could also have cost Khmelnitsky the Crimean alliance. The Zaporozhian Army had, after all, proven itself to be a more implacable enemy of Islam than Poland ever was, and Khmelnitsky’s treaty with the Crimean Khan was something of an anomaly. Besides, Khmelnitsky and most of the Cossack officers were still not convinced that an accommodation within the Polish Commonwealth was not possible—to have Cossack Ukraine accepted as an integral but independent part and sharing a common monarch with Poland and Lithuania-Rus. The Cossacks would retain their “liberties and privileges,” and the Ukrainian nobility—now many of them Cossack officers—would replace the oppressive Polish-Catholic magnates and large estate owners. As Hetman Khmelnitsky wrote to the besieged defenders of Zamosc: “For here there is not a question of our might and strength but God’s business—for it is He who usually punishes the proud, (those) who injure poor people.”48


  The ambitions of many Ukrainian petty nobles and landed gentry such as Khmelnitsky himself were also not forgotten. This class did not wish to sever all relations with the Polish Commonwealth or deny the nobility the right to possess landed estates. The slavery of serfdom had been swept away, but of what use was the fertile land without peasants or rank-and-file Cossacks to work it? Besides, being a Cossack officer was a full time job which had to be supported, in large part, by agricultural labor. The recognition of Cossacks as a military class with similar rights to the nobility was not unheard of, for example in 16th century Spain where the Crown declared the “hidalguia,” or a collective nobility for all Basques, in recognition of the egalitarian nature of their society and the absence of a feudal nobility. Ukraine did have a nobility and this would become a growing problem.


  While Khmelnitsky’s army was besieging Zamosc, Jan Casimir was elected King on 17 November 1648 by a unanimous vote of the Sejm and was crowned on 17 January 1649. He was well acquainted with the Cossacks and was a man of some military experience. While still only 15 years old he took part in the Smolensk campaign of 1624 against Muscovy, and later entered Austrian service where he commanded a 4,000-man Cossack light cavalry unit against the French. In 1638 he joined the Spanish navy, was captured by the French and held prisoner for two years before being ransomed. He then went to Italy to become a Jesuit priest, resigned from the Order and for a brief time was a Cardinal of the Roman Catholic Church. He was also considered by some to be unbalanced and unpredictable.


  To reduce the overall influence of the Polish nobility, the Cossack leadership was hoping that Polish kings would become hereditary, “like other kings” as expressed by Khmelnitsky in a letter to Jan Casimir: “We beseech Almighty God that your Royal Majesty, our Gracious Lord, deign to be an autocrat like other kings and not like (your) deceased predecessors … who were actually in bondage (to the nobility).”49


  Khmelnitsky also pointed out to the newly elected king that much of his support in the Sejm was due to the Cossack advance into southern Poland, since the nobility knew that he was supported by the Cossacks. Ironically, Jan Casimir was elected by the Sejm due to his military experience, as someone who could oppose and defeat the Cossacks. In return for the Cossacks’ support, Khmelnitsky demanded the following five concessions from Jan Casimir:


  
    i)   The Cossacks would recognize the King as their sovereign, but without the presence of officials and the (Polish) nobility.

  


  
    ii)   Traditional Cossack freedoms to be recognized, such as the elections of all officers including the Hetman of the Zaporozhian Army. The royal registry to be increased.

  


  
    iii)   Open access to the Black Sea without royal forts such as Kodak barring the way. No crown troops to be stationed in Ukraine.

  


  
    iv)   The Union of Brest to be cancelled and the (“Uniate”) Greek Catholic Church to be abolished. Roman Catholic and Protestant churches to be allowed, but only the Greek Orthodox Church to be the official ecclesiastic institution in Ukraine.

  


  
    v)   A pardon for all who were involved in the uprising.

  


  Upon receiving news of the election Khmelnitsky sent envoys with a letter assuring the newly elected King of their loyalty: “to whom God willing we, too, would render our submissions as we rendered our faithful services to his father and his late brother, Wladyslav IV.” Jan Casimir was further assured that the uprising was directed against the nobility, particularly the Polish Hetman Potocki, and not his brother the late King. After a long debate the Polish Senate realized it had little option but to acknowledge the Cossack conditions in return for peace. To give a face-saving impression that the government was not buckling under Cossack pressure, the King’s charter promising the demands was predated to before the arrival of Khmelnitsky’s envoys. In return the Cossacks were to dismiss their Crimean allies, return to Ukraine, and send delegates to reaffirm their loyalty and submission to the King. Jan Casimir would then send a royal commission to “straighten everything out in the name of peace.” In actual fact the Polish government had no intention of honoring the agreement and was simply buying time to prepare for a new invasion of Ukraine. A golden opportunity to implement reform and put its house in order was missed once again by the Polish nobility and the Catholic Church, which would herald the beginning of the end of the Polish Commonwealth. The fertile Ukrainian fields were simply too lucrative to give up without a fight. To the Ukrainians it appeared as if a fresh start had been achieved in their relationship with the Polish government. It was decided to accept the peace accord in spite of the bad sign that Prince Wishniowiecki was appointed as Hetman of the Polish forces. The siege of Zamosc was lifted, and the Ukrainian army withdrew to its lands.


  Paisios the Patriarch of Jerusalem had gone on a mission in Moscow, and when Hetman Khmelnitsky learned that the Patriarch was to pass through Ukraine he sent word that he wished to meet him in Kyiv. With his officers and an honor guard Khmelnitsky arrived before the city on 23 December, just before Christmas by the Julian Calendar. The colorful Cossack procession was led by the Hetman, followed by his officers on their best steeds and colonels holding jewel-studded maces, the symbols of their authority. Khmelnitsky was met outside the walls by the Kyiv Metropolitan and the Patriarch, who were leading their own procession of 1,000 horsemen, and was addressed as the “Most Illustrious Ruler.” The Kyiv Academy greeted the Cossack Hetman as “Moses, Savior, Redeemer, and Liberator of the nation (people) of Rus, hence called Bohdan.”50 Khmelnitsky was then seated in the Patriarch’s sled on his right side, and as the procession entered Kyiv it was greeted by salvoes of cannon fire from the city’s batteries.


  A great mass was held in St. Sophia Cathedral, during which Khmelnitsky was given communion by Paisios even though he had not had confession, a rare exception. He was also permitted to marry his great love Helen even though her husband the Catholic nobleman Chaplinski was still alive. In spite of the great praise heaped on the Hetman he maintained an informal and a non self-aggrandizing attitude, for which he was respected and loved by the Cossack rank-and-file. When addressed as “Prince of Rus” and “Most Illustrious Ruler” he always answered that “it was not fitting (for him) to govern a state, he was not a man of that nature.” He was, after all, only elected as Hetman of the Zaporozhian Army, and could be demoted if he went against strongly held Cossack views and values. A clear indication that Khmelnitsky was not seeking to establish a renewed Rus state in Ukraine with its traditional capital in Kyiv is also that he chose the Cossack town of Chihirin as the center of his administration, which became the “de facto” capital of Ukraine. It is a remarkable fact about Cossack Ukraine how little continuity there was with medieval Kyivan Rus and its institutions with the exception of the Greek Orthodox Church, which didn’t always agree with the Cossack movement or its policies, and often favored the Muscovite state. Thus Cossack Ukraine never developed anything that can be called a state, and there is little evidence that Khmelnitsky even attempted to build one. Ukraine was simply the “terra Cossacorum,” the land of the Cossacks as Khmelnitsky called it in his Latin correspondence, while he himself was officially only the “Hetman of the Zaporozhian Army,” not even of the entire Ukraine or its Cossack movement.


  The Patriarch, like most men of the Church, had a political role to play and Paisios was no exception. He was attempting to put together an Orthodox alliance between Muscovy, Moldavia, and Wallachia against the Catholic Commonwealth which he wanted Ukraine to join. This implied a break with Poland and placing Ukraine under the “protection” of the Moscow Tsar. As generally accepted at the time, a leader such as Khmelnitsky was not considered to be a legitimate ruler if he was not a crowned monarch and would not be recognized as such by other heads of state. A Hetman of Ukraine had a clear choice; to place himself under the King, the Tsar of Moscow, or the Sultan of the Ottoman Empire. The republican movement with its American and French revolutions was still more than a century in the future.


  Khmelnitsky left Kyiv for his capital Chihirin and then headed to Pereiaslav to meet King Jan Casimir’s commission, which was headed by the Polish Commonwealth’s usual envoy to the Cossacks, Prince Adam Kisil. Unknown to the Polish Sejm and the Senate, Chancellor Ossolinski had advised Jan Casimir to agree to all Cossack demands and to present Khmelnitsky with Royal insignia—a red flag with a white eagle and a turquoise-studded Hetman’s mace, the symbol of authority. The commission arrived on 19 February 1649 and was personally greeted by Khmelnitsky with a 20-gun salute and the royal insignia presented on the following day before the assembled Cossacks. Khmelnitsky was officially being recognized by the King as the Hetman of the Zaporozhian Army, answerable only to royal authority.


  The Royal Commission quickly realized that there was no going back to the old order. As recalled by a witness, one Michalkowski who accompanied the commission: “All the masses are arming themselves, savoring freedom from labor and taxes, and they do not want to have lords ever again.”51 The people of Ukraine and eastern Volin and Podilia did not trust Royal assurances of peace and were preparing for war. News was arriving of renewed fighting with Lithuanian and Polish troops in southern Belarus, Volin and Podilia. The Lithuanian Hetman Prince Radziwill had captured Mozir in southern Belarus where the entire Cossack garrison perished in the fighting with those taken alive impaled on stakes. Next Babruisk fell, where the last surviving Cossacks fortified themselves in the town’s wooden tower and, when their ammunition ran out, set the wooden structure on fire rather than surrender to the tender mercies of the enemy. Those who jumped were promptly impaled. A story began to circulate amongst Radziwill’s men about a Cossack called Piddubsky, who asked the executioners to ring the church bells as he was being impaled. When asked for the reason behind the strange request he answered, not without some Cossack humor, that unlike everyone else he would like to hear his own death knell.



  Bar was also attacked by Polish forces and the Cossack garrison was forced out, and although Colonel Bohun drove the Poles out of the stronghold it was soon retaken. It was now becoming clear that the Polish authorities were using the commission and the talks to stall for time.52 Some of the nobles also began to return to their previous properties with private forces and began to seek out and impale those who took part in the uprising. The peasants, however, were now armed, considered themselves as Cossacks, and the impalements and general atrocities brought on more bloody reprisals against the nobles, their families and followers, who were attacked and massacred with similar cruelty. Others who only attempted to reintroduce the old taxes and duties were warned that they were “igniting an inextinguishable flame,” and as explained by the Cossack Ataman Michailo Tisha to Prince Korecki, not without some tongue-in-cheek humor, to stop forcing people to pay taxes since “you yourself know, Your Grace, that the Cossacks need the means for bullets and gunpowder.” The Papal nuncio Juan de Torres who was in Poland at the time summed up the situation:


  
    The peasants in Rus are beginning to rise up once again, and 16,000 of them have banded together already. They say that this springs from the excessive harshness with which the lords and masters are treating them, putting them to death. Unable to endure such adversity they have turned once again to Khmelnitsky, and God help us lest this blaze flare up in Rus even worse than before, as it still cannot be extinguished in Lithuania (that is, Belarus).53

  


  Advised by Chancellor Osselinski, the Polish Senate and King Jan Casimir began to revert to the old policies of attempting to suppress by force the revolution that was sweeping through Ukraine and spreading to neighboring regions. While the Royal Commission was negotiating the Polish Commonwealth was raising fresh armies. In May 1649 the King issued an order for a general mobilization in Poland supported by the nobility of Lithuania-Rus. By the spring of 1649 three Commonwealth armies began to advance on Ukraine; one commanded by Lanckoronski from Podilia, another under Firley from Volin, and a Lithuanian army led by Prince Radziwill (Radvila) was moving from southeastern Belarus. Khmelnitsky was still gathering his forces without having held a Cossack “rada,” calling instead for a general mobilization of everyone “who could sit on a horse” and collecting four tallers per household for the war effort. He was also waiting for the arrival of his only ally the Crimean Tatars, who were no longer led by his old friend Tughay Bey who had died a few months previously.54


  While the Ukrainian army was mobilizing, Khmelnitsky sent single regiments against the three Commonwealth armies to slow down their advance and buy time. Colonel Ilia Holota was dispatched with his regiment to northern Ukraine, and crossing the Pripiat River he deployed his men against Radziwill’s advancing army. Overwhelmed by the Lithuanians the Cossack regiment was annihilated, with all units fighting to the last man. The regiment in the Horin River area in Volin was pushed back by Firley, and two other Cossack regiments commanded by colonels Donets and Taborenko were defeated and driven back beyond the Slych River. Firley continued to advance south to link up with Lanckoronski, who in the meantime had cleared the Podilia-Volin frontier region of Cossack units. Confronted by Nechai’s regiment and receiving word that Khmelnitsky’s main army was moving to meet him, Lanckoronski withdrew to a fortified camp as panic set in amongst his troops. Unless outnumbering the Cossacks by a good margin the Polish units were loath to face Cossack fighters and typically suffered heavy casualties. Order was restored in late June with the arrival of Firley’s, Ostrorog’s, Wishniowiecki’s, and Lanckoronski’s forces and the combined army withdrew from eastern Podilia and took up positions at a town called Zbarazh.


  In the meantime following the destruction of Holota’s regiment, Prince Radziwill continued to move south with the apparent intention to capture Kyiv and advance towards Khmelnitsky’s exposed position. The combined Commonwealth strategy called for the Polish army to tie up Khmelnitsky’s main forces at Zbarazh while Radziwill would strike at the Cossacks’ rear. Caught between two fires the main Ukrainian army would be destroyed and the Tatars would have no choice but to renew the old treaties with the Commonwealth. Khmelnitsky received word of Radziwill’s advance with great alarm, realizing that he could not spare any of his army to meet the Lithuanian threat. The general mobilization of the sparse Ukrainian population, which stood at no more than one million, had exhausted the supply of young men fit and willing for military duty, with only the old and the very young remaining to assist the women in bringing in the crucial autumn harvest.55


  It is to these boys and men that Khmelnitsky now turned, sending his old friend Colonel Krichevsky to northern Ukraine with a small detachment of frontline Cossacks and a simple order; halt Radziwill’s advance at all cost, and prevent him from taking Kyiv. Upon arrival Krichevsky raised two detachments from Chornobyl and the surrounding areas, probably no more than 5,000 older men and youths, with several hundred Cossack veterans as support. One detachment was commanded by Krichevsky himself while the other was led by the Chernihiv Colonel Podobailo, as one of the most singular encounters of the Ukrainian revolutionary wars took place near today’s Belarus village of Loiv. Crossing the Pripet River, Krichevsky’s mounted men attacked and defeated the Lithuanian forward units, and the next day proceeded to launch a surprise attack on Radziwill’s main cavalry force. The battle raged for several hours as the Lithuanians began to give way, when the Prince’s reserve cavalry emerged from a wooded area and struck Krichevsky in the flank and rear. Outnumbered and sustaining heavy losses the Ukrainians broke away, and dismounting, succeeded in setting up a defensive position in a wooded area. The fighting continued for several days but after several all-out assaults Krichevsky’s defenses were over-run. Krichevsky himself was fatally wounded in the hand-to-hand fighting and was brought to Radziwill’s camp where he died several hours later. Recognizing Krichevsky, the Prince was reportedly amazed that a high-ranking nobleman of Rus and still a Roman Catholic would give his life for the cause of “the rabble.” Radziwill had won the battle of Loiv but his was a Pyrrhic victory. He had lost many men, and unable to continue the advance on Kyiv, Radziwill decided to turn back. His army was also somewhat demoralized by the experience of the battle—if older men and youths could inflict such damage to a regular army, what was waiting for them deeper in Ukraine where they would have to face battle-hardened Cossack regiments? As a Cossack captain admitted when captured by a Polish scouting party: “people’s tongues will sooner turn backwards than the Liakhs will rule over us.”


  Khmelnitsky now had a free hand to confront the Polish forces led by Lanckoronski, Firley, Ostrorog, and Wishnowiecki, which had gathered at Zbarazh, a fortified town on the Volin-Podilia border. The combined forces had settled down to wait for yet another Polish army under King Jan Casimir himself. Khmelnitsky in the meantime was also waiting for Tatar reinforcements, without which he had no hope of halting the Polish invasion. He was outnumbered and too many of his men still consisted of poorly armed and trained peasants. With the arrival of the Tatars the Cossack army began to move towards Zbarazh but the enemy had enough time to fortify their camp with a mile-long trench and strong defensive positions. The Ukrainians were especially eager for battle when it became known that the Polish army was under the overall command of the much-hated Prince Wishniowiecki. On 29 June, Polish reconnaissance reported the approach of the Ukrainian army, which without pausing for rest launched a major assault on the Polish positions, hoping to breach the enemy trenches and drive Wishniowiecki inside Zbarazh. The Polish commanders, however, had made good preparations, and the attack was repulsed. Estimates for the sizes of both armies vary and are not very reliable. The main written accounts of the siege of Zbarazh that have survived are Polish, and they invariably overestimate the Ukrainian forces. A courier from the Tsar estimated Khmelnitsky’s total force at 70,000 regular Cossacks, peasants turned Cossacks, peasant bands, and Tatars, and the besieged Polish army was probably of similar size but more professional and better armed. The Ukrainian forces were not as well equipped and consisted almost entirely of all able-bodied males of Ukraine. A defeat would have had catastrophic results, and would have meant the end of Ukrainian freedom. As was admitted by a Cossack prisoner captured in early August: “…no men at all fit for warfare were left in the garrisons throughout Ukraine, and only captains of the fortified towns were left to keep order.”56


  Following their unsuccessful assault on the Polish positions, the Ukrainians settled down to a siege. A high rampart was built around the defenders’ trenches, and a heavy artillery barrage commenced from the high circular earthen mound. The bombardment forced the Poles to pull back to shorter and better dug-in trenches but the withdrawal was followed by another Cossack earthen mound surrounding the besieged Polish army. The Cossacks dug tunnels towards the enemy positions, which were discovered when counter-trenches were dug to prevent the placing of mines. The Tatars took little part in the siege and mainly restricted their activities to sparring with the Polish armored hussars and mounted dragoons when these rode out to attack Cossack positions. The two-month siege was described by the Polish Royal histographer Kochowski, who lists the many encounters and mentions the death of the aged Cossack colonel Burlai.57 He had been a renowned sea campaigner against the Ottoman Empire and was credited with the capture and destruction of Sinope. The popular Cossack Colonel Morozenko was also killed in the fighting and is survived by the sad lament still sung to this very day.58 On occasion the Cossacks gained control of sections of the Polish defensive trenches, only to be driven back by concerted counter-attacks.


  Both sides were beginning to feel the effects of the siege, which was dragging on into its second month. Prince Wishniowiecki tried to negotiate with the Khan but was met with a refusal to desert Khmelnitsky. When Adam Kisil’s son was sent to the Cossack camp to negotiate he was told by Khmelnitsky that the Cossacks would settle for nothing short of a total surrender, in return for which “the Liakhs would receive safe passage” with the exception of Prince Wishnowiecki and lord hetman Koniecpolski who were to be handed over and tried by a Cossack court. The ultimatum was refused, and the Polish commanders decided to wait for the arrival of King Jan Casimir’s relief army. The king’s attitude towards Khmelnitsky had changed during the summer, now that the Poles had enough troops to defeat the Ukrainian army. If he had not previously been a pawn in the hands of Chancellor Osselinski and the nobility, he now became one as is clear from his general proclamation of 5 August as he was marching into Ukraine: “…how many people of Rus have been taken into pagan captivity (by Tatar bands), how many have been killed—not because of you (peasants and Cossacks) but because of that traitor Khmelnitsky….”59


  Clearly neither gratitude nor honesty were Jan Casimir’s strong points. He went on to complain to Khmelnitsky that “we never expected that you would raise your hand against us, your lord and one anointed by God!”60 The King and the nobility had learned nothing, but then without the exploitation of the serfs most of the landed nobility in Ukraine and many in Galicia and Poland would not possess the wealth and privileges for which they were now fighting. For them, as for the population of Ukraine, this was a fight to the finish. For if the serfs became free in Ukraine, where next?



  Jan Casimir continued his advance eastwards, oblivious to the danger which was facing him. He had underestimated Khmelnitsky and his Cossacks, and he was a poor strategist to boot. Reaching a town called Zboriv on the Stripa River at the head of some 25,000 men Jan Casimir began to cross the river on 15 August in a leisurely manner, unaware that his every move was being watched by Cossack “plastoons” (scouts). Rather than wait for the arrival of the King’s fresh army, which would have tipped the balance in Polish favor, Khmelnitsky and Khan Islam Giray decided to divide their forces and attack the King’s column, while maintaining the pressure on Zbarazh.


  Autumn weather was setting in and Jan Casimir’s men found themselves crossing the river in fog and rain, the wagons and the cavalry column strung out for 3 kilometers along a muddy trail. Half of the column had not yet crossed when it was suddenly attacked by Cossack and Tatar cavalry. The Polish troops were caught in the open, cut off from the units which already had crossed, and began to take heavy casualties. Now the front of the column, already on the other side of the river, also came under attack; desperately rallying the remnants of his army, Jan Casimir managed to reach the Zboriv stronghold and establish defensive positions outside of the town walls. If Khmelnitsky had larger forces the Polish army would have been surrounded and annihilated. As it was, two Polish armies—or what was left of them—were now under siege with the King and his top commanders trapped in both camps from which there was no escape. The Polish noble Miaskowski, who took part in the siege of Zboriv, left a dramatic account of the initial Cossack assault on the hastily established Polish positions:


  
    Zealously, with all their forces the Cossacks stormed the town of Zboriv … the dragoons could no longer hold out. The command was given to sound the trumpet for various servants, who were not coming very willingly, but those who went made quite a courageous stand…. He (the King) was extremely agitated, for the camp was also being desperately stormed … the King no longer even had any strength and could not shout, he only signed. “Do not abandon me and our fatherland.”61

  


  It was now only a question of time before Zbarazh and Zboriv would fall, the divided Polish armies destroyed, and the King taken prisoner, something which had never occurred in Polish history. As a bonus, the Cossacks would capture Wishniowiecki, an event which was eagerly anticipated. The “rabble” had achieved what not long ago was unthinkable—they had forced the powerful Polish and Lithuanian states to their knees, and had humiliated the proud nobility and its entire feudal order.


  What the King and the nobility could not achieve by force of arms was accomplished by treachery. Warsaw was again in a state of shock and panic but raising fresh forces could not be achieved in time before both Zbarazh and Zboriv fell to the Ukrainian army. It was Chancellor Osselinski who arrived at a solution to what seemed an impossible situation. The King was advised through a courier, who succeeded in slipping through the Cossack lines, to contact the Crimean Khan and propose to renew the old alliance and restore the rich tribute with an up-front payment of 200,000 gold “zlotys.” Islam Giray III was by this time probably also having second thoughts about a weakened Polish kingdom and the prospect of the emergence of a powerful Cossack Ukraine, extending from the Dnipro region to the Vistula River, “where our tongue is spoken,” as Khmelnitsky stated to the Royal Commission. There was the further scenario of a Ukrainian alliance with the neighboring Greek Orthodox states which would have posed a serious threat to the Crimean Khanate, upset the balance of power, and forced the Khan into a greater reliance on the Ottoman Sultan.


  Khmelnitsky was informed by the Khan that their alliance would be terminated if he did not open talks with the King. Islam Giray was threatening to switch sides, and the divided Ukrainian army now faced the worst possible scenario, short of an outright defeat: it would be trapped between the entrenched Polish armies and the Tatar cavalry. There was little choice but to open negotiations with the King, with the terms of an agreement subject to the Khan’s approval. The result was the so-called Agreement of Zboriv, a document issued in August 1649 in the form of a Royal Declaration in order for the King to save face. The agreement satisfied most of the Cossacks’ civil and religious demands. The three Cossack provinces of Bratslav, Kyiv, and Chernihiv were to become an independent part of the Commonwealth, with Jan Casimir as the common monarch; Ukraine would be administered exclusively by the Cossack Army, and Polish forces forbidden to establish residence in Ukraine, although Roman Catholic worship and Jewish trade were permitted; the Orthodox Metropolitan of Kyiv was to be given a seat in the Polish Sejm, and all Ukrainian nobles and others who took part in the fighting against the King were to be amnestied. The pivotal issue, however, was the fundamental demand of the great magnates and other nobles that they be allowed to reclaim their estates, and the return of serfdom. This was an impossible demand since it meant the reversal of the Ukrainian revolution and the abolishment of the entire social, economic, and political order that had arisen in Ukraine. The condition was supported by the Khan, and Khmelnitsky and his colonels had little choice but to agree to the return of the Polish nobility. Worse, all Cossacks who were not entered on the King’s register were to be enserfed, subjected to “their usual submission.” Tens of thousands of men under arms would be affected since the line separating Cossack and many armed peasants had become blurred.


  The Zboriv Agreement was ratified by the Sejm of the Commonwealth in the winter of 1649, and became a legal treaty with the first recognition of an independent “Ukraina, Terra Cossacorum.” The treaty recognized a new socially and politically independent Ukraine—somewhat similar to the case of Switzerland, a federation of democratic cantons that recognized the sovereignty of the Holy Roman Emperor while in practice maintaining its independence. With Khmelnitsky in power, a freedom of religion was established and Roman Catholic churches and synagogues were reopened as many Jewish refugees began to return, so that by 1654 Muscovite troops were astonished to find many cities and towns in Ukraine with large Jewish populations62 (Muscovy did not permit Jews to settle within its borders, and some Jews were robbed and murdered by Muscovite troops when they entered Ukraine).63 The stipulated rights of the (mainly Polish) landlords to reclaim their estates were largely ignored by the Ukrainian population, and Khmelnitsky continued to put into place a Cossack administration, based on an egalitarian democracy. A general “rada” gathering was no longer possible due to the ten-fold increase in Cossack numbers, nor was it conducive to long-term planning and strategy. Khmelnitsky began to use only officers’ “rada” councils for major decisions and operations, but many local “atamans” were still subject to popular “radas” of the rank-and-file where all major decisions were made. Polish sources report the difficulties they had after 1648 in obtaining information on Khmelnitsky’s plans from captured Cossacks—there had been no “rada” assemblies and they did not know Khmelnitsky’s next move.


  Cossack democracy had also been exercised through an officers’ assembly, which however was subordinate to that of the rank-and-file. Under Khmelnitsky major decision making, although still democratic, became more centralized to include himself, his secretary Vyhovsky, and the officers, colonels and captains of the regular Cossack regiments. This officer “rada” council became the administrative body of Ukraine, with its capital in Chihirin, and it elected the senior Army officers; the secretary, the master of ordinances, the master of the insignia standards and army organization, an inspector-general, and the judges. These had a free hand to exercise their duties and the authority of each was separated from the others. The system of separation of powers was probably not by design but arose due to the fact that all officers including the Hetman were elected by Cossack assemblies, and were theoretically answerable only to the rank-and-file. Under Khmelnitsky, Ukraine was divided into “regiments” each with defined borders and placed under the administrative rule of the regimental colonel—nine regimental territories on the right bank and seven on the left bank of the Dnipro. A regiment was further subdivided into smaller “counties” under company captains. The size of the regiments varied between 1,000 and 3,200 men, with a total strength of some 40,000 regular Cossacks, both infantry and cavalry. Some cities had been granted self-administration by the Lithuanian princes and Polish kings, and these were mainly exempt from direct Cossack authority.64


  The population of Ukraine was experiencing democratic freedom as practiced nowhere in the neighboring lands, and all attempts by the ejected nobility to regain “their” possessions were met with great hostility and armed resistance. Khmelnitsky himself came under severe criticism, particularly from the Zaporozhian Sich and the Cossacks “Down Under.” Although the Zboriv Treaty had recognized the nobles’ rights to their previous estates, this was not enforceable in practice, as Khmelnitsky and his officers had realized even during the negotiations. Fighting soon broke out again as nobles who could afford to hire private armies returned and began to institute a reign of vengeance and terror in their former estates. This was contrary to the Zboriv Treaty, which had granted amnesty to all who were involved in the uprising. Colonel Daniel Nechai of the Bratslav regiment, himself a man of some possessions, emerged as the popular leader of the peasant bands, inflicting a major defeat on Prince Korecki’s forces in Volin. This was contrary to Khmelnitsky’s orders since he was bound by law to enforce the Zboriv Treaty. Tatar bands—against whom the Cossack Hetman was powerless since they were his only allies—were also attacking the peasants to carry off captives to be sold in the Muslim slave markets. Peasants and Cossacks began to migrate to the left-bank regions, many of which were free of landlords and beyond the reach of most Tatar raids. Other Cossack bands were allowed to settle in Muscovite “slobodas” or free villages in return for border guard duty against Tatars.


  The situation was becoming critical once again. During the Zboriv negotiations both parties had to accept each other’s fundamental demands in order to arrive at an agreement under pressure from the Crimean Khan, who emerged as holding the balance of power. These demands were incompatible, in fact inconsistent, and left both sides dissatisfied. The door for future conflict was being opened once again, and it was not long in coming.




  Fourteen



  



  The Revolution Continues


  
    



    I am announcing that the Lord Hetman with his troops has destroyed the Liakhs (Poles); Kalinowski and his son have been killed, and all the comrades of the standing army have perished.—Ivan Vyhovsky, Cossack Chancellor, in a letter to Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich reporting the Battle of Batih, 1652

  


  



  Border Battles and a Stalemate



  Most of the Cossack officers’ corps seem to have accepted the return of the small hereditary nobles so long as they did not cause difficulties for peasant and Cossack settlements and homesteads, but the great magnates were barred from Ukraine and could only send their officials, provided they were Greek Orthodox Rusins. Colonels Krivonos and Nechai, however, were disregarding the Zboriv Treaty and were leading rebellious peasant bands and Cossack detachments against the returning nobility, who still possessed enough wealth to hire their own armies. As reported by a Polish nobleman who was in Ukraine at the time:


  
    Around Chernihiv, Starodub, and Pochep all the populace has rebelled. They have formed bands and have killed many of their lords—they are killing those who fought against the Cossacks. The nobility in its efforts to bring them to obedience, punishes them with death … and as for Bohdan Khmelnitsky, Krivons’ son, (colonels) Hladky and Nechai all call him a traitor and a perjurer.”1

  


  A worse sign of the general discontent against Khmelnitsky was the election by the Zaporozhians of a new Hetman who, however, was soon arrested by the loyal Cossacks on Khmelnitsky’s orders and beheaded.


  A new war was imminent, which became evident with the return of the Polish Hetmans Potocki and Kalinowski from Crimean captivity. Once again the khan broke faith with Khmelnitsky and released the Polish commanders, when their ransom was paid by the Moldavian ruler, Vasile Lupu, who also ensured their safe return to Poland. Both Hetmans were still smarting over their defeat at Zhovti Vody and Korsun, and were devastated by the loss of their large holdings in Ukraine. Upon his arrival Potocki did not waste any time writing King Jan Casimir to express the general mood of the nobility.


  
    Why does he (Khmelnitsky) invite various monarchs and princelings to partnership in war? … I believe that he, from an innate deceitfulness harbors evil plans … nothing can bring these Cossack-peasants to obedience, only the saber can drive them away from revolt … the longer we neglect the disease, the more difficult it will be to cure.2

  


  Potocki continued his letter by recommending that Jan Casimir seek the Sejm’s approval to raise a strong army and attack Ukraine, which by this time had become an armed camp. As noted in Polish records, “everyone is a Cossack: there is no register but a single popular movement.”


  Potocki was right when he wrote that the Cossack Hetman was seeking allies. Following the Khan’s betrayal, Khmelnitsky found himself in a difficult military and political situation. Educated by the Jesuits, he was well aware of the importance of international relations, particularly the concept of legitimacy. Foreign powers, even those who were not hostile such as the Venetians, recognized him simply as a supreme commander (“Signore Generale”) since he was technically still a subject of the Polish King, and was neither a hereditary monarch nor a noble Duke. Ukraine was surrounded by enemies, or by powers who could quickly turn into enemies since most had treaties with Poland. This was true even of Greek Orthodox neighbors such as Moldavia and Muscovy, whose rulers and nobility were watching the growing Ukrainian revolution with unease—the Cossacks’ role during the “Times of Troubles” in Muscovy was still fresh in the minds of the Tsar’s government particularly as it was facing its own social unrest. When Michael Romanov died in 1645 his young 16-year-old son Alexei found the treasury empty, and taking advice he introduced cutbacks and new taxes, and as Khmelnitsky was launching his revolt violent riots erupted in Moscow and elsewhere. The last thing that the Tsar and his nobility wanted to see was another Cossack-led uprising. Khmelnitsky had no intentions to antagonize Moscow, and when an imposter appeared claiming to be Tsar Shuisky’s son, the Hetman had him expedited secretly to Prince Rakoczy of Transylvania. The young Sultan Mehmet IV on the other hand, who had ascended the throne two years previously, was having internal and external difficulties and was seeking an ally, particularly one who could provide support in the Black Sea region. The entire Ottoman fleet was facing the Venetian navy which had succeeded in blocking the southern Dardanelles, making the Black Sea poorly defended and open to attack by the Cossack tchaika boats.
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        Eastern Europe ca. 1650. Map by Wendy Johnson of Johnson Cartographics (Edmonton, Alberta). Reprinted with permission from Mykhailo Hrushevsky, History of Ukraine-Rus, Volume 9, Book 2, Part 2. Edmonton and Toronto: Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies Press, 2010.


          The name “Hetmanate” should read “Ukraine”, a designation by which it was known at the time.
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  Cossack Ukraine ca. 1650. Map by Wendy Johnson of Johnson Cartographics (Edmonton, Alberta). Reprinted with permission from Mykhailo Hrushevsky, History of Ukraine-Rus, Volume 9, Book 2, Part 2. Edmonton and Toronto: Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies Press, 2010.


  
     The Ukrainian Cossack administration system consisted of separate regimental regions. The term “Hetmanate” however, is not a contemporary designation and conceals the fact that it was precisely Hetman Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s Cossack system of 1650 that lay at the origin of Ukraine, its society and culture.

  


  



  Diplomatic contacts between the Cossacks and the Porte were opened by the Sultan’s envoy Osman Agha, a senior member of his household who was sent to Chihirin with the Bey of Ochakov, well known to the Cossacks. The Sultan proposed an alliance on condition “that no harm be done by any of your army to our Emperor or his state, either at land or at sea … and from whatever side enemies might rise against you, notify us how many soldiers you need and we will provide our help that very hour.” Permanent envoys were exchanged and a palace in Constantinople was provided for the Cossack residents. The meetings were followed by an “alliance” between the two traditional enemies, finalized sometime in March 1651. Given that Khmelnitsky was a commoner, even though the commander of the Cossack army a formal alliance was out of the question since it implied equality between an Emperor and a commoner. Instead, the Treaty took the form whereby Khmelnitsky accepted the Sultan’s vassalage and “protection,” and was proclaimed to be a Prince of the Ottoman Empire with granted privileges and without tribute. In return Khmelnitsky formally placed the Cossack Army at the Sultan’s disposal, and promised to secure the Black Sea region from his enemies.


  The Cossacks were now in the Muslim camp, or so Khmelnitsky thought. His motives were strategic and sound. Surrounded by enemies (Polish and Lithuanian kingdom), possible but uncertain allies (Protestant Transylvania and Orthodox Wallachia), and a seemingly neutral Muscovy which had a treaty with Poland and was at war with Khmelnitsky’s unreliable allies the Tatars, he was looking for support anywhere he could find it and hoping to avoid a possible attack by the Turks. Khmelnitsky could now turn his attention to Moldavia, a nominal Ottoman vassal but with a pro–Polish ruler. The previous year Vasile Lupu had attacked and slaughtered a Tatar detachment as it was returning from Galicia loaded with booty, and the Crimean Khan was seeking revenge and an excuse to go in search of the lost loot. Moldavia was also a close ally of the Polish king and one of Lupu’s daughters was married to the Lithuanian Hetman Prince Radziwill. The Moldavian ruler was known for his learning and quick intellect, but gratitude was not one of his traits. In the previous year Hetman Khmelnitsky had sent his eldest son Timish with a detachment of Cossacks to support Lupu against his rivals. It seems Timish was smitten by the beauty of Lupu’s other daughter Roxanda who would later become his bride. Khmelnitsky was also maneuvering himself to be appointed by Sultan Mehmet IV as the “hospodar” or ruler of Moldavia, which would have given him a more firm international standing, a significant increase in the military strength, and greater legitimacy as a sovereign ruler of a state. As Potocki wrote to Lupu:


  
    If this traitor (Khmelnitsky), God forbid, had implemented his plans, a great burden would have fallen on the Commonwealth. In addition to his domestic forces, this enemy would have had the help of the Tatars, the Turks, and their vassals, and he could have caused such great trouble to the Commonwealth that it would have been difficult to get out of it! This traitor’s thinking was as follows: to besiege our royal army; to set Rakoczi (Prince of Transylvania) with the hospodar of Wallachia and his 30,000 ready soldiers against Cracow; to exterminate the nobility; to take the Kingdom of your Royal Majesty away from you; and to install someone else on the throne of the Kingdom (Poland)—perhaps even that same Rakoczi.3

  


  Potocki was well informed on all points, including the last: Prince Rakoczi was seeking the throne of Poland which he was to obtain with Khmelnitsky’s help.


  Towards the end of August 1650, Khmelnitsky assembled a strong force and with the Tatars invaded Moldavia, just as talks with the Ottoman Sultan were beginning. The campaign lasted 3–4 weeks and ended with the capture of the capital Jassy, which Vasile Lupu abandoned to seek refuge in the deep forests of Bukovina. Potocki was ordered by King Jan Casimir not to intervene fearing defeat and the loss of more Crown troops, and unsure of the Sultan’s position Lupu decided to make peace with the invaders. The Tatar commander withdrew on receiving a ransom of 300,000 tallers plus booty for his men. According to the Cossack Secretary Vyhovsky, Vasile Lupu had


  
    sent a charter in his own hand, with a seal and under oath, stating that he would give his daughter (Roxanda) in marriage to the hetman’s son (Timish), would remain in permanent friendship and affection with the hetman, and would stand by him against any enemy…. He would not ally himself with the Liakhs … and now there is an agreement between him (Khmelnitsky) and the Moldavian hospodar.4

  


  Unable to secure the Moldavian throne for himself, Khmelnitsky succeeded in making his son a legitimate contender by marriage.


  Relations between Ukraine and Poland were once again approaching a breaking point. The fundamental issue was peasant freedom and the refusal of the Ukrainian population to accept the return of the nobility with its demands for peasant “submissiveness.” A sociological and a political transformation was occurring in Ukraine which made peasant submission a pipe-dream. Virtually every able-bodied man was now armed and was beginning to enjoy a dual status—that of peasant and Cossack, with control over the land which he tilled. Communities under Cossack administration were springing up which were creating a society and culture in Ukraine so different from its neighbors. The Polish side was also not keeping to the Zboriv Agreement, which by now had been ratified by the Polish-Lithuanian Sejm and had the full force of a legal and binding treaty. The head of the Orthodox Church of Rus the Metropolitan Silvester Kosov of Kyiv, for example, was to have a seat in the Senate but the Roman Catholic prelates refused to sit in the same House as a “schismatic.”5 No one has the right, they maintained, to enter into treaties which offended the Roman Catholic Church. As the Metropolitan was humbly waiting in the anteroom, the Orthodox magnate Adam Kisil implored him to avoid riots and not insist on his right to sit in the Senate; and realizing he was wasting his time Silvester Kosov quietly returned to Kyiv. Ironically, the narrow-minded attitude of the Catholic prelates in the Senate was counter-productive since Kosov was anti–Cossack and had been made Metropolitan largely by the efforts of the more wealthy Orthodox nobility headed by the magnate Adam Kisil.


  On New Year’s Day, 1651, the Cossack officers’ “rada” decided on war, which was seen as inevitable, and sometime between 15–20 January, King Jan Casimir also ordered Hetman Potocki and Field Hetman Kalinowski to prepare an invasion of Ukraine. Khmelnitsky and his second in command Secretary Vihovsky were still carrying on talks which the Polish commission headed by Kisil was again using as a stalling tactic to allow the King to raise another army and hire foreign mercenaries. The Polish Hetmans, after all, had a personal motive for war: “He (Field Hetman Kalinowski) was also stung that he, the lord of huge estates was not admitted to Ukraine, and that any scum could rule over his patrimony.”6


  Prince Wishniowiecki also joined Kalinowski and was put in command of a regiment, he who had lost more land in Ukraine than any other magnate. The plan was to overwhelm the Ukrainian army by a three-pronged invasion. The Polish Crown army and mercenary forces were to launch an attack from Galicia in the west, a Lithuanian army was to move into northern Ukraine, and a Moldavian army was to come up from the southwest.


  The fighting began with Field Hetman Kalinowski’s strike against the border towns which had been reinforced by Cossack regiments. By this time the Polish nobility had developed a deep hatred for Ukrainians, as was made amply clear by Hetman Potocki himself: “There, in that place (Vinnytsia) I will be obliged to stand behind the army and wait for that Rusian-Scythian beast…. Perhaps the Lord Almighty will grant that he will fall, together with the monsters he has taken on to aid him, thanks to the great fortune of His Royal Majesty.”7 As the “starosta” of Bar, Nizhen and Oster in Podilia and Kyiv, Potocki had also lost much to the Ukrainian revolution. As commented by Khmelnitsky, in order to prevail, the nobility had to “efface any memory of us (the Cossacks) from the world.”8


  Kalinowski’s first target was a town called Krasne in Podilia, which had recently been reinforced by Colonel Nechai’s Bratslav Cossack cavalry. A company under Captain Shpak was also stationed nearby to keep watch for the approaching enemy. During the night Kalinowski’s soldiers noiselessly approached Shpak’s company Cossack style (!) and surrounding his men launched a surprise attack. At the same time the Polish cavalry advanced stealthily to the outskirts of Krasne where Nechai and his men, not suspecting danger, were celebrating Orthodox Shrovtide (19 February) in Cossack style. Charging into town the Polish cavalry caught Nechai’s regiment completely by surprise, which, suffering losses, began to retreat. Nechai jumped on his ill-harnessed horse and with some Cossacks led a counter-attack. He was a powerful man and oral folk tradition describes him as cutting down the “Liakhs” before him “like sheafs of wheat.” At that moment his horse’s harness came undone and plunging to the ground the great Nechai met his death. Many of Nechai’s regiment perished with him, but led by an officer called Krivenko the surviving Cossacks and the town burghers managed to lock themselves in the town stronghold. Others who could not get away were slaughtered, including women and children.


  For the next three days Hetman Kalinowski threw his men against the walls of the stronghold but to no avail. All attacks were beaten back and Polish casualties began to mount. Finally, on the third day a Cossack captain by the name of Samiylo Janzhul, who had gone over to the Polish side in exchange for a nobleman’s title, noticed a group of town burghers who were trying to escape through a breach in the walls. Leading his men inside the stronghold he opened a gate and as the Polish troops poured in, the outnumbered defenders fought and died where they stood. The civilians were also not spared and four priests and a monk, who were saying a liturgy over Nechai’s body, were killed by German mercenaries. Krasne was then set alight and burned to the ground.


  The fate of Nechai’s body is not known. Given the deep hatred that had developed between the two sides, it was probably desecrated and not given a Christian burial. Only four prisoners were taken for questioning but a Captain Stepko managed to escape to Khmelnitsky’s main army to report the defeat. Nechai’s death left a deep impression in Ukraine. Not only was he a member of Khmelnitsky’s family—his brother had married the Hetman’s daughter—he was also one of the most popular Cossack and peasant leaders. His memory has become enshrined in Cossack “dumas” two of which have become well known: a sad lament, and a semi-humorous song in which Nechai is advised by a woman from Khmelnitsky’s family to “keep (your) horse harnessed, for any eventuality.” The opposing themes no doubt reflected the politics of Nechai’s loyal followers and those opposed to his refusal to abstain from supporting the peasantry and the poorer rank-and-file Cossacks.


  Field Hetman Kalinowski had suffered heavy casualties in Krasne, but reinforced by fresh troops, he pushed on against other border towns without waiting for the arrival of Hetman Potocki’s main army. This was his opportunity to show what he could accomplish by himself without having to share the glory with a senior commanding officer. To cover his flanks and rear before advancing into Ukraine, Kalinowski began to occupy other border towns as well as Chernivtsi on the Moldavian border. The latter city submitted without any resistance, but a different story was encountered by an expedition led by Lanckoronski against Stina on the Rusava River. The town was attacked by Polish cavalry and infantry, which drove the defenders into the inner castle from which they could not be dislodged by direct assault or artillery barrages. Not wishing to sustain further losses Kalinowski decided to retreat back to Chernivtsi, but not before concealing a cavalry detachment in a wooded valley nearby. When the townspeople came out to examine the Polish camp, part of which had been left intact, they were attacked by Polish cavalry, who with drawn sabers charged the unarmed burghers. Some 150 inhabitants of Stina were cut down as they attempted to flee to the safety of the castle and were followed by the horsemen who quickly secured the stronghold. The market town of Jampit was next. Kalinowski’s army was running out of supplies and ammunition and during the night of 6–7 March several Polish regiments entered the town knowing it would be full of merchants. Early in the morning as the markets opened the merchants and their armed escorts were attacked by the troops and those who couldn’t flee were massacred. A great quantity of supplies fell into Kalinowski’s hands and another town was secured.


  After a three-day rest the main Polish army began to advance eastwards towards Ukraine. The Cossack town of Vinnitsia lay in his path, which was garrisoned by Colonel Bohun’s 3,000-man Kalnik regiment. Bohun was not expecting the enemy, and on 10 March, leading his cavalry through deep snow, Lanckoronski attacked the town’s outskirts and quickly captured the castle, driving Bohun’s men into the town. Bohun took up defensive positions along the banks of the Boh River, which separated the castle from the main town, and waited for the Polish attack. On the following day Lanckoronski led his armored hussars and dragoons in a charge across the frozen river, to deliver what he thought would be a knockout blow. Unbeknownst to the Poles, Bohun had his men chop holes in the ice, which were then covered with hay and light snow. As the hussars charged across the open river many plunged into the freezing water, including Lanckoronski himself who was pulled out by servants just before his heavy armor dragged him down. Those who managed to cross the river were met with musket fire, and suffering heavy losses Lanckoronski ordered a retreat to the castle pursued by Cossack cavalry. That same evening Kalinowski arrived with the main Polish army and on the next day, unable to hold Vinnitsia, the Cossacks set fire to the town and withdrew to nearby fortified grounds of the monastery. Not wishing to give Bohun time to dig in, for the next two days Kalinowski’s men attacked the new Cossack positions, but each time were repelled by musket fire and hand-to-hand combat, giving the Cossacks and town burghers time to establish an impenetrable defensive perimeter.


  Suffering heavy losses, the Poles opened negotiations with Bohun. The Cossacks were promised safe conduct if they agreed to withdraw from their defensive positions, but the offer hid a poisoned pill: they were to be attacked as they were leaving by the superior Polish force and annihilated. The stratagem fell through when Bohun’s spies informed him of Kalinowski’s treacherous intentions. The siege continued but daily assaults were unable to break through Bohun’s defenses. Then startling news was brought to Kalinowski by a reconnaissance patrol. The crack Uman and Poltava Cossack regiments were only some 50 kilometers away and were advancing rapidly—and perhaps Khmelnitsky’s entire army was not far behind. Panic struck the Polish army as described by a participant of the winter campaign: “[The Cossack advance] resulted in terrible confusion, worse than at Piliavtsi! Some sped with their banners (squadrons) through the gate (of the castle), some went over the ramparts, some went on foot.”9


  Field Hetman Kalinowski was informed that Khmelnitsky was at Bila Tserkva with three regiments, and all units of the Ukrainian army from beyond the Dnipro were being called up to the west bank. There were also 500 Tatars, and irregular peasant bands were joining Khmelnitsky’s force, which in the meantime was advancing slowly, not wishing to move out of Ukraine too far, in case of another Lithuanian invasion from the north. The Hetman was waiting for reinforcements from the Crimean Khan, his only hope for support. The Ottoman Sultan was not sending help, but most worrisome was the Muscovite Tsar’s renewal, in the autumn of 1650, of his treaty with Jan Casimir. The Tatars could not be trusted and Khmelnitsky understood that he could only depend on his Cossack and peasant army, some 30,000 strong.


  Kalinowski now found himself in a dangerous situation as he faced the possibility of a coordinated attack on two fronts, by the approaching Cossack regiments as well as Bohun’s men dug-in the monastery grounds. Bohun was not aware of a relief force closing in but Kalinowski was not taking any chances. He sent a force to attack the monastery, while his main army hurriedly withdrew over the only bridge still standing across the Boh River, which was already swollen by the spring thaw. A semblance of order had been restored amongst the infantry, many of whom were foreign mercenaries, but much of the supply train had to be abandoned, and fell into Bohun’s hands. By 24 March the now reduced Polish army reached Bar, where Colonel Krisa’s regiment with several hundred Tatars was driven off, but feeling insecure so close to Ukraine, Kalinowski retreated further to Kamianets on the Moldavian border. As described by Colonel Sobieski, a Polish participant:


  
    … all of these new detachments (voted on by the Sejm) are nowhere to be seen—only 16 have joined us and others approach at a snail’s pace…. The Lord Palatinate of Bratslav (Kalinowski) … had assured the King in his letters … that no army was needed any longer against the Cossacks … he promised to pacify Ukraine within a few weeks.10

  


  Once again Hetman Kalinowski and the Polish nobility had underestimated the Ukrainian determination to fight for their freedom.


  Kalinowski’s soldiers began to desert in large numbers but the loss was made up when Koniecpolski arrived with fresh troops, and news came that King Jan Casimir was gathering a large army at Volodimer in Volin. Khmelnitsky began to move towards Kamianets to clear the Moldavian border of Polish troops in case the Sultan was going to honor the treaty and send help. On receiving news of the Cossack advance Kalinowski vacated Kamianets and headed north to join the king, narrowly missing the three regiments which Khmelnitsky had sent ahead to prevent such a merger. Now all Podilia was in Cossack hands and the main Ukrainian army set up camp at the Zboriv fortifications to wait for the decision of the Tatars, who were beginning to have second thoughts about a war with Poland and were carrying on peaceful negotiations. As reported to the king by a Polish envoy that was in Khmelnitsky’s camp at the time: “The Tatars apparently also want to abandon Khmelnitsky. They do not want to help him, on the contrary, they demand two years’ remuneration from him.”11


  Bad news of a personal nature also reached Khmelnitsky. While investigating a missing barrel full of gold ducats which had disappeared from the Army treasury, Timish discovered that his father’s faithless wife Helen was having an affair with the supervisor of the family estate, who had stolen the money. This was the last straw, and the enraged Hetman ordered both to be hanged, a sentence which was promptly carried out. No doubt the betrayal took on a symbolic importance in Bohdan’s mind; not only was he being abandoned by allies, but his own wife had deserted him as well.


  The borders of northern Ukraine also continued to be the scene of military action. Remembering his costly encounter with Colonel Krichevsky two years previously, Prince Radziwill had gathered a powerful Lithuanian army to attack Ukraine. The Ukrainian revolution had spread to southern Belarus and Cossack units had occupied Liubech and Starodub. Although a staunch Calvinist Protestant the Prince had become alarmed at the growing peasant uprisings encouraged and supported by Cossack units. It was time to nip the unruliness in the bud, which meant the invasion and subjugation of Ukraine. Sending Colonel Pavsha to guard the north shore of the Pripet River, Radziwill and his main force approached left bank Ukraine where the Chernihiv and Nizhen Cossack regiments were stationed to block any Lithuanian attack. Also on the right bank of the Dnipro, the Polinia and Kyiv regiments had been deployed against an enemy advance on Kyiv but at the end of May a Lithuanian raiding party took the small town of Jarilovichi by surprise, and most of the Cossack garrison was killed. On 9 June 1651 Prince Radziwill wrote to King Jan Casimir describing the general strategy:


  
    having a report that Colonel Anton Zhdanovich (Kyiv regiment) has entrenched himself with a dozen or so thousand men four miles from Babicky so as to drive our people from that crossing point, the only one on the Pripet to which we have access … with God’s help the army will be able to attack them successfully at the crossing point. If this is successful we will have secured everything as far as Chornobyl, where they (the Cossacks) have a garrison of considerable size that keeps getting larger. What would then remain to be done would be to gather the army and march to join the armies of His Royal Majesty and to fulfill our duty in sight of His Majesty.12

  



  Following the Lithuanian raid and destruction of Jarilovichi, the Chihirin Colonel Nebaba responded by attacking Homel in Belarus. After a week of unsuccessful attempts to penetrate the town walls the siege was called off when a letter arrived from Khmelnitsky ordering a ceasefire. Khmelnitsky was still hoping to secure Lithuanian neutrality to forestall an all-out Lithuanian invasion. Prince Radziwill had already decided to invade and seize Chornobyl, from where he would be in a position to occupy Kyiv and threaten the rear positions of the Ukrainian army. As he wrote to King Jan Casimir, “he (Khmelnitsky) fails to consider that the affairs of Lithuania and the Kingdom of Poland exist in common, that this is one nation, one Commonwealth.”


  Before advancing into Ukraine, Radziwill realized that he had to secure his rear and left flank after receiving startling news that the hinterland of Lithuania was threatened and his army was being outflanked. While Nebaba was besieging Homel, a 4,000 man regiment under Colonel Tarasenko had advanced into the Smolensk region having received free passage through Muscovite territory and had captured the Lithuanian-held town of Roslavl which surrendered without resistance. A widespread peasant uprising had broken out and Radziwill had to send a Lithuanian corps under Mirsky to force Tarasenko to withdraw to suppress the serf revolt. Tarasenko’s raid, however, had fulfilled its purpose which was to buy Khmelnitsky valuable time.


  



  The Empire Strikes Back; the Annihilation of the Polish Army at Batih


  The nobility of the Polish and Lithuanian Commonwealth had decided to crush the Ukrainian revolution as reports continued to come in of peasant revolts in Poland and Lithuania-Rus. Serfs in the Cracow Palatinate were rising against their landlords led by Leon Kostka-Napierski, who had issued a proclamation to rise against the nobility who were allegedly plotting to overthrow the King. In the meantime King Jan Casimir was assembling a new army in Sokal (Galicia), another army was being raised in Volodimer (Volin) under Hetman Potocki, and the remnants of Kalinowski’s forces were moving up from Kamianets. A call-up levy of the nobility was also announced which was to mobilize at an as yet undisclosed location. By the end of May 1651 most of the regular army units and mercenaries had been consolidated in Sokal where a roll call revealed 18,000 armored Hussars and Reiters with full body armor, 6,500 foreign infantry and cavalry, and 5,500 Polish and Hungarian troops. A key component was the German, French, and Spanish mercenaries, and for the first time there was a unit of 1,000 Jewish volunteers as part of the regular army. The great magnates with their private forces, as well as the general call-up levy of the nobility, also continued to arrive in great numbers. Much to the amazement of the Cossacks—who tended to travel light—all were accompanied by endless wagon trains loaded with equipment and supplies. Gone was the display of opulent wealth and the sneering remarks of “Cossack rabble” being dispersed by the lords’ whips and riding crops. Instead a Polish army of some 100,000 men was being gathered against the “schismatics.”13 Ironically, two originally Greek Orthodox icons of the Immaculate Mother of God were brought along to secure God’s favor and raise religious fervor.14


  Much of the time was spent in skirmishes between advance patrols and other detachments of the two armies and setting up ambushes. A Ukrainian force besieged the town of Olivka in Podilia and burned it down but refrained from attacking the central stronghold. Bohun was also sent with a cavalry regiment to take control of the crossing on the Ikva River and to ambush enemy reconnaissance units and foraging parties that were in search of food supplies. Several peasant and Cossack bands were also ambushed by Polish cavalry on scouting missions to capture prisoners for interrogation. The most successful Polish actions were led by a captain Jasnoborsky, a renegade Cossack who had entered the King’s service, and with “his usual courage” (and no doubt knowledge of Cossack ways) was able to rout a Cossack detachment that had just defeated a strong Polish cavalry force.


  The area about Sokal where the great Polish army had gathered was deemed unsuitable by King Jan Casimir, who had taken over command, and a decision was made to move some 10 kilometers to the east, close to the small town of Berestechko in Volin, on the northern bank of the Stir River. To move the army was no minor feat and the chaotic and uncoordinated move took five days to complete as open fighting broke out between various units over the strategic river crossings.15 Jan Casimir was heard to curse loudly at his commanding officers, which did little to enhance his royal dignity. As for Hetman Khmelnitsky he appeared to be losing his touch. Not only had he allowed the Polish army to consolidate its strength at Sokal, but he failed to take advantage of its near helpless situation as it was strung out along the route to Berestechko. Had he attacked, even without Tatar support, he would have inflicted a crushing defeat on the great Polish Army, and effectively once again brought the kingdom to its knees. Instead, intimidated by the sheer size of the superbly equipped Polish and mercenary forces, he halted at Zbarazh and decided to wait for Tatar reinforcements. According to a translator with the Tatars, the Cossack camp was 1½ miles long and 1 mile wide and held no more than 30,000 Cossacks of the line, with several tens of thousands of irregular peasant bands roaming the countryside and 5,000–6,000 Tatar cavalry.16 Many of the peasants had remained in Ukraine to bring in the harvest and avoid the near-famine conditions of the previous two years. As noted in Polish correspondence at the time, while the army was still at Sokal: “He (Khmelnitsky) has twenty thousand troops, including rabble, and fifteen thousand men of the (Tatar) Horde.”17
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  Hetman Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s victories against the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom during the campaigns of 1648–52. Berestechko, however, was a setback, and the battle of Konotop in northeastern Ukraine took place after Khmelnitsky’s death in which the elite Muscovite army was annihilated, leaving Moscow defenseless.


  



  The Polish army reached Berestechko without any major incidents and halted with its back to the town protected to the north, east and west by the Stir, Plashivka, and Sitenka rivers. The only access by dry land was to the south by a hilly plain dotted with woods, which made it very difficult to outflank its position. Khmelnitsky decided to establish a camp facing the enemy and on 27 June Jan Casimir received word of the Khan’s arrival, with panicked reports that he was at the head of a great army of at least 100,000 men. But when the Tatars arrived it was they who became unnerved by the size of the Polish army and the position of its camp. The usual Tatar tactic was to try to outflank an enemy on an open field, surround his main force and destroy it. At Berestechko they would have to meet the Polish army head on and take heavy casualties. The principal motive for Tatar involvement in war was booty, and dead men collected very few spoils.


  There are several accounts of the 3-day battle that followed, not all of them in agreement. Some Polish participants left personal diaries, and we have the account of the Cossack colonel of Kaniv, Semen Savich, who was in Moscow in September on an embassy visit. Although he was not a participant in the Berestechko battle he was on his way to reinforce Khmelnitsky and spoke to a number of participants. The Ukrainian encampment by the marshy Pliashivka River lay on the same side as the Polish camp with a perimeter of 7 “versts” or 4.5 miles. Much of the space was taken up by the peasant detachments, which, contrary to Cossack practice, had brought their families, probably for protection against marauding Tatar bands.


  The fighting broke out on 28 June as the Ukrainians were in the last stages of completing their camp defenses some 2–3 kilometers from the Polish positions. The main Ukrainian army was in the process of crossing the marshes of the Pliashivka River when the Cossack vanguard, sent to cover the crossing, was attacked by a Polish force. In the first major encounter the Polish side fared badly, with many casualties, “but God spared the Cossacks. Some were wounded and a few were killed—there is no battle in which someone does not fall,” as was commented by Colonel Savich. The first large-scale battle took place the next morning after Khmelnitsky’s forces had crossed the marshy river, as again recounted by Colonel Savich:


  
    Polish regiments—(mercenary) soldiers, lancers, (armored) reiters, infantry and all kinds of armed men—went into battle. One portion, both infantry and cavalry, was led aside to lie in ambush. Others went to the front line of battle against the Cossack camp. And a large number of Cossack troops moved to do battle, meeting them halfway (between the two camps). Another large formation of Cossacks and Tatars was positioned behind the hill. Still another large portion of the Cossack army was led aside to lie in ambush, a little above the Polish camp. When 38 cavalry troops (“banners”—some 5,000–6,000 men) charged the Cossacks, the Cossack force that had advanced near the Polish camp rushed from the flank, cut off that Polish force, and letting those men go forward, defeated them. As for the Polish force that lay in ambush for the Cossack army, the rearguard Cossacks also annihilated those Poles, not letting a single man escape. Twenty seven banners were captured and brought to the Hetman. The number of Polish troops killed in that battle was estimated at 6 or 7 thousand, whereas the grace of the Lord God protected the Cossack army, few were killed.18

  


  A typical understatement of losses by the writer’s own side followed. The defeat is acknowledged in Polish diaries as well although not the number of casualties. These must have been high since Polish sources make a point to stress the large number of high ranking individuals who were killed, such as the castellan of Halich, the cousin of the Marshall of the royal court, Chancellor Ossolinski’s nephew and many other prominent nobles. More telling, Hetman Potocki’s entire escort troop of several hundred personal bodyguards—handpicked nobles—were taken prisoners by the Cossacks.


  Following the defeat the morale of the Polish army plummeted, but on the next day, on 30 June, King Jan Casimir ordered the bulk of his men to form up before the Polish camp. It was a misty morning as the Polish formations moved out and halted on the wide field to wait for the Ukrainian response. Many of Khmelnitsky’s men were still in the final stages of fortifying their positions and the Tatars were entrusted to guard Khmelnitsky’s left flank as the two armies faced each other exchanging artillery fire. Finally at noon Prince Wishniowiecki was given permission to attack the Cossack right flank with his cavalry. The charge of the armored lancers succeeded in breaking up the front ranks of the Ukrainian infantry but was unable to break through and strike at the Cossack rear. The Polish right flank held back until the King himself led a cavalry charge against the Khan, who turned tail and fled the field of battle. Jan Casimir abstained from pursuing the Tatars and the day’s fighting ended at this point. The King was clearly testing Khan Giray’s assurances, sent by emissaries before the battle, that he had not come to fight but to bring Khmelnitsky to an agreement with him, the King.


  Khan Islam Giray III had betrayed Khmelnitsky once again and for the same motives. Worse, when the Cossack Hetman and his general secretary Vyhovsky followed the Khan to persuade him to stay and fight they were both detained in the Tatar camp. As related by Khmelnitsky to the Muscovite emissary Grigory Bogdanov a month later:


  
    The Crimean Khan has now done a great injustice to me personally. Having come to help, he gave no help, and he betrayed everything he had sworn. Having snatched me from the Cossack camp, he took me to distant places and did not let me return to the army. For some unknown reason he held me at his place for about a week. He obviously had evil designs against me.19

  


  With the Tatars gone, the Ukrainian army, outnumbered even at the outset, was left with some 16–17 regiments of both Cossack and peasant irregulars, and no longer had the numbers to challenge the Polish army in the open field. Also heavy siege guns had been brought up from Kalinowski’s estate at Brody, which began to bombard the Ukrainian defenses, and it would be only a question of time until they were breached. Stalling for time, the newly elected Hetman Hladky sent emissaries to Potocki who were told that their only option was unconditional surrender. One of the Cossack emissaries, Colonel Krysa (“Rat”), decided to remain in the Polish camp and enter the King’s service. He was well named since after the conflict he was rewarded for the betrayal by being elevated to a noble of the realm.


  In the meantime Hladky was reinforcing his position, as described in a Polish record:


  
    That traitor (Khmelnitsky) has given his camp a very good location. It lies as if within a fork (of two rivers) and must be starved to be conquered, and this cannot be done other than by encircling it with trenches…. They can hardly be conquered, owing to their defenses, vigilance, and courage. These are such that all the cavalrymen and footmen, rank-and-file and officers will fall one after the other (rather than flee). They guard one another.20

  


  When the king’s demand of unconditional surrender was rejected, a royal council was held to decide on future action. A suggestion was made to pardon the rank-and-file and only put the leaders to death, but the prevailing view was to use the treachery perfected by Kalinowski; promise pardon “in word only,” and after all weapons has been surrendered to “mow them down to the last man, strip away their privileges, prohibit them from using weapons forevermore, destroy their religion, and abolish the very name of the Cossacks,”21 as was recorded by the participant Stanislaw Oshwiecim. A planned attack on 8 July, however, had to be cancelled due to the low morale of the troops, many of whom had lost their willingness to fight in the knowledge that even a victory would bring heavy casualties. The rank-and-file soldiers had also lost confidence in the command structure, as recorded by Oshwiecim who blamed the “laziness” and “egoism” of the nobility for the poor attitude that had yet again set in in the Polish army.


  In the meantime the Cossacks had come to the decision to withdraw across the Pliashivka River, which formed the right flank of their defenses. The Polish engineers had dammed the river on Krisa’s advice, and the Cossack camp was beginning to flood. Kalinowski’s siege guns were also beginning to take their toll on the wagon defenses. The most important factor was a collapse in the fighting morale that also hit the Ukrainian army, particularly the Cossack regiments. The lack of effective leadership due to Khmelnitsky’s abduction was beginning to be felt, but the most pressing worry was the Tatars. Unlike the peasants who were accompanied by their families, those of the Cossacks remained at home. Most of the regiments were at Berestechko and the Cossacks began to realize their families were unprotected and in danger from the Tatars, who were moving across Ukraine after their refusal to fight the King’s army.


  To prepare the retreat, Colonel Bohun took his 2,000-man horse regiment with some field artillery and crossed the Pliashivka River. Scouts had informed the Acting Hetman Hladky that a large Polish cavalry detachment commanded by Lanckoronski was threatening the rear of the Ukrainian camp. Led by Bohun, the Cossacks charged the Polish cavalry, which was driven off the field, and Bohun proceeded to secure a crossing. His sortie from the Ukrainian camp, however, had an unexpected and a fatal result. Knowing that the Cossack regiments were eager to return to Ukraine, the peasants interpreted Bohun’s departure as the beginning of a general Cossack withdrawal. They and their families were being abandoned to the mercies of the Polish army, and on 10 July panic spread in the camp. Wagons began to be destroyed with other items thrown into the water to provide a makeshift crossing point as peasant mobs rushed to get across the river. The Cossack infantry regiments followed, helpless to hold the camp on their own with the cavalry trying to protect the fleeing peasants who were being cut down by the Polish cavalry. The rearguard defenses succeeded in slowing down the enemy troops who had paused to loot the Ukrainian camp but found slim pickings. All Cossack documents, however, with Hetman Khmelnitsky’s foreign correspondence fell into Polish hands, which revealed much of Ukrainian foreign policy.


  A single Cossack defensive action would leave a deep impression on the King’s men, which also provides us with a rare glimpse of what tough fighters the Cossacks could be. Two infantry companies of some 300 Cossacks had established a rear-guard position on a strategically located island on the now swollen river marsh, blocking Polish troops from crossing in pursuit of the retreating Cossack and peasant units. Attacked by overwhelming forces they stood their ground and could not be dislodged … “so bravely and selflessly that Potocki ordered that they be promised their lives would be spared” if they surrendered.22 The offer was refused, and in full view of the Polish high command—including the King—they emptied their wallets into the water, as a signal that this would be a fight to the finish. The attack resumed and the fighting continued for the entire day, with heavy Polish losses. Seeing the Cossacks had run out of gunpowder Field Hetman Potocki ordered an infantry assault on all sides, and with heavy hand-to-hand fighting the Cossacks were slowly pressed into the marsh. There, waist-deep in the water the surviving Cossacks went down one by one, until a single man was left, but Potocki’s problem was not over. The solitary Cossack had found a boat, somehow re-supplied himself with ammunition, and weaving his way between the marsh’s reeds and islands proceeded to pick off the King’s men “before the eyes of the king and the entire (Polish) army, gave a demonstration of bravery that was not that of a peasant!” recalled the Polish noble Stanislaw Oshwiecim. Then, having exhausted his ammunition:


  
    For several hours he fought back from that boat with a scythe-spear totally ignoring the shooting that either somehow kept missing him or, because he was so tough, had no effect on him. Finally, one Mazovian from the country of Ciechanowiec, who undressed totally and waded into the water up to his neck, first hit him with a scythe and then a soldier pierced his torso with a lance or spear, thus finishing him off, to the great joy and satisfaction of the King, who had long been watching the course of that tragedy.23

  


  Foreign mercenaries who had witnessed the engagement brought back accounts that would capture the admiration of all Europe. According to the French author Pierre Chevalier, he had been wounded by musket fire but, to everyone’s astonishment, continued to fight with some vigor until his strength gave out and he was killed with spears by a Mazovian noble and German infantrymen.24 It is not known how many men of the king the lone Cossack took down with him before he himself was killed.


  The battle of Berestechko during the summer of 1651 was a Polish victory; the Ukrainian army had retreated in haste and the Polish army technically gained control of the battlefield. But it was no longer the cocky force that had gathered on Ukraine’s doorsteps. For the next ten days the Polish army remained at Berestechko recovering from the fighting and the heavy losses. Many had lost their stomachs for another fight, particularly the call-up forces of the nobility, which refused to advance into Ukraine, pointing out that by law they were not required to remain in the field for more than two weeks, and the time had already passed. A bitter feud developed between Jan Casimir and the nobles, most of whom withdrew to their homes without even bidding the King farewell. Jan Casimir gathered the remaining 30,000 foreign mercenaries and Crown troops and decided to press on towards Ukraine.


  The Ukrainian forces had been dispersed and were disorganized. As King Jan Casimir was advancing into Ukraine, Hetman Khmelnitsky called a general “rada” at Pavoloch where he asked the assembled rank-and-file and the officers to swear and reaffirm their support of him as Hetman and for the continuation of the war. Such mass assemblies were common during the first year of the uprising when many issues had to be settled, but following the reorganization of the Ukrainian (“Zaporozhian”) army in 1649 such meetings were no longer held, and only an officers’ “rada” would be called for planning and advisory purposes. With thousands of new recruits becoming instant Cossacks such open meetings were no longer feasible and comprised security. The advancing Polish army was met with heavy rainfall not seen in living memory which continued without let-up, turning the Ukrainian black earth into a quagmire. The retreating Cossack units and peasant bands had turned southern Volin and Podilia into a scorched deserted wasteland, and crawling along at a snail’s pace the soaked Royal army began to run out of food and fodder. Shelter was also nowhere to be found except for the tents, which had to be pitched on the soaked ground. As noted in a diary of a Polish participant, dated 1 August 1651: “There are no towns and no villages, only fields and ashes. There are neither people nor live animals except birds in the air.” And three days later,


  
    … a terrible wasteland everywhere. In terrible and unspeakable hunger, under ceaseless rains that keep falling for 5 or 6 days at a time, we are advancing barely a quarter of a mile (per day) on horseback; emaciated, hungry. Half or more of the infantry has fallen away, the rest walk like dried up mummies, and they eat dead horses. Not only roasted but even raw, something that I have never seen before in all my life.25

  


  The army also was abandoned by its King, as Jan Casimir refused to go any further and returned to Warsaw where he impressed everyone with his accounts and with celebrations of the great victory over Khmelnitsky and the Cossacks.


  Eighteen days into the march, Potocki received reinforcements from the provincial govenors which brought his army up to strength. They were still 300 kilometers from Kyiv at a town called Liubar where they encountered well-stocked food supplies which were promptly looted by the hungry soldiers, and discipline had to be restored by courts-martial and executions. The army now began to be attacked by guerrilla bands led by Bohun, and Potocki ordered a halt to consolidate his forces, which were still dispersed throughout the area in search of provisions.


  A second army was also advancing on Ukraine from the north. On 1 July 1651 a Lithuanian regiment under Mirski had crossed the Dnipro near Homel, easily driving back the Cossack border guards. Mirski was to draw the Cossacks’ attention, while Radziwill would cross with the main army, in a different location. Receiving word of Mirski’s crossing, the Chernihiv regiment led by the impetuous Colonel Nebaba attacked the Lithuanian force which found itself with its back to the Dnipro River. The Cossack colonel had not bothered to send out scouts and did not realize that Radziwill had crossed the Dnipro further down at Loiv. Nebaba’s men were now struck in the flanks by two enemy forces and surrounded. Refusing to surrender, many Cossacks perished in the battle with some managing to break through enemy lines. Colonel Nebaba (“No Old Woman”) lived up to his Cossack nickname: surrounded and fighting off several opponents with his saber he was wounded in his right hand and changing hands he went down fighting.26


  The road lay open for the Lithuanian army whose next objective was Chernihiv. The city had been strengthened with new defenses and reinforced by survivors of Nebaba’s regiment and was under the command of Colonel Podobailo, an ex-dragoon officer in the service of Prince Kisil before joining Khmelnitsky. Not wishing to leave a strong Cossack force in his rear, Prince Radziwill ordered Chernihiv be surrounded and realizing the city could not be taken by storm without substantial losses of manpower, decided to march on Kyiv. To avoid encirclement Colonel Zhdanovich of the Kyiv Regiment abandoned his position on the Pripet River and began to withdraw towards the city, followed by his captain Harkusha. The retreat was marked by a series of rearguard actions, such as the bloody battle at Ovruch, and Lithuanian casualties began to rise. A major battle broke out on 16 July at Dimer on the Irpin River, as was reported by the Muscovite Undersecretary who had passed through Kyiv a few days later. “Polish (sic) men had marched toward Kyiv, and the Kyiv colonel Antin (Zhdanovich) … encountered them at a distance of 15 versts (about 9.3 miles from the city). They fought the entire day and the Cossacks defeated the Polish….27


  The author identified the Lithuanian army as “Polish,” perhaps due to the fact the entire kingdom had a common Polish monarch. Colonel Zhdanovich, however, decided to withdraw from Kyiv, on the pleas of the Metropolitan and the Archimadrite of the Caves Monastery, who feared a massacre of the population if the city resisted. He was ordered to return by Khmelnitsky, who promised reinforcements, but when none came Kyiv was abandoned for a second time. The Lithuanian army occupied Kyiv and began to loot and burn, plundering Orthodox monasteries and churches.


  But Radziwill had overextended himself, and with much of Kyiv burned he was forced to vacate the city. Cossack units in the meantime, were regrouping and beginning to surround the main Lithuanian army with the garrison in Liubech completely encircled. The Lithuanian Hetman was at the point of no return and the only strategy left to him was to merge with Potocki’s Polish army, which had halted near Pavaloch some 180 kilometers southwest of Kyiv. Having by now left the Khan’s unwanted hospitality Khmelnitsky was issuing calls to the scattered Cossack units to regroup in specified locations. The well armed and properly equipped men were to gather at Masliv Stav while others without good weapons and horses were to return home, form local defense units, and prepare food supplies. Khmelnitsky had already called an officers’ “rada” on 17 July where it was decided to continue the war. The situation was slowly improving for the Ukrainians. Bohun had by now gathered a force in Podilia and was harassing Polish rear-guard units and attacking the nobility who were following the army and trying to reoccupy their previous estates. Others in the vicinity of Bila Tserkva and Korsun were heading to the towns and reporting to local officers. Ukrainian units were also regaining some Tatar support after the Ottoman Sultan Mehmet IV instructed the Crimean Khan to provide Khmelnitsky with “all the necessary help.”


  The Polish army had still not completely regained its confidence as indicated by an incident which occurred not far from Pavoloch. “Seven very good cavalry troops selected from the entire army,” as noted by a Polish officer, were sent to search for food supplies and other necessary items. The Polish detachment of some 1,000 men was intercepted by a Cossack patrol and 500 Tatars on the Rostavitsia River, and without giving battle the entire Polish cavalry force turned tail and fled, leaving behind hundreds of wagons loaded with supplies expropriated from the surrounding villages. The Cossack and Tatar patrol was in turn attacked by Wishniowiecki’s strong cavalry forced to retreat but with the captured supplies retained in their possession. Similar skirmishes were becoming more common as the Polish and Lithuanian armies found themselves harassed by guerrilla-type warfare, and Potocki decided to move out and meet the Lithuanian army. The planned exodus was postponed for three days with Prince Wishniowiecki’s death from dysentery in Pavaloch on 20 August. His death was greeted with great joy in Ukraine when the people learned that he who was hated, was no more. Khmelnitsky’s declaration expressed much of the popular sentiment: “God has fulfilled our wishes! The Lord’s strong right hand has shown itself! Clearly God’s grace is on our side! That Prince Wishniowiecki, who only recently wanted to rule all Rus is now occupying only 4 ‘likti’ (ells) of space.”28


  Following an elaborate ceremonial funeral, during which the Prince’s body was sent off to his official residence in a great procession, the Polish army set off to meet Radziwill, on the way attacking and destroying towns with Cossack garrisons. The fortified town of Trilisy offered an exceptionally stubborn resistance in which the entire population took part including the women. After a few unsuccessful attempts at taking the town by storm the wooden palisades were breached by artillery fire and fierce fighting broke out as Polish troops poured in and overwhelmed the defenders. The entire town’s population was massacred as vengeance for the army’s losses, which included a captain killed by a female defender.


  Receiving word that Potocki was approaching Kyiv Radziwill moved out to meet the Polish army. The two forces met at Vasilkiv on 4 September in a timely manner, since when Colonel Zhdanovich attacked the Lithuanians with a strong force he was beaten back by the combined armies. Both Royal Hetmans had realized that they were in the midst of an armed and hostile population, and would not be able to occupy all of Ukraine, even the territory on the right-bank. As observed by Oswiecim:


  
    The Lords Hetmans saw how seriously the Commonwealth army’s strength was being undercut by constant battles with the enemy and the shortage of food, whereas fresh reinforcements kept coming to the enemy from the Cossacks and the (Tatar) Horde, so that for our men all roads were blocked, and there was no hope of help from anywhere, and they (the hetmans) used every means to conclude peace with the enemy….29

  


  Not yet ready for battle and facing internal dissent, Khmelnitsky also saw little choice but to open peace talks. Ukraine was being ruined by the continuous fighting, which to many peasants seemed to be without issue; no sooner was a Polish army defeated than even greater forces were being raised to attack Ukraine. Many towns and villages had been devastated, croplands and pastures stripped of crops and animal herds. Peasants and rank-and-file Cossacks were becoming disillusioned with what they saw as a never-ending struggle and began to seek refuge in Muscovy where land was being offered in the empty upper Donets River region in what became the Kharkov, Sumy and Voronezh provinces of Ukraine and Russia, respectively. The settlers were attracted by the fact they could set up “slobodas” or free villages exempt from serfdom or taxation. The more adventuresome Cossacks headed to the Don, where they could join the local Cossacks in the traditional Zaporozhian sea raids on the Crimea and the Ottoman Empire. The already meager population for the struggle against the Poland-Lithuanian kingdom was being reduced by war casualties and emigration. Khmelnitsky took advantage of the lull in the fighting to re-equip his forces and bring them up to strength. He also took time to celebrate his third marriage to Anna Zolotarenko, a widow and sister of the colonel of the Korsun regiment.


  With the opening of talks Potocki decided to press his advantage one more time and march on Khmelnitsky’s camp. The combined Polish-Lithuanian army was still a force to be reckoned with as observed by a Polish participant:


  
    The Crown army’s wagons were moving across the extensive plain in 74 rows and the Lithuanian wagons in 40. The front of the army occupied a line like that from Warsaw to Wola (several miles) and the wagons were moving in perfect order, the length of a Podilian mile. Coming first were four regiments; behind them, the infantry and reiters (armored cavalry) also marched at the front with the artillery. Along the flanks, hussar and Cossack-type (light) cavalry troops surrounded the camp. Lithuanian lancers advanced at the front, and four regiments closed the rear of the camp…. Observing this sight—such a fine mounted, armored, impressive, seasoned and well-trained army—as we did from the high mounds….30

  


  Accounts of what transpired next differ between Polish and Ukrainian sources, and a report by a Muscovite agent, Ivan Judenovich, who had been sent to Khmelnitsky as an emissary, can probably be accepted as more factual. The Tsar’s men were instructed to provide accurate information on the great conflict transpiring on the Muscovite doorsteps. The Royal army had approached Bila Tserkva on 23 September and pitched camp about half a mile from that of the Ukrainians. The battle soon began with skirmishing and lasted the whole day, with neither side prevailing. The conflict reopened early the next morning with a Polish artillery barrage with more forces thrown in but the day ended again in a draw, with many casualties on both sides. What was to be a decisive battle on 25 September never took place due to the heavy rains which began to fall and lasted for the next two days. The pause gave the warring parties occasion to take stock of the situation particularly the heavy casualties on both sides, and on 27 September 1651 an agreement was reached, and signed on the following day known as the Treaty of Bila Tserkva.


  The contents of the peace treaty reflected the military stalemate which had occurred following Berestechko, and the 11 main points highlighted the concerns of both parties. Khmelnitsky conceded most points dealing with Polish rule in Ukraine, such as the right of return of the landed nobility and the right of the Crown army to be billeted in Ukraine except in the Province of Kyiv. Perhaps both sides realized that peace would only last until the spring, and the treaty was not worth the parchment on which it was written. The concessions to the Commonwealth, however, caused great discontent amongst the peasants and rank-and-file Cossacks, and Ukraine began to drift into a disorderly state of civil conflict where the prevailing wish was to continue the struggle against the tyranny of the nobility. By the Treaty of Bila Tserkva Khmelnitsky was also obligated to protect the returning nobility, and he now found his authority challenged by some Cossack officers such as Colonel Hladky of Mirhorod who had been elected as acting Hetman at Berestechko during Khmelnitsky’s absence. A Greek merchant by the name of Andreas Athanasiou also reported that Colonel Bohun was assembling a force in the Bratslav region, and another colonel by the name of Pivtorakozhukha (“One-and-a-Half Furcoat”) was gathering men beyond the Dnipro to prevent the return of the nobility.


  The Treaty of Bila Tserkva was also rejected by the Sejm in Warsaw, when a Lithuanian squire, exercising his right to a “liberum veto” stood up and declared that he would not accept its terms. Khmelnitsky also called an advisory council (“duma”) to meet in Chihirin over the Orthodox Easter holidays in early May 1652, to be attended by the colonels, captains, aides-de-camp and other Cossack officials as well as several Tatar mirzas (nobles). The true purpose of the meeting, kept secret was to decide on war with Poland-Lithuania and to begin mobilizing men and supplies. A call to arms was issued on 24 March, which makes it clear that the objectives of the Ukrainian revolution had not changed in spite of the Treaty:


  
    Bohdan Khmelnitsky, hetman of the Zaporozhian Army, starosta of Chihirin…. I am making this known to everyone, and in particular to the colonels, aides-de-camp, captains, and all the brave warriors of the Zaporozhian Army who are in the cities, small towns, and villages, and to the Liakhs who have fraternal relations with us. We note the certain and great vexations and injustices that the Liakhs have committed against us in the past and are committing today. They are torturing, tormenting and killing many of the Army’s warriors falsely and in the absence of guilt. They order people to work not only on ordinary days but also on holy days, which our faith cannot tolerate and does not allow … in all Ukraine every man enjoyed freedom, and it is difficult for him to forget that … in war he declared himself the equal of his lord. We are all unwilling to work in this way again. In order for our people to be able to wrench themselves from this servitude on this auspicious occasion, the like of which has never existed before…. I order that not only every Cossack but also every commoner make all needed preparations for war … they should not put off moving to the camp and going to the designated places.31

  


  Here the Cossack Hetman makes an interesting reference to “the Liakhs who have fraternal relations with us,” the poorer Polish nobles who had been driven off their lands by the powerful magnates and who supported the Ukrainian anti-feudal war. We know that Khmelnitsky’s extensive intelligence network included not only minor Polish nobles who were preparing a peasant insurrection in Poland proper but also men such as Jarmolovich who was one of Jan Casimir’s counselors.32


  Khmelnitsky was still without committed allies willing to provide military aid since the Tatars had lost most of their trustworthiness, and he decided to force the ruler of Moldavia into an alliance. Gathering a force of four Cossack regiments of some 12,000 men with several thousand free Tatar cavalry, Khmelnitsky’s son set for Moldavia with the declared purpose to claim his bride, the Moldavian ruler Lupu’s daughter Roxanda who had been promised to him by her father. Lupu was still on friendly terms with King Jan Casimir who had stationed a 30,000 man army on the Moldavian border in Podilia. When asked to give Timysh free passage, the Polish hetman refused, and Khmelnitsky decided to move out in support of his son’s force. Kalinowski was also waiting for reinforcements and was looking forward to crushing the “rabble” and their “heathen allies.”


  The battle began on 1 June 1652 close to a town called Batih between a Tatar regiment and Polish cavalry, which continued throughout the day at the end of which the Polish cavalry was driven off the field by the arrival of fresh Cossack units. Once again Khmelnitsky would prove to be the better strategist. His plan was to attack Kalinowski’s Royal army before the arrival of Lanckoronski’s reinforcements and to pin him down in his own camp, which had been pitched on the open prairie and easy to attack. Kalinowski had little choice for his location since he needed a wide field to deploy his sizeable force, particularly when Lanckoronski would arrive with cavalry and infantry reinforcements. But before besieging the Polish camp Khmelnitsky had to neutralize the powerful Polish cavalry which was to be lured out into the field, cut off from the infantry regiments, and destroyed.


  On the second day, lured out of the fortified camp by a Tatar detachment, the armored hussars, reiters, and the light cavalry sortied and attacked the Tatars. The Polish cavalry was quickly surrounded in turn by Cossack cavalry, and began to take heavy losses. At the same time Khmelnitsky brought up artillery, and the Cossack infantry began to advance on the Polish camp. After several hours of bombardment the Cossacks broke through the Polish line of defense—more than a mile in length—and in bloody hand-to-hand fighting the Polish infantry was annihilated. Kalinowski’s elite cavalry was also destroyed with only a small number managing to escape. Among the Polish dead were Kalinowski himself, his son, and many members of prominent noble families such as Marek Sobieski, Jan Odrzywalski, and Juri Balaban. Most of the rich booty and the prisoners were turned over to the Tatars as payment for their support. Once again Warsaw was faced with not only the annihilation of the flower of the Polish Royal and noble armies, but also with the demise of its entire leadership. The Cossack army returned to Ukraine in triumph, and Khmelnitsky was once again greeted with praise and declarations of loyalty. The calamity of Berestechko had been avenged and Ukraine was now free of foreign armies.


  



  The Little Ice Age


  The widespread revolts and revolutions which were springing up from the Atlantic to the Ukrainian steppes and Muscovy, known as the crisis of the 17th century, were a reaction against oppressive economic conditions and the despotism which prevailed in Europe. There was also the unusual climate, which brought on more than a century of cool weather, poor crops, and famine.33 The global cooling of the planet during 1580–1715, known as the Little Ice Age, has been well established on the basis of old records, observations, as well as measurements of the sun’s activity. It is thought that the average summer temperature dropped by 1° C, which decreased the growing period in western Europe by several weeks, and prevented grain farming at higher altitudes of 500 feet above sea level. The sun’s intensity continued to decline, until it reached a minimum during 1645–1715, the so-called Spörer-Maunder Minimum.34 We now know that the sun exhibits cyclical behavior and no doubt had also played a role in the great migrations of the chariot people several thousand years before.35


  Throughout the 17th century, crops continued to fail, resulting in famines during particularly bad years, which were accompanied by steep increases in the price of grain. Thus in Hungary wheat yields fell by some 70 percent between 1570 and 1670 and we know that wheat production fell in Poland and Spain. There was an estimated 20 percent reduction in the European population, and it was during the Spörer-Maunder Minimum that the entire Norse settlement in Greenland vanished. The reaction of the powerful landowners, particularly in Eastern Europe, was to increase production, take over more peasant land, and introduce serfdom where none existed before. What had been barely tolerable became unbearable, as large sections of the population sank into abject poverty while a minority enjoyed great wealth.


  The Little Ice Age was accompanied by revolutionary fighting and civil wars in Europe, and also had a direct effect on events in the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom. The nobility, enserfing free peasants, burdened them with more fees and “taxes” and more corvée labor. This was particularly true of the great magnates who also began to raid and take over the lands and villages of the small nobility—a more profitable use for their private armies than fighting Tatar raiders. The legal system and the courts were totally ineffectual since whoever had the greater military force was above the law, even with respect to the royal courts. Others had little option but to offer properties as collateral for loans, or to sell their lands to the powerful magnates who were amassing great fortunes. This was especially true of the small Greek Orthodox nobility of Rus, who became estranged from Catholic rule and provided much leadership for Khmelnitsky’s army.


  As economic recessions and depressions continued, particularly during the crisis of 1619–22 the shortages grew worse and much of western Europe, such as famine-prone Scotland, became dependent on east European grain. When James VI of Scotland became James I of England he used his new powers to establish Scottish settlements in Ulster (northern Ireland) to alleviate the famines, but to little avail. In the last decade of the 17th century there were seven crop failures and more people died than during the Black Death of 1348–50. The grain trade established with the Baltic ports in the mid–16th century continued and some 30,000 Scots took up residence along the Baltic Sea. The economic depressions, particularly the one beginning about 1619–20, are also indicated by the number of Dutch ships which entered the Baltic through the Sound between Denmark and Sweden. Although this does not indicate total grain shipments, the Dutch vessels were the main carriers of grain throughout western Europe and the Mediterranean region.


  



  Who Was Ivan Bohun?


  Ivan Bohun, the colonel of the Kalnitsky regiment, was one of the most outstanding and effective Cossack commanders in Ukraine. Following the calamity at Berestechko where as acting hetman Bohun saved the Ukrainian army from total destruction, he was often entrusted by Bohdan Khmelnitsky with key border guard duties against the invading Polish armies. Reputed for his tactical abilities—particularly his on-the-spot improvisations—he was well known to the Poles who could recognize him from a distance by the gleam of his polished breastplate, which as a rule was never worn by Cossacks. Bohun was respected by the Cossack officers and held in high esteem by the rank-and-file, who kept his memory alive in the Ukrainian oral traditions and ballads.


  Yet, who was Ivan Bohun? To this day we know nothing of his early life, where and when he was born, or of his family background, something which is unusual for a man of his position and fame. Well educated and versed in martial affairs, he was most certainly of noble birth. His point of entry into the Cossack movement is also unknown. He may have taken part in the unsuccessful Cossack-peasant revolt of 1637–38, but this is not certain. He first becomes known in the Zaporozhian and Don Cossack defense of the captured Turkish fortress of Azov during 1637–42, where he commanded a Cossack troop that was covering the Borivsky ford across the northern Donets River. After the Cossacks abandoned and destroyed Azov, Bohun (it seems) became a registered Cossack—we don’t know at what rank—and took part in the regular anti–Tatar expeditions and fighting.


  Bohun joined Khmelnitsky’s revolt in 1648 and a year later he is counted as a member of the Chyhyryn regiment. By 1650 Bohun is appointed as colonel of the Kalnitsky regiment, evidently for his military leadership and organizational ability. His crowning glory came during the Berestechko battle in 1651 when the Ukrainian peasant and Cossack army was facing a catastrophic defeat. Elected as acting Hetman on 30 June he personally led the Cossack cavalry charge against the dragoons and heavy hussars which cleared the way for the evacuation across the marshy Pliasheva River. Following the withdrawal he led the scorched earth activity and guerrilla-type fighting to slow the advancing Polish army. Later he was often entrusted with border guard duty and front-line defense against Polish invasions, where he demonstrated outstanding tactical ability and resourcefulness, which became legendary. It is a matter of record that he never was defeated by an enemy commander. During Charnetski’s invasion of Ukraine, Bohun barred the way at Monastishche and in spite of superior forces the Polish commander was unable to break through Bohun’s defensive system. Bohun is known in Ukrainian folklore as a defender of the rank-and-file Cossacks and peasants who usually distanced himself from most of the officers’ self-interested agendas, indicating he was probably not a member of the Rus nobility. The Kalnitsky Colonel was also reputed to have refused to swear allegiance to the Muscovite Tsar at Pereiaslav, and was not a signatory of Vyhovsky’s Treaty of Hadiach or Yuras Khmelnitsky’s Slobodiansky document in 1660.


  



  Table 14.1. The total number of Dutch ships passing through the Sound into the Baltic Sea (adapted by Romano, R., 1978)
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  The mystery behind Ivan Bohun’s identity deepens when we note that the surname “Bohun” was unknown in Ukraine or Eastern Europe, but was of some renown on the opposite end of the continent in England and Scotland. Of Norman French origin, the de Bohuns (Bohons) arrived in England during or shortly after the conquest, taking their name from a village in the Contentin, between Cautances and the estuary of the Vire River. The third Baron de Bohun and his eldest son remained loyal to King Henry II (1154–89) during the revolts which were led against him by his sons, and were rewarded when the eldest son was made Earl of Hereford. Humphrey’s youngest son Robert, however, was a close friend of Prince Henry—King Henry II’s youngest son—and when the Prince revolted against his father in 1173 he was joined by Robert. The revolt was supported by King William (“The Lion”) of Scotland but the rebels and King William were defeated on 13 July 1174 by King Henry’s army led by the 3rd Baron de Bohun.


  King William was taken prisoner, Prince Henry was forgiven by his father, and Humphrey’s son Robert fled to Scotland. One of Humphrey’s sons married King William’s sister Margaret but Sir Robert de Bohun never returned to England and lived on his Scottish estate, becoming a highly respected manorial lord known as “Le Bon” (“The Good”). The English branch remained with the kings of England, and Humphrey VIII de Bohun followed King Edward to Bannockburn where he was taken prisoner and later exchanged for Robert Bruce’s wife. The conjecture would be that Ivan (Ian) Bohun was a descendant of the Scottish branch of the family. As already noted, Scotsmen were not strangers to the Baltic region, trading and carrying on business as, for example, he who became the Cossack Colonel Krivonos. Also, thousands fought on the Protestant side during the Thirty Years’ War, and some taken prisoner may have escaped to join the Zaporozhian Brotherhood, where their military training and battle experience would have been welcomed.


  Following Hetman Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s death, Bohun served under both hetmans Vyhovsky and the young Khmelnitsky. He was imprisoned for unknown reason(s) by the Poles in Malborg castle in Ducal Prussia but released by King Jan Casimir on the following year, on a promise he would serve in the invasion of left-bank Ukraine. He was “arrested” again on the left bank by the Poles, accused of plotting with Hetman Briukhovetsky and the Muscovite authorities, and was shot without a trial by a firing squad on 17 February 1664 near Novhorod-Siversk. He was unmarried and did not leave any descendants, but only an undying fame and a memory among the Ukrainian people:


  
    And the kobzars played

    Touching the strings softly,

    Bohdan and Bohun they praised….”36

  




  Fifteen



  



  Alliance with the Tsar and the Death of Khmelnitsky


  
    



    Where are your eyes, Hospodars of Moldavia and Wallachia? Where is your conceit and arrogance? Meanwhile, how greatly do your name and deeds exceed your outward appearance (dress), O Khmel! It is true that God is with you, He has appointed you for liberation of the chosen people from bondage to the heathens, as Moses once freed the Israelites from bondage to the pharaohs … with your sharp swords you destroyed the Liakhs (Poles).—Syrian Archdeacon of Allepo, 1654

  


  



  Ukraine Besieged: The Pereiaslav Agreement with the Tsar of Muscovy


  The victory at Batih did little to relieve the pressure on the Cossacks. The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth had not run out of resources and Jan Casimir was raising another army to occupy Ukraine. Although the Crown army was reluctant to face the Cossack regiments the reports coming in were encouraging. The plague was sweeping through Ukraine and taking a heavy toll on the Cossack army. The epidemic, which could have been introduced intentionally by the Catholic Poles, was spreading throughout the Korsun region and had crossed the Dnipro River to Pereiaslav and the entire left bank. According to contemporary reports many people were dying, and Cossack homesteads, ranches, and entire villages stood empty. In addition, the Tatars were becoming a problem once more. Ignoring their “alliance” with the Cossacks they were beginning to plunder the Ukrainian countryside and carry off inhabitants for the Muslim slave markets, those unsuitable (such as infants and the elderly) being slaughtered on the spot. To succeed, the Ukrainian revolution needed aid from abroad to overcome the large disadvantage in terms of population and resources.


  The King’s spies were also bringing news of discontent which was brewing among some of the Cossack colonels and rank-and-file, directed against Khmelnitsky’s increasing authority and his apparent refusal to take direction from Cossack rank-and-file “radas.” A particularly sore point was Timysh’s defeat in Moldavia, which was blamed on his incompetence, a serious Cossack offense. The defeat had also brought about Timysh’s death, and was a major setback for Khmelnitsky’s foreign policy to form a Danubian Orthodox-Protestant alliance with Moldavia, Wallachia, and Transylvania. The coalition, which was intended to outflank Polish forces in Galicia and other territories bordering Ukraine, was to involve members friendly to the Ottoman Empire. During his invasion of Moldavia two years previously Khmelnitsky had obtained a pledge from the Hospodar (ruler) Vasile Lupu to give his daughter Roxanda in marriage to his oldest son Timysh. The marriage would be the first step in the alliance, would secure much needed military support, and hopefully bring about Lithuania’s neutrality—Prince Radziwill was also married to one of Lupu’s daughters. Now in the summer of 1653, following the great victory at Batih, Timysh was heading to the Moldavian capital, Jassy, to claim his bride, accompanied by the Cossack Secretary’s brother, Danilo Vihovsky, and Colonel Teteria, at the head of a mounted Cossack regiment. He was met by Hospodar Lupu as described by a guest of the Prussian resident at the Polish court who was not too impressed by Cossack appearances and their lack of courtly graces:


  
    His Grace the Hospodar rode out to welcome this unwanted son, with Their Graces the lords Boyars and an army of 8,000. His Grace the Hospodar was accompanied by six youths handsomely dressed in the Turkish style, and a cavalcade in rich dress…. Timysh also approached with 3,000 troops of the Zaporozhian Army. Although it is said that they were especially selected, they had a very paltry (ragtag) appearance. His Grace the Hospodar made a speech before him (Timysh) expressing joy at his arrival. Yet he did not utter even half a word in response, but only bit his lips and stood as if he were a graven image, or under a magic spell. Vihovsky answered for him…. Master Timysh had a cavalcade of 9 horses, meager and thin. Two of the saddles were costly: one was sown with pearls and the other was richly embroidered in gold. He himself wore a crimson satin mantle and a velvet robe lined with sable—but they did not fit him…. He is a tall young man, pockmarked and rather strong and clumsy … most of his men were dressed as rabble.1

  


  The wedding was celebrated in great style befitting a royal princess. It was attended by representatives from Prince Rakoczi II of Transylvania, the Hospodar Matei Basarab of Wallachia, and other Danubian nobility. They all found themselves rubbing shoulders with uncouth Cossacks and Khmelnitsky’s boisterous female relatives who could hold their own when downing toasts. Vyhovsky delivered the appropriate oration, with Timysh remaining silent throughout the reception. Otherwise the wedding went well, with the couple reportedly pleased with each other’s company, and after another exchange of many rich gifts Timysh and Roxanda departed for Ukraine to their new residence in Chihirin.


  Khmelnitsky’s newly acquired ally was not very popular with his own people and quickly proved to be a burden. It seems the Moldavian ruler had plans of his own when he agreed to the Cossack alliance, one which would unravel Khmelnitsky’s policy. The rulers of Wallachia and Transylvania now turned against Lupu claiming he had aggressive intensions against them. He was overthrown by Wallachian and Transylvanian armies, and his minister Gheorge Stepan was crowned as the new Hospodar of Moldavia. Lupu fled when his men refused to fight, and Khmelnitsky soon received an urgent message begging for assistance. He responded by sending Timysh at the head of 8,000 battle-hardened Cossacks who in 12 days were in Moldavia on the Jijia River.


  Timysh soon received news that 30,000 Moldavians, Wallachians, Hungarians and German mercenary troops were barring his advance on Jassy and he quickly established a defensive wagon “tabor” position, surrounded by a trench and earthen ramparts. On 1 May the enemy infantry began to form up for an assault, and Timysh ordered that half of his men conceal themselves in the trenches while the remaining took positions before the wagons in full view of the enemy. Thinking that they were opposed by a small force, the massed coalition infantry began to advance on the Cossack camp, expecting an easy victory. Allowing the enemy to approach well within range the Cossacks opened up with the usual volleys of musket fire and cannon grapeshot from both the wagons and the trenches. The enemy lines began to buckle, and before the infantry could receive cavalry support its flanks were attacked by Cossack cavalry. The Cossack infantry also drew sabers and charged the confused enemy, who broke and began to retreat, “of whom nothing remained save those who hastily fled.” The newly crowned Moldavian Hospodar Stefan also fled, with his army destroyed, and a few days later Timysh entered Jassy in triumph. The Cossack victory was noted by the Polish vice-chancellor Trzebicki who wrote with some alarm:


  
    … it is clear that all this danger and the similar calamities that the Kingdom of Poland is now suffering…. This danger has now increased even more with the victory of the Cossacks (“rebels”) in Moldavia, where 10,000 Cossacks easily defeated, in an initial attack, the 30,000 troops of Rakoczi (Transylvania), the Hospodar of Wallachia (Basarab) and the new Hospodar of Moldavia.2

  


  The Cossacks could march into Galicia and Poland Minor, where they would be joined by rebellious serfs.


  The Polish government also found itself in the unusual situation of having Lupu, its ally, being rescued by its enemy, Khmelnitsky. It reacted by sending the anti–Lupu coalition military support, while the Sultan offered Lupu and Timysh symbolic help, but refraining from interfering in the conflict. Following the Cossack victory Timysh and Lupu advanced into Wallachia, laying all to waste.


  Attempts by the Wallachian Hospodar Basarab to block the advance failed as in three successive battles his army was driven off the field by Timysh’s Cossacks and Moldavian allies. Towards the end of May, after a seven day march Timysh and Lupu with some Greek units which had joined them reached the market town of Tirgovishte (Torgovishche), where they were confronted by a combined Wallachian and Transylvanian army reinforced by a Polish regiment and German and Serbian mercenaries. Here Timysh committed a serious strategic blunder which would spell his defeat.


  The Cossack and Moldavian army was met before Tirgovishte by Basarab’s 9,000 man detachment at the Milcov River near Fochani. The force quickly scattered when Timysh prepared to attack, which left the Cossacks free to advance towards the market town. They found their way barred by Basarab’s main forces, which had taken up a strong defensive position between the Jalomita River, and a marshy brook called Hinta. Timysh decided to attack and dislodge the enemy by a frontal attack, but the Cossacks and Moldavians had barely two or three hours of rest, and against Lupu’s advice to take up a defensive position Timysh ordered the trumpets to sound preparation for battle. The enemy infantry, in the meantime, had formed up before the Cossack-Moldavian camp in full battle array, with the Wallachians on the right flank, the Hungarians and Poles on the left, and Basarab himself in the center supported by cavalry and artillery. Lupu turned the overall command to Timysh, who decided to send the Moldavians into the attack first, to be followed by his Cossacks. Given their past desertions the Moldavians were evidently still not trusted to support a Cossack charge.


  It was Timysh who would flee the field and leave many of his men behind. Inexplicably he had divided his army by separating the cavalry from the infantry, and when a successful Moldavian attack was beginning to push the enemy back he failed to follow through with a Cossack charge. This would have broken the enemy lines and led to the destruction of Basarab’s army. The tactical error was seized upon by the Polish regiment, which launched an attack on the unprotected Cossack infantry and drove it back into camp with heavy losses. Timysh was losing control of the situation and became indecisive with the Cossacks calling out “tell us clearly—do we attack or entrench ourselves?” At that moment, a heavy spring downpour with hail struck the Cossack musketeers rendering their weapons useless, while Basarab’s men who had kept their powder dry began pouring volleys of fire into those Cossacks who still remained on the field. The contemporary Moldavian chronicler Miron Costin has left us with a detailed record of the battle. After pointing out that Timysh—“a man with the wildest of natures”—refused to listen to advice and took tired men into battle he describes the encounter:


  
    These were the reasons Hospodar Matei (Basarab) won such a victory, one unlike he had ever known in his life, however many battles he had fought. For who could have imagined that the enemy’s army could rout the Cossack army and its camp? What could match the Cossacks’ cannon barrage? It will be said that Hospodar Matei had with him not only the Wallachians but also Serbs, Hungarians, and Poles. True as that was, the Poles were few. What could they have done if order in the Cossack army had been the way it usually was? As marksmen the siemens (infantry) recruited among the Serbs and Hungarians—there were no Wallachian recruits—were no match for the Cossacks: nor could the Moldavian infantry troops match their Cossack counterparts. Setting aside divine will and speaking only from the human point of view, I believe that Hospodar Matei’s victory on the Hinta was the result of Timysh’s poor judgment on the one hand, and on the other of Matei’s courage, and the former was undoubtedly more significant. For had the Cossack army engaged in battle as a single military camp rather than in the three parts into which Timysh separated it, and inflicted a barrage in unison, then no matter how courageous Matei might have been, he could not have escaped disaster: his siemens would not have been able to withstand Cossack fire for long, and Matei himself would have been killed or wounded. Fully to blame was the foolhardiness of Timysh, who would not heed any advice or consult with his colonels or anyone else. Just think of an army exhausted from a march, being obliged to go into battle that same day, its camp divided into three parts, and you will understand why the battle took the course it did.

  


  In Timysh’s absence, the trapped infantry quickly elected a new leadership and during the night withdrew from the battlefield. Miron Costin continues his account of the events. To his amazement:


  
    Nobody would have thought that the infantry would be able to rescue themselves after the cavalry had abandoned them, but in calamity the Cossacks have a strange nature! After all their officers and the hetman (Miron means Timysh) himself had fled, they elected a chief (“capu”) from among themselves, closed the train (wagon “tabor”), and defended themselves until evening. During the night they set fire to the wagons and the bush. Then all together, to a man, they marched on foot, without any discord at all, until they arrived here (in Moldavia).3

  


  Not all Cossacks who survived the battle managed to escape and those taken prisoner were killed on Basarab’s orders.


  Once out of reach of the enemy and rejoined by Timysh the Cossacks rested for a week, tended to their weapons and left for Ukraine, while Roxanda and her mother sought refuge in the Suceava castle. Responding to the pleas of Lupu, who had joined Timysh in Chihirin, Khmelnitsky decided to send his son on a second expedition to Moldavia to relive Suceava which was being besieged by a 25,000 man Polish, Wallachian, and Moldavian army, and by the end of August, with 8,000 Cossacks Timysh had established a fortified camp by the castle walls. Not content to remain on the defensive the Cossacks took every opportunity to harass and attack the enemy, as recounted by Paul of Aleppo who was in the Moldavian capital Jassy at the time:


  
    Every day Timysh sorties against his enemies … no one could withstand his great courage. He shot from his bow with either his right hand or his left, slashed with his saber, and fired his shoulder gun (musket) from under the horse’s belly…. He was such an excellent rider that no one could hit him, with a bullet or any other weapon.4

  


  This was an interesting observation on Cossack cavalry fighting techniques. The bow was still an effective weapon against men without armor, delivering a rapid rate of fire which in the hands of skilled marksmen could cause much damage. The siege lasted until early October, by which time the Cossacks were running out of food, water, and fodder for horses, many of which had to be slaughtered to avoid starvation. Then Timysh was hit by artillery fire either directly or by a wooden splinter, and six days later he was dead. Electing a new commanding hetman the Cossacks decided to surrender when they were offered free passage from their camp. The main reason for the offer was that unknown to them, Hetman Khmelnitsky had finally sent a strong force to relieve the siege, and was only several days away. True to form the Polish command broke its promise and attacked the Cossacks when they were in the open and had left their camp, but the assault was beaten back with heavy Polish losses. Some 4,000 Cossacks managed to get away and join the relieving force but about the same number perished in the fighting. The elected commander Fedorovich who had successfully led the Cossacks from their camp expressed criticism of the whole operation and was ordered by Khmelnitsky to be executed, supposedly because he had helped himself to some of Timysh’s possessions. The real reason was that the criticism found widespread agreement among the rank-and file who approached Khmelnitsky with their atamans and captains “very rudely,” accusing him of favoritism towards his son, “and it would appear if the hetman said only a slight word to them in anger I expected that there would have been a great calamity as recounted by Colonel Syluian Muzhylovsky.”5 Timysh’s body was buried on the family ranch at Subotiv where he was born and had spent his early youth.


  Khmelnitsky had lost his potential Danubian allies, who were now orienting themselves towards the Polish Commonwealth, and Ukraine found itself literally facing hostile powers on all sides. The Sultan had failed to intervene on Lupu’s and Khmelnitsky’s behalf (Transylvania and Wallachia were also his dependencies), the Tatars were showing signs of hostility, and the Commonwealth had signed a peace treaty with Muscovy. To make matters worse the Black Death made its first appearance in Ukraine and was taking a heavy toll of Cossack numbers. The Cossacks found themselves in dire straits, and once again Khmelnitsky turned to the Moscow Tsar with a proposal for an alliance. At first the idea had found little support with the ruling strata of Muscovy who had been watching the Ukrainian revolution and the rise of Cossack power with some unease. The “Time of Trouble” was still fresh in their minds, particularly the role played by Cossacks. Bohdan Khmelnitsky and the Cossack administration, on the other hand, were beginning to feel the need of a monarch to legitimize Ukraine’s international position, and above all to receive military support. Not only did Ukraine not have a royal ruler or a feudal nobility, it did not even possess state institutions, which had disappeared with the Rus state. All sovereignty was vested in the Zaporozhian Army—the rank-and-file and the officers’ “rada” councils—with an elected Hetman as the supreme commander. The Ukrainian revolutionary movement found itself isolated, and did not even have the support of the Greek Orthodox hierarchy in Kyiv.


  Religion had played a big part in the uprising and continued to do so, but the Kyiv Metropolitan and the Church regarded the Cossacks with suspicion if not with a measure of hostility. The Metropolitanate was still imbued with the order of medieval Rus, its class-based state institutions and legal system while the Cossack administration (in spite of the nobles present in its ranks) oriented itself towards commoners such as rank-and-file Cossacks, peasants, and town burghers. Also, there was a physical and a symbolic separation between the Metropolitan’s seat in princely Kyiv and Khmelnitsky’s Cossack steppe fortification of Chihirin (where he was born) as the center of his administration. The Greek Orthodox hierarchy owed its existence to Hetman Sahaidachny who had secretly reinstated the ecclesiastical leadership in 1620 protected by his Cossacks, and with the ascent of Wladyslav IV to the throne in 1632 the Orthodox Church had become legal when the Coronation Sejm ratified his document entitled “Measures for the Accommodation of Citizens of the Greek Faith,” and the Orthodox nobility obtained a similar right by the “Accommodation of the Rus Nation.” The Metropolitan of Kyiv, Isaia Kopinski, who had been installed by Colonel Demian Harbuz (“Pumpkin”) and his Cossacks, was arrested by the nobility’s candidate Petro Mohila (Movila), following his confirmation as Metropolitan in 1633 which took place with great pomp in Lviv. Mohila was the son of the Moldavian Prince who was found to be unacceptable to the Turkish Sultan and had to seek refuge in Poland. A learned man, having studied in western universities such as Paris and Oxford, he gave up a military career and entered the Orthodox Church. Together with the magnate Adam Kisil, Mohila would lead the Orthodox nobility’s anti–Cossack royal establishment until his death in 1647. His ambitions became legendary in folk culture as illustrated by a poem following his death: “Mohila’s body is in the grave; his soul soars somewhere in heaven, For him, the world both here and there will be too small.”6 (The lines are based on a pun, since “mohila” in Ukrainian means “grave.”) With Khmelnitsky’s uprising, the tension between the Cossacks and the Church became tense (even though many priests supported the people), leading a Cossack Colonel Fedir Veshniak to exclaim to the Polish royal commissioners in 1649 in somewhat blunt but colorful language: “…both your priests and our priests are all sons-of-whores!”7 Mohila’s successor Metropolitan Sylvester Kosov and the Church hierarchy sided with the Commonwealth nobility and at times had to be protected by Khmelnitsky’s men from the Cossack commoners, peasants, and town burghers. The Metropolitan considered the Church to be a state institution, particularly after King Jan Casimir’s proclamation of 31 August 1651, which (at least in theory) extended royal protection to the Orthodox clergy.8


  In spite of the lack of support from the Orthodox Church the Ukrainian revolution was sweeping southern Rus. With the great increase in the size of the Cossack army, direct democracy and decision-making became unwieldy and were raising security issues since it was known that the king had his spies in the Cossack camp. Also, the lack of a central and effective military leadership had been a reason for the failures of the earlier Cossack and peasant uprisings, and Khmelnitsky had decided to both expand intelligence gathering and to concentrate military strategy and decision making into his own hands. Most Cossacks were not opposed to strong and effective leadership—during a campaign the elected commander’s authority was absolute—and by the time of the victory at Batih, Khmelnitsky had ceased to even call the officers’ “rada.” Cossacks captured at Pochaiv in May 1651 admitted that “Khmelnitsky never took counsel, either with the officers or with the rank-and-file. And so he rules, together with Vyhovsky.”9 In fact Khmelnitsky was planning to convert the hetman’s position into a hereditary monarch-like institution, justified by Patriarch Paisios’ declaration in Kyiv where he, the Hetman, was addressed as “Illustrissimus Princeps” (Illustrious Prince). His defeats of the powerful Polish-Lithuanian armies had given Khmelnitsky great prestige bestowing on him the authority to rule by divine right, by “The Grace of God,” since only He could have granted such great victories. Khmelnitsky’s given name, Zinovy, by which he was christened, was almost never used and people called him Bohdan, or God Given.10 His colonels referred to him in letters as the “most illustrious,” he who was “ordained by God,” and just before his death in 1657 he was signing letters as “Dux” (Duke).


  Khmelnitsky also faced the problem of legitimacy in the international arena. The beginning of the Ukrainian revolution coincided with the Peace of Westphalia, signed in 1648, which brought to an end the Thirty Years’ War between Catholics and Protestants. It was a historic landmark and transformed Europe into a continent of independent states to be ruled legitimately only by titled monarchs. Thus the democratic Swiss federation gained independence by placing itself under the nominal rule of the Hapsburg monarchs, and Khmelnitsky would have recognized the difficulty Ukraine was in as he had diplomats on his general staff such as Colonel Pavlo Teteria, who had extensive legal training.11 By 1653 any accommodation with the King of Poland was out of the question and swearing allegiance to a foreign but Orthodox Christian Tsar would fulfill international requirements, to have Ukrainian independence recognized by the ruling monarchs of Europe.


  On 11 October 1653 Tsar Alexei convened the Zemsky Sobor (“Assembly of the Land”) to seek advice on the Ukrainian Cossack (“Cherkasian”) question. The assembly agreed that the time was ripe to accept the Zaporozhian Army “under the Tsar’s high hand,” and on 2 November the Tsar cancelled his treaty with King Jan Casimir and declared war on the Commonwealth. It was agreed that Tsar Alexei was to send envoys to Pereiaslav to discuss terms with the Cossacks and to conduct what Moscow was expecting to be the swearing of oaths. The Tsar was seeking desperately needed revenue while Khmelnitsky needed military support as the situation had become critical. Casimir had again gathered an army to move into Ukraine with the intention to occupy all the territory up to the Dnipro River, and he was again supported by the Crimean Khan. Three armies now faced each other in Podilia: the king entrenched close to Kamianets, Khmelnitsky camped some eight miles away, and the khan who had advanced to within five miles of the Cossack camp. For a payment of 40,000 “zloty” by Poland and a promise of future tribute Khan Islam Giray declared that he was ready “to bring the Cossacks to their former obedience” to the Polish state as was signed in the Zboriv Agreement. Faced with the danger of being encircled by two enemy armies, Khmelnitsky withdrew, and headed towards Bar.


  On 10 January 1654 the Tsar’s mission arrived in Pereiaslav led by Vasili Buturlin and was met by Church and Cossack dignitaries with a 600 man honor guard under Colonel Teteria. A general “rada” was called by Khmelnitsky, as described in the records of a Muscovite diplomatic report:


  
    After the council that the hetman had with the colonels in the morning they beat the drums for about an hour at two in the afternoon so that the populace would gather to listen to what was to be. A great multitude of people of all ranks assembled and a large circle was formed for the hetman and the colonels. Then the hetman himself came out beneath the “bunchuk” (horse-tail standard) and with him the judges, “osauls” (aides-de-camp), the chancellor (secretary) and all the colonels. The hetman stood in the center of the circle, and the “osauls” of the (Cossack) Army ordered everyone to be silent. When they quieted down, the hetman began to speak to the people.

  


  
    Master colonels, osauls, captains, and the whole Zaporozhian Army and all Orthodox Christians. It is known to you all how God delivered us from the hand of the enemies who are persecuting God’s Church and wronging all Christian folk of our Eastern Orthodoxy. For six years we have been living in our land without a ruler, in perpetual wars and bloodshed with our persecutors and enemies, who wish to extirpate God’s Church so that the Rusian name will not even be mentioned in our land. This has greatly aggrieved us all and we see that we can no longer live without a tsar (ruler). That is why we have today convened a public council for all the people so that you may choose one of four rulers for yourselves, whomever you wish.12

  


  Khmelnitsky then proceeded to list the Ottoman Sultan, the Crimean Khan, the Polish King, and the Orthodox Ruler of “Great Rus,” the last clearly being the preferred choice.


  After the general “rada” approved Khmelnitsky’s recommendation to accept the Tsar’s “rule” the hetman and the officers returned to the Muscovite envoys, where in a prepared speech Buturlin presented Khmelnitsky with a letter from the Tsar. All made their way to the church where oaths on the Bible and the cross were to be sworn. Khmelnitsky then asked that the Muscovites swear first to uphold Cossack rights and privileges, but to his surprise Buturlin answered that this was not possible. In the entire state of Muscovy it was the subjects who swore to serve the Tsar—but to swear on his behalf, that has never existed and shall never be. And it was even unseemly to speak of such a thing! On the other hand, if the Hetman and the entire Zaporozhian Army were to swear loyalty to the Great Sovereign, then undoubtedly they should benefit from his blessings and protection.


  Not satisfied with Buturlin’s answer, Khmelnitsky withdrew to a neighboring building to consult with his senior colonels while the delegates stayed in the church to await his decision. After several hours, colonels Teteria and Listnitsky arrived to demand once more that Buturlin swear on behalf of the Tsar, and again received the same answer: “it has never been that subjects swore on behalf of the Tsar; subjects only swore to the Tsar.” When the colonels pointed out that Polish kings always swore to their subjects, Buturlin answered that Polish kings could not serve as an example: not only were they heretics (not Greek Orthodox Christians) but they did not hold power on their own (not born as kings), but were elected. And besides, they never kept their oaths anyway.13 When Colonel Teteria declared that the officers believed the Tsar’s promises were immutable but this was not necessarily the case with the rank-and-file, he was answered it was the colonels’ job to explain this to the Cossacks. Khmelnitsky and the officers had little choice but to accept Buturlin’s answer and agreed to swear loyalty and service to the Tsar. The hetman took the precaution to send his envoy Herasym Lobachevsky to the Don Cossacks to explain his allegiance and to seek their support.


  This, at least, is the story as recorded later in Moscow in Buturlin’s state report to the Tsar, and at best is a selective version of what occurred. There are no written Ukrainian accounts or other documents relating to the famous 1654 Pereiaslav Agreement—at least none that have survived, which in itself is strange given its claimed importance. Did Buturlin give unauthorized verbal assurances to the Cossacks in order to secure an agreement? Probably. There is no doubt that loyalty was sworn to the Muscovite Tsar, since when spring came we know that the Tsar’s officials came to administer the oath and carry out a census for tax purposes, assisted by local Cossack officers. Based on the results there were at least 117 towns and cities and 127,000 “individuals” (family households) half Cossacks and half town burghers, although these results are certainly incomplete. The Muscovite “voivodas” (military administrators) who came down had little respect for the people and made a poor impression, being described as “by their nature arrogant and uncouth in every manner,” for in their country they do not have any good education.” To nail things down, a 23-point “petition” was prepared by the Cossacks during the winter and brought to the Tsar in March by Cossack envoys. The document is of interest, since it not only is a list of what they expected to get out of the Pereiaslav Agreement but also provides us with a virtually complete description of what the Cossacks, as a whole, considered to be important, and helps us understand their own self-conception. They knew that Cossack Ukraine was very different from Muscovy, and were anxious that these differences be recognized and accepted by Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich as the new monarch of the country.


  
    We, Bohdan Khmelnitsky, hetman of the Zaporozhian Army, and the whole Christian Rusian community make obeisance (bow) to the ground to the great sovereign, Tsar and Grand Prince Alexei Mikhailovich, autocrat of all Major (“Great”) and Minor (“Little”) Rus, sovereign and possessor of many states, by the grace of God…. May it please Your Majesty to show your favor and grace in all that which our envoys will be making obeisance from us to your Tsarist Majesty.

  


  
     1. To confirm the military rights and privileges, “as has been in ages past in the Zaporozhian Army, which was judged by its own laws and had its own liberties in the courts, so that neither voivoda nor boyar nor master of the table interfere in the military courts, but that the men be judged by their officers. Where three men are Cossacks, two should try the third.”

  


  
     2. “That the Zaporozhian Ukrainian Army always have the full complement in the number of 60,000.”

  


  
     3. “The nobility … may it retain its liberties and elect officers from among its members for court offices, and hold its properties and liberties as it was under the Polish Kings. The land and castle courts are to be administered by those officials who they themselves will voluntarily elect as it was previously. Also, those nobles who had their money in fortresses and properties, may that money be paid to them now or may they be allowed to remain on the given properties for the allotted time.”

  


  
     4. “That worthy officials be elected from among our people in the towns, who would govern or administer the subjects of Your Tsarist Majesty, and honestly submit the due (tax) income to the treasury of Your Tsarist Majesty.”

  


  
     5. “As the Chihirin starosta district with all appartenances was granted for the hetman’s mace (authority), so may it now remain for (the hetman’s) every need.”

  


  
     6. “… may the Zaporozhian Army itself elect a hetman from among themselves and inform His Tsarist Majesty.”

  


  
     7. “That no one confiscate Cossack properties. May those who have lands, freely dispose of all profits (income) from those lands. And may widows of surviving Cossacks and their children have the same liberties as their ancestors and parents.” (This had to be stressed, since personal ownership of property was not guaranteed in Muscovy, where the Tsar and the Church owned most of the land.)

  


  
     8. “That the Chancellor (secretary) of the Army be given 1,000 gold pieces for the undersecretaries, as well as a mill for sustenance.”

  


  
     9. “That each colonel be given a mill, for they also have great expenses.”

  


  
    10. Also 300 gold pieces and a mill each for the judges of the Army, and 100 gold pieces for the court secretary.

  


  
    11. “We also ask your Tsarist Majesty that osauls (aides-de-camp) of the army and the regiments who are always on military service and cannot plow for bread, each have a mill.”

  


  
    12. “For labor concerning the artillery of the Army, for the gunners, and for all the working people in the artillery, we ask Your Tsarist Majesty’s gracious solicitude for the winter, in the camps. Also 400 gold pieces for the quartermaster.”

  


  The money requested was understood to be given on an annual basis, and the request for the bombardiers and “all working people in the artillery” indicates the importance of firepower in the Cossack army.


  
    13. “That rights granted by princes and kings in ages past to clergy and laymen alike not be violated in any way.”

  


  
    14. “That the Lord Hetman and the Zaporozhian Army be allowed to receive envoys who in the past ages have been coming from foreign lands to the Zaporozhian Army, with good intentions … and if there should be anything against His Tsarist Majesty, we are to inform His Tsarist Majesty.”

  


  
    15. An established sum be handed over to the tsar as “tribute” (tax), but only by a locally elected person.

  


  
    16. Cossack envoys are to reach an understanding about point #15, “for a voevoda who comes from abroad would break the laws and establish some kind of (new) resolutions, and that would be met with great vexation, for people … cannot bear such (newly imposed) burdens. If there are officers (“elders”) from among the local people, then they will govern accordingly to local laws and institutions.”

  


  
    17. “Our envoys are to entreat earnestly that His Tsarist Majesty give us written charters, with hanging seals—one for Cossack liberties, and the other for those of the nobles, so that they will be immutable for all times … and whoever is a Cossack will have Cossack liberty, and whoever is a dependent peasant will render customary obedience to His Tsarist Majesty, as it was previously.”

  


  
    18. “They are to make mention of the Metropolitan when they negotiate, and we have given our envoys a verbal order for that.”

  


  
    19. Tsar to send troops to attack Smolensk.

  


  
    20. Tsar to send 3,000 or more troops to be stationed on Ukrainian border with Poland.

  


  
    21. A repeat request for all Cossacks to be paid: 100 tallers for colonels, 200 ducats for each regimental osaul, 400 ducats for each army osaul, 100 ducats for each captain, and 30 ducats for each Cossack.

  


  
    22. The Tatars are not to be harassed but should they (Muscovy) be attacked, then Muscovites were to advance on them from Kazan and Astrakhan, and the Don Cossacks are also to be ready (that is, supplied with gunpowder and ammunition).

  


  
    23. The 400 Cossacks who are stationed in the Kodak fortress are to be provided with food and gunpowder, as well as other Cossacks who are stationed “Down Under.”

  



  Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich responded by presenting the Cossack envoys with articles and charters which granted most of the Cossack “requests.” Ukrainian cities and towns could elect their own officials with the authority to collect taxes for local purposes, and for the Tsar’s treasury. A part of the collected revenue was to go to pay the Zaporozhian Army as requested, with the total size of the Cossack Army set at 60,000 men. As will be seen later, the payments to the rank-and-file were never made, and the money was returned to the Tsar. Senior officers also received mills to offset expenses, while artillery bombardiers and “artillery workers” were to be supported over the winter from local taxes. Cossack officers were to be elected as in the past, personal ownership of property for nobles and Cossacks (with inheritance rights) was recognized, and the Church Metropolitan of Kyiv was confirmed in his office with Church lands. The Tsar agreed that the Cossack hetman had the right to conduct independent (but not hostile) diplomacy, and to receive foreign envoys. Tsar Alexei thus recognized Ukraine as an independent and a distinct part of his domain, which bore little resemblance to any other region in Muscovy, and the 23 points can be taken to define the political basis and status for Ukraine.14


  The nature of Ukraine’s relationship with Muscovy (and later Russia) as implied by the documentation has been subjected to a number of different interpretations, the main view being that Ukraine entered into a vassal-like relationship with the Tsar.15 Nothing, however, could be farther from the truth. What must be distinguished are the purely formal aspects, and the substantive. Firstly, the Cossack Hetman was just a military commander, and as a commoner could not have become a vassal to a monarch—simply a subject. Secondly, a whole country could not swear to become collective vassals, and what occurred in Ukraine was the Cossacks and burghers simply swore to serve the tsar. Ukraine needed a monarch for purposes of legitimacy, and the model for Khmelnitsky and the Cossack officers was the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth whereby two independent states shared a common monarch in the person of Jan Casimir, who was both the King of Poland and the Great Prince of Lithuania-Rus. A monarchy would also strengthen Cossack hegemony in Ukraine and give it a firmer legal foundation. That the Cossacks considered Ukraine to be independent of Muscovy is further indicated by a letter sent in the summer of 1654 to Queen Christina of Sweden, who had just abdicated in favor of her cousin Charles X. “But if for any reason the Muscovite Tsar should begin a war against your Majesty then his Excellency the Zaporozhian hetman promises to be on the side of Your Royal Majesty.”16



  And if at any time the Swedish monarch needed troops, the Hetman would send as many men as needed. The agreement with Charles X of Sweden would be reaffirmed during the invasion of Poland, when open disagreement and conflicts broke out between the Cossacks and the Muscovite commanders. This would be but the beginning of a clash between Muscovite authoritarianism and the Ukrainian Cossack principle of individual rights. As pointed out by the Swedish King in a letter to Hetman Khmelnitsky: “…a certain agreement (at Pereiaslav) had been concluded between the grand prince (tsar) and the Zaporozhians (of Ukraine)—but one that left the freedom of your people whole and intact.”17


  There is little doubt that the immediate and overpowering considerations for the Cossack high command were military, as without international recognition Khmelnitsky was beginning to face European support for the Polish king, which included that of the Crimean Khan. We have Hetman Khmelnitsky’s lengthy reply to the khan, when the latter attempted to convince the hetman to break his treaty with the tsar: “Know, your majesty, that the Poles have incited not only the Germans but many other foreigners against us while we having only part of (i.e., a lesser) an army and allies favorable to us, do not wish to break our oath (with the tsar) for all time.”18


  The total strength of the Ukrainian Cossack army stood at 100,000, which were needed as reserves, for border guard duty against Poland, Lithuania-Rus, and the Crimean Tatars.19 The Cossack army was finding itself in an impossible situation, caught between three fronts on the north, west, and south, and judging from Khmelnitsky’s correspondence with the Crimean Khan, it is clear that the new relations with Muscovy were intended to remove this threat, as they did eventually.


  Directly related to Cossack vulnerability was the fundamental mathematical fact—Ukraine was outnumbered by the overpowering populations of its hostile, aggressive neighbors. Expanding Cossack authority was imperative if the Ukrainian revolution was to succeed. The population of the regimental Bratslav, Kyiv, and Chernihiv provinces had reached only 1.5 million, while that of the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom stood at 11 million. While the Tatar population is not known it probably consisted of several million Nogay and other nomads, and Crimean settled dwellers. Worse still, Ukraine was losing people with entire territories annihilated by the Polish and Tatar invasions, and as Cossacks headed towards Zaporozhia and the lower Don River. Also, entire villages were resettling on the nearby Muscovite territories, which were becoming known as Sloboda Ukraine, where Cossacks were exempt from taxation in return for border guard duty against Tatar attacks. By declaring himself as the tsar’s vassal and ally, Khmelnitsky would have the support of Moscow’s large armies to further his aim—extend Cossack authority to the Lithuanian Greek Orthodox lands of Belarus and the western territory of Rus under the Polish king, which Khmelnitsky considered as extending to the Vistula River, “where the Greek religion and their language was and still is used.”


  



  A Society Transformed


  During the last six years between the great battles the Ukrainian provinces of Bratslav, Kyiv, and Chernihiv had undergone a radical transformation. The peasants were farming their own land either by individual or communal ownership without the nobility or any other class to oppress them. Most Greek Orthodox nobles had joined Cossack ranks, Polish and other landlords were expelled, and serfdom and slavery had been abolished. Ordinary Cossacks were also beginning to farm family homesteads and ranches in return for small payments levied for the army’s treasury and the Hetman’s office or the obligation to serve in the regiment without pay and provide their own supplies and weapons. Ukraine also began to be administered by the Cossack officer corps, which had replaced the main functions of the Polish state institutions with the officers elected by the rank-and-file subject to the hetman’s confirmation. The system was explained in a direct (and somewhat sarcastic) manner by a Cossack captain called Pilip Umanets in a letter to the Muscovite “voevoda” (governor) of Sevsk Andrei Buturlin following his reproach that the Cossack captain—“a simple man”—had dared to address a Tsar’s noble voevoda by letter!


  
    Concerning what Your Grace wrote to us recently in your letter—that it was improper for us, simple people, to write to voevodas. We are now, with God’s grace, not simple (but) are knights of the Zaporozhian Army. It is true that the grand envoy of the Kingdom of Poland, the late Adam Kisil, had decided with the righteous Sovereign and with great boyars, that only palatines (Polish governors), starostas (sheriffs), judges, and land and castle court secretaries were allowed to write letters to (Muscovite) voevodas. But now, with God’s grace, for as long as His Sacred Will prevails, there are neither palatines nor starostas nor judges, nor secretaries in the entire Siverian (Chernihiv) land. God grant that Sir Bohdan Khmelnitsky, Hetman of the entire Zaporozhian Army, remain in good health. For here, Lord Colonel now serves as palatine, Lord Captain as starosta, and the town otaman as judge.20

  


  The Ukraine had become a military, stateless society with virtually all links to medieval princely Kyiv Rus severed, to the extent that Kyiv was not even chosen as the Cossack capital. Instead, Kyiv remained as the seat of the Metropolitan of the Orthodox Church of Rus, the only state institution that had survived from the Middle Ages. There was very little, if any, Cossack presence in Kyiv, which maintained resident nobles and was controlled by wealthy burghers who carried on a lucrative trade with the Ottoman Empire. Indeed, in the larger towns and cities such as Pereiaslav, they at times viewed Cossack authority with suspicion.



  Khmelnitsky himself continued to keep his official residence in Chihirin simply furnished in Cossack style, with “kilims” (Turkish carpets) and weapons decorating the living room walls and icons in the corners. With visitors, however, no expense was spared to provide Ukrainian hospitality, as described by the Venetian envoy Alberto Vimina:


  
    As I had occasion to experience myself, at tables and at drinking, festivity and humor are not lacking … in order to be brief I will mention but one. Once one of my officials boasted of the greatness and marvels of Venice, and the Cossacks drank in his words. After he had talked at length of the position, structures and wealth of the city and its size, he added that the streets are so wide that the citizens, not infrequently, are lost in them. “Why, no!” interrupted one of the Cossacks. “Don’t pride yourself in your Venice, the same may happen to me in this crowded room. If I continue to sit a little longer behind this table, I will not be able to find the door to get back home!”21

  


  With freedom from exploitation by the nobility, Ukraine was developing economically without the extremes of wealth and poverty as observed by Vimina: “…generally they (the Cossacks) do not care about being rich but are satisfied with little, freedom being treasured above all.”


  Another visitor to Ukraine was the Syrian Archdeacon Paul of Aleppo, who was traveling to Moscow with his father Patriarch Makarios III of Antioch, and passed through Ukraine in 1654 and again in 1656. During the summer of 1654 he spent forty days in Ukraine, and recorded many of his observations and local accounts, including the bloody events which were transpiring in the Ukraine, Podilia, and southern Volin.


  
    We wept greatly over the thousands of martyrs (the Orthodox Rusins) killed by these godless and treacherous ones (the Catholic Poles and the Tatars) in these 40 or 50 small towns, some 70 or 80 thousand souls. Behold those faithless and impure people! Behold the merciless hearts! Of what were women, girls, children and infants guilty that they should have been killed? If you are so brave, go and fight their leader, who made a mockery of you before the whole world, having trounced your lords and princes, destroyed your heroes and brave warriors, and exposed you to disgrace and derision. His name is Khmel!22

  


  The bloody religious-ethnic cleansing and slaughter carried out by the Greek Orthodox peasants and Cossacks is also described by the archdeacon with approval, displaying a somewhat double standard—at the time it was the prevailing attitude of “us” and “them.”


  
    What a blessed people they are! What a blessed land this is! Its great merit lies in the fact that it has no infidels at all but only pure Orthodox believers, steadfast and pious. Having once been in bondage these Kozaks now live in joy, pleasure and freedom … and they are deserving, for in life they content themselves with very little: they eat whatever comes to hand, and dress in whatever they come across…. So many thousands of them have been killed, so many thousands have been taken captive by the Tatars—and still they have a multitude of troops.

  


  
    But how many Liakhs have the Kozaks also killed!—hundreds of thousands, with their wives and children, leaving not a single one alive. From a distance we saw the palaces of their lords and rulers—so high they were…. Now these palaces stand in ruins, as uninhabited refuges for dogs and pigs. And the Jewish and Armenian peoples have been completely destroyed. Their fine homes, shops, and inns have become shelters for wild animals, for Khmel (God grant him long life!) having taken control of these populous towns, has completely destroyed all foreign inhabitants, and now this country is populated by Orthodox Kozaks alone.23

  


  Religion was evidently not the only motive for the widespread massacres and ethnic cleansing since Armenians were also Eastern Orthodox Christians.24



  The fighting had taken a heavy toll on Ukrainian men of fighting age, leaving many orphans and widows, as was observed by Paul of Aleppo:


  
    In this country, that is among the Kozaks, we remarked an untold number of widows and orphans…. Throughout the year, in the evening when the sun goes down, orphans make their way from house to house. In unison they sing hymns to the Most Blessed Mother of God, in pleasant voices that captivate the soul…. When they finish their singing, from house to house they receive a present of money, bread, or other food, and generally all they need for sustenance for their studies. Hence most of the orphans are literate and in general the number of literate people has greatly increased since Khmel … liberated this land….

  


  The Archdeacon continues to describe the fate of orphans and homeless beggars many of them war invalids.


  
    Know you that in the Kozak land, in every town and every village, homes have been built to house the poor and orphans…. Whoever enters makes a contribution for God’s work, unlike in the land of the Moldavians and Wallachians, where they go from church to church and their throngs prevent people from praying.25

  


  Evidently this was an overstatement, since Paul of Aleppo also describes poor villages with many homeless orphans begging for food. Other settlements, however, exhibited great prosperity.


  
    Know you that in the homes of this country we saw great numbers of people, livestock and fowl and were greatly amazed at how much of everything they have. Reader, in every house we saw ten and more children with fair hair on their heads, so that on account of this we call them old men. They are one year apart in age…. In recent years they (the villagers) have been killed in campaigns by the hundreds of thousands. The Tatars have taken thousands of them into captivity. Earlier, they knew no epidemic but in recent years it has also broken out among them, carrying off hundreds of thousands to the gardens of Paradise … in this country there is not a single barren woman. This fact is obvious….”26

  


  The large families were probably also due to adoptions, particularly of godchildren and family relatives. Of interest is Paul of Aleppo’s assertion that epidemics were of recent origin, which indicates a likely purposeful introduction of the plague into Ukraine, probably by agents of the Polish government. We know that at the time infected corpses were used as instruments of war.


  Following the revolutionary uprising the economy of the Ukrainian region underwent a noticeable shift, from large noble-owned estates, towns, and cities to rural villages and homesteads. The opulent residences of the nobility were gone—their ruins still dotting the countryside five years later. Some towns such as Tripillia, which was a major Jewish center, were totally abandoned, with resident burghers either killed or driven out. Visitors commented that in most towns Polish, Jewish and Armenian homes, shops, and fine inns often stood empty. Some of the Jews and Armenians were highly skilled craftsmen and artisans who manufactured goods and products of great value, but destined mainly for the aristocratic market of which the serfs could only dream.


  The rural economy, on the other hand, experienced an explosive growth, fueled mainly by the family farms and homesteads in the fertile prairie region. The seed crops consisted of wheat, rye, oats, millet, buckwheat, hemp, flax, and others. The buckwheat (“kasha”) which was eaten like rice (or a porridge) also helped to support a thriving honey industry, which together with rye found its way into the production of alcoholic beverages. Hemp and flax provided oil, animal feed, and a particularly durable cloth, with hemp being used in crop rotation as a herbicide—its great height and density deprived any other growth of sunlight. Potatoes and tomatoes, on the other hand, were generally not grown. There was a great abundance of domestic fowl such as geese, ducks, and chicken, as well as large herds of horses, cows, sheep, goats, and pigs which were tended by shepherds and swineherds, usually young boys. The mixed agriculture and the rich Ukrainian black earth very quickly produced abundant food surpluses of great variety. Land surrounding the family home was also planted with cherry, plum and other fruit trees, and a fenced-in garden provided onions, cabbage, carrots, cucumbers, garlic, watermelons, melons, pumpkins and other produce. Bumper wheat crops were usually guaranteed by winter wheat, which was planted in July and germinated early in the spring when moisture was abundant, just before the hot and dry steppe summer set in. Grain was milled in watermills built along running streams, which would be dammed in several locations to provide ponds for aquaculture—usually carp which was considered a great delicacy. It is little wonder that the nobility did not renounce the reconquest of the Ukrainian prairies, the steppe where land was so much more fertile than in Galicia and the rest of Poland and when Europe was experiencing poor harvests due to the Little Ice Age.


  The ownership of land and freedom from an oppressive nobility and state in Ukraine was beginning to give rise to a rich folk culture, very different from that of its neighbors or what had existed before, a culture that would produce a Hohol (Gogol), Tchaikovsky, and others. Around this time the “kobza” followed by the “bandura” made their appearance, the latter instrument displaying a wide range of notes with 56 strings. Both were popularized by traveling minstrels composing and reciting the “dumas” of great deeds and Cossack heroes. Choral singing also become popular outside of church services, as recalled by Paul of Aleppo who recorded in his notes that “the singing of the Cossacks gladdens the soul and frees it from troubles; for their tone is pleasing and comes from the heart, and is produced as if with one voice. They passionately love tender singing, tender and sweet melodies, while the Muscovites sing without training of any kind, haphazardly.” These were often sad songs describing unsuccessful love affairs and other unhappy events about which Ukrainians sing to this very day. Other choral forms besides those of the Church which have come down to us (and which were been adopted by the Russian and then the Soviet Red Army) are the stirring Cossack campaign songs that provided much of the regimental marching music. The music also accompanied the athletic Cossack dances, which were based on martial arts and saber fighting techniques— both music and dance exhibiting exuberance and energy.27


  Paul of Aleppo was also favorably impressed by painters, “who know how to paint portraits from life. Cossack painters learned to render the beauty of the face and clothing from Frankish and Liakh artists,” and were painting church icons and decorations in a unique style. The visiting archdeacon also noticed other local artistic improvisations such as church candelabra consisting of large deer antlers hung from the ceiling with candles fitted at the tips.


  The tight-knit rural communities did not leave any room for antisocial activities and there were “no robbers or thieves,” perhaps due to severe punishment.28 Preventive measures were also taken by means of education and social care:


  
    Starting with this town (the Boh River region in the Bratslav province) and throughout the land of Rus, that is, the Kozak land, we noticed a most wonderful trait that aroused our amazement. All of them, with few exceptions—even most of their wives and daughters—know how to read. They know the order of church services and church singing. The priests teach the orphans, and do not abandon them to roam the streets as ignoramuses.29

  


  It was of some importance that the children could read the Bible as they were growing up, a requirement in Greek Orthodox Christianity. Also the written word in Slavic was made phonetic using the Cyrillic script, which made reading and writing easy to master. The entire community was involved with orphans and with homelessness; “in every town and every village, homes have been built to house the poor and the orphans….” Most of the poor (“beggars”) were war invalids and were respected by their communities. To appreciate the high literacy level found by Paul of Aleppo, we can compare it to western Europe, as indicated by Table 15.1, where Bible-reading Protestant regions indicate a much higher literacy rate.


  Table 15.1 Literacy Scores in 17th Century Europe
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  The Archdeacon, on the other hand, was not very impressed with Moscow, where he stayed for almost two years with the Patriarch, who was seeking financial aid from the Tsar. According to Paul of Aleppo the Muscovites “are all of them, from the highest to the lowest, of a silent disposition, suspicious … they will not tell anything to a foreigner … either good or bad, of their own affairs. Mirth and laughter became completely alien to us because the suspicious Muscovites constantly spied on us and reported all. May God save us and liberate us from them!”30 On their way back to Syria they re-entered Ukraine in the early summer of 1656, “thankful to be in the country of the Kozaks,” where they found cheerfulness and a friendly population. They visited Hetman Khmelnitsky who “lives in Chihirin, a frontier town facing towards the Tatar between whom and the Kozaks is a distance of uninhabited wilds (‘the wild steppe’) of five or six days’ journey.” After arriving in the regimental city of Uman some 150 kilometers to the west they found Cossacks setting up a defensive “tabor” in expectation of a Tatar raid. The Patriarch blessed the men and prayed for them, after which the Cossack regiment “fired all their muskets and reared their horses three times.” Moving on, they passed frontier towns “which the Poles and Tatars had burned and depopulated the year before.”



  The free Ukrainian communities were also compared to Poland by Ulrich Werdum, who traveled widely in those countries during 1670–72.


  
    The Poles are not lacking in politeness and intelligence but they are light-hearted and fickle. When … on the weaker side they act very humbly and peacefully, but when they meet a weaker party and master the situation they immediately become proud, conceited and cruel. They either serve merrily or rule proudly…. In everyday life and in social conversation they use more compliments and flatteries than any other people….

  


  Typical behavior and mannerisms of the nobility, as was also remarked by Beauplan several decades before; Werdum offers the general observation that: “As a whole, however, Polish people are neglectful and lazy, they till only the most necessary parcels of land, while the rest lie fallow….” Serfdom was clearly not conducive to efficient agriculture. Ulrich Werdum was more favorably impressed by the free inhabitants of Ukraine: “One can find much kindness in both words and gestures in Ukraina, particularly in the women, to which contributes also the Rusian language, for its pronunciation is not as hard as that of the Polish.”31


  Yet a third person left his memoirs of Ukraine during this period—K.J. Hildebrandt, a member of the Swedish delegation to Khmelnitsky, which was seeking a treaty against the Roman Catholic Polish Commonwealth. Nothing came of the visit since the Swedish King, himself claiming the Polish throne, could not agree to Khmelnitsky’s claim to “the right to the whole of old Roxolania (Rus) where the Greek religion and their (Rusian) language was and still is used—up to the Vistula (River).”32 Hildebrandt noted that Ukraine was an armed camp, where even “small and insignificant” settlements provided a Cossack company with high morale—“brave and clever soldiers.” The Swede also commented in length on the women whose dress he noted consisted of a woolen apron, high boots and tight skirts with embroidered blouses. In the summertime young girls wore green wreaths adorned with flowers, and the women were decorated with rings, big earrings, and beads made of crystal, glass, or copper. “They danced well,” he observed, “gracefully and with a gay heart. Kozak women are brave, drink well, attend to serving (at the table), and often order their men to work.” Hildebrandt also perceived the Cossacks’ bitterness towards the Commonwealth: “Their sternness has expressed itself in war with the Poles over the faith. Constantly pressing against the enemy, they burned and mercilessly destroyed them, saying that the Poles behave in their country far more cruelly, not sparing even the small children.”33


  



  The Swedish War and Collapse of the Polish-Lithuanian Kingdom


  The treaty with the tsar came none too soon. Tsar Alexei Romanov was informed by Hetman Khmelnitsky’s personal courier Vasil Litvinenko that Polish and Lithuanian armies were advancing from Galicia in the west and Belarus in the north. In addition, another Polish force was gathering near Kamianets, a second at Hliniany, and yet a third at Dubno under the Crown Hetman Potocki himself. Worse still, the new Crimean khan had switched his support to King Jan Casimir, and Hungary and Moldavia had become Polish allies. The alliance was intended to smash Cossack resistance and occupy Ukraine before Khmelnitsky’s treaty with the tsar took effect, and before the Swedish threat could develop into a full-fledged war.


  The Cossack-Muscovite allies struck first. The tsar had lost the Smolensk province to Lithuania, and the Ukrainian hetman was seeking to expand the Cossack system to southern Belarus where peasants were rising against the land-owning nobility. A 20,000 man Cossack army under Khmelnitsky’s new brother-in-law Colonel Ivan Zolotarenko, and Tsar Alexei’s Muscovite army attacked Belarus, and on 23 August Homel fell to the tsar’s forces followed by Smolensk, Minsk, Vilnius, and others. Prince Radziwill’s forces were dislodged from the Orsha region along the Dnipro River by Zolotarenko’s Cossacks, who occupied much of southern Belarus and began to introduce the Ukrainian system with the newly formed Mohiliv regiment. Most of the nobility was driven out, but some such as the princes of Slutsk and Chetvertynsk acknowledged Hetman Khmelnytsky’s authority, and Cossack democracy was well accepted by the local population. The fighting resumed when, in January 1655, Zolotarenko was attacked in his headquarters at Novy Bykhov by Prince Radziwill, who unable to take the fortified town, was forced to retreat. He was pursued and defeated by the acting hetman Zolotakenko who began to establish Cossack administration in the conquered Krychov region and by June of the year he was up again at full strength of 20,000 with volunteers seeking Cossack status.


  With the reinforced army Ivan Zolotarenko began a series of campaigns as far as Vilnius and Kaunas, implementing a secret order from Khmelnitsky to maintain the conquered territory under Ukrainian control and not allow entry to the tsar’s men. Zolotarenko took a musket ball in the leg and soon died from the wound, an able commander “strong in deed, gentle in manner.” He was replaced by Colonel Ivan Nechai, who promptly began to expel Muscovite troops from the main towns of Mohilov, Homel, and Chuvasy and replace them with Cossack units to establish a Cossack protectorate in southern Belarus. As explained by Nechai: “I did so according to the Hetman’s command. I ordered the soldiers sent from Muscovy (who were manning) the garrisons to be withdrawn and I stationed my garrison of Cossacks.”34 This was Khmelnitsky’s first open defiance of the tsar, but it would not be the last.


  Following the fall of Smolensk, a revealing episode occurred involving the wages and stipends of the 60,000 registered Cossacks, which the tsar had agreed to maintain. When the required amount arrived he was astonished that Khmelnitsky and the colonels refused to accept any money. A serious problem had developed—there were now more than 60,000 men under arms in Ukraine, all claiming official Cossack status. A register of 60,000 Cossacks could not be compiled without provoking a major confrontation. When the Cossack army judge Bohdanovich-Zarudny suggested during an officers’ meeting that the regimental colonels might decide who was to be recognized as a Cossack, the Mirhorod colonel shouted back: “Do you want the Cossacks to kill us Colonels? You know how unruly our people are!” Leading free men was no easy task.


  Before the Muscovite-Ukrainian invasion of Lithuania, in the spring of 1654 a 40,000 man Polish army attacked Ukraine from the west, which included a strong contingent of the Elector of Brandenburg’s Prussians. In spite of local resistance the main towns of Bratslav province fell with a general slaughter of the population, as described by the Polish Crown Hetman Potocki:


  
    Thus I made short shrift of all the towns from Vinnytsia all the way to Nemiriv itself … as they had to perish, so they perished. (In the capture of Mushuriv) I was also slightly wounded in the hand by an arrow. But we were mostly attacked with clubs and hammers as our men advanced to the castle … (and with) axes, scythes, whatever they had … they wounded our men from above with bows and arrows….35

  


  Khmelnitsky was preparing the Lithuanian campaign with the tsar and the towns were defended by weak Cossack garrisons, burghers, and peasants from surrounding areas seeking refuge behind the walls. Strongholds were built beside waterways such as ponds, marshes, or rivers and had similar construction, three wooden palisades surrounding the town with a timber fort inside. The outer wall was designed to bar entry to enemy cavalry and absorb cannon fire while the two inner palisades which usually had a moat between them served to prevent infantry from getting through. Should the three walls fall into enemy hands the last defense was the town’s inner fort, which was often defended by artillery. The general idea was to inflict heavy casualties on the enemy.


  Highly effective against Tatar raids, many defensive strongholds could fall to the better-armed and equipped Polish armies, such as the famous defense of Busha. In the autumn of 1654 as the Polish and Moldavian armies were ravaging southwestern Podilia the Polish commander Czarniecki was instructed to take the heavily fortified town of Busha on the eastern bank of the Dnister River facing Moldavia. All other major towns such as Krasne and Chernivtsi had already surrendered and it was imperative that Busha be captured to safeguard the Polish rear. The attack began early in the morning of 28 November and continued for the entire day as Czarniecki threw all he had against Busha’s walls, to no avail. Attempts at negotiations also failed, the Polish Crown not having a good reputation for honoring agreements. The assault on Busha resumed with fresh troops, but unable to sustain further losses Czarniecki ordered the trumpet to sound the retreat.


  The Polish army settled down to what appeared to be a long siege when a closer examination of the fortifications revealed a weakly defended section of the walls on the side facing a shallow pond. Evidently the defenders didn’t have sufficient manpower for the entire perimeter, or else felt safe because of the water. During the night a Polish squad waded across the pond, set fire to the palisade and as the fire spread Czarniecki ordered an all-out assault. As the wooden walls crumbled, Polish units poured into Busha, forcing the defenders into the main fortified citadel. What followed provides a rare glimpse of the Ukrainian determination to defend their freedom known to us through the accounts of the Polish chronicler Wespazian Kochowski. As the main fort came under heavy attack and with the walls succumbing to fire the defenders—both men and women—swore a death oath not to be taken alive. Fierce hand-to-hand combat broke out as those with weapons continued to resist, and those without threw themselves into the flames or attacked the enemy with bare hands.


  Soon Busha’s commander, the Cossack captain Zavistny was killed, and taking several Cossacks his young wife Irene made her way into the cellar where the gunpowder was stored. Attaching fuses to the barrels they waited until the din of the fighting ceased, and as the fort began to fill with enemy troops Irene lit the fuse. The great explosion reduced most of the citadel to rubble killing many of the enemy as the rest of the town burned to the ground, and all who could not escape were slaughtered. In his report to the king the Polish commander admitted to having suffered heavy casualties but observed that it was no cause for regret since this was the price which had to be paid for the destruction of “the unruly den of thieves.” Czarniecki was clearly not a man to acknowledge or respect an enemy’s bravery.



  Busha was the key stronghold of the southwestern region, and with its destruction the entire territory between the Dnister and Boh rivers fell into the hands of the Polish, Moldavian, and Hungarian allies who had jointed Potocki and who were now reinforced by the Crimean Khan, Mehmet Giray. In January 1655 a 30,000 man Polish army again invaded Bratslav province with towns and villages put to the sword. The strategic town of Bratslav was defended by a strong Cossack garrison consisting of three regiments under the renowned Colonels Bohun, Pushkar, and Selensky, but threatened with encirclement, the Cossacks set fire to the town and withdrew to Uman, some 90 miles to the east. Here Bohun assumed overall command, and ordering all buildings in the suburbs be burned he established a strong defensive perimeter around the main town. He also had the earthworks soaked with water in a less well-defended sector, until they “glistened like glass in the sun” and could be defended by a relatively small force. Bohun was well known on both sides of the conflict for his improvisations. Otherwise the Polish and Crimean armies were virtually unopposed as they overran Bratslav province, forcing Khmelnitsky to retreat towards the Dnipro River. All towns, villages and Cossack homesteads were put to the torch in a scorched earth policy, to deny the enemy shelter during the winter months, while other structures such as Greek Orthodox churches were destroyed by the invaders. Tatar cavalry continued to raid for captives, driven away to the Crimea to be sold in slave markets.


  Arriving at Uman the Polish army launched an all-out assault on the defensive walls, but after a day’s fighting it was repelled with heavy losses. On receiving word that Khmelnitsky was approaching, reinforced by 6,000 Muscovite troops, Potocki broke off the siege and set out to confront the Ukrainian-Muscovite force, which had established a defensive camp at Dryzhypil near Okhmativ. It was already dark when on 29 January a Polish-Tatar army reached Khmelnitsky’s positions, and not waiting for daybreak began an artillery barrage. The Cossack batteries responded and the Polish dragoons launched a cavalry charge on the Cossack guns, followed by the infantry which struck Sheremetev’s Muscovites and broke into the main camp. The dragoons had succeeded in capturing Sheremetev’s artillery which they now turned on the Muscovite infantry. Blasted at close range, the Muscovites began to throw down their arms and surrender as all seemed lost, and the Polish infantry began to loot the Muscovite wagons. Seizing the opportunity the Cossacks counterattacked and drove the disorganized enemy out of the camp.


  Following the unsuccessful night battle the Polish Field Hetman Potocki experienced another reversal, the betrayal of the Crimean Khan. The main Tatar army had stood by during the battle, on the pretext that they were unaccustomed to night fighting, but a tidy sum paid by Khmelnitsky may have played a role. Had they joined in the assault Khmelnitsky’s outnumbered force would have been destroyed. This is probably what the khan was trying to avoid while still following a policy of balancing power between Greek Orthodox Ukraine and the Roman Catholic Commonwealth. Besides, the Tatars were there mainly for the looting and human captives on which the Crimean economy depended, and did not wish to take heavy casualties such as those suffered by Potocki’s and Khmelnitsky’s men, some 15,000 killed on both sides.


  The next two days were spent in minor skirmishes and one-on-one mounted duels which interrupted the continuous artillery fire, particularly the volleys coming from the Polish batteries. The Cossack camp had been hastily chosen, without a good supply of water or timber to build defenses, and frozen enemy corpses were used to improvise barricades. Receiving the khan’s word they would not be attacked, Khmelnitsky ordered the Cossack camp be moved to nearby Okhmativ, and as the Cossack regiments began to pull out they were attacked by Potocki’s infantry which suffered heavy casualties from Cossack artillery and musket fire, and was forced to pull back.


  The Polish army and its allies were also being harassed and attacked by small but mobile Cossack “vataha” bands, when they sortied in search of provisions and winter forage for the horses, and Colonel Bohun continued to repulse enemy attacks on the strategic town of Uman. The joint Polish-Moldavian-Hungarian offensive to capture Kyiv and link up with the Lithuanians had ground to a halt, and responding to Zaporozhian and Don Cossack attacks on the Crimean Peninsula the khan began to pull out from Ukraine. Khmelnitsky continued heading west to relieve the fort at Okhmativ, which was being besieged by a Polish detachment. It was caught in a crossfire from the advancing Cossacks and the defenders, and when Czarniecki tried to reinforce the detachment he was attacked by Khmelnitsky’s Cossacks, and the town defenders, who had sortied from behind the walls. As described by Czarniecki in his report: “we fought a great battle once again, with considerable losses to our army. More than a hundred comrades in my regiment died … as did a great many of my dragoons…. Then the enemy … followed us in tabor (camp) formation for two days as substantial new forces had reached him.”36 The Polish infantry had been decimated, and what remained of it began to vacate Ukrainian territory.


  Dark clouds were also gathering on the northern border of the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom. Its King Zygmunt III had inherited the Swedish Crown from his father John Vasa, but tutored by a Jesuit he grew up as a devout Roman Catholic and was rejected by the Protestant Swedish nobility. Zygmunt responded by invading Sweden in 1594, but after initial successes he was defeated four years later in the battle of Linköping. Neither Zygmunt nor his son Jan Casimir renounced the Swedish throne, however, and there the matter stood until Charles X became King of Sweden in 1654.


  Poland and Sweden were also vying for control of the lucrative Baltic trade, and matters came to a head when Jan Casimir refused to renounce his claim to the Swedish throne. Charles X declared war on the Polish king, and in February 1655 the Swedish commander in Livonia laid siege to Dunaburg, the key Polish fortress on the Dvina River. The main Polish army, supported by the Elector of Brandenburg’s Prussians and the Moldavians, was fighting the Cossacks in western Ukraine, Radziwill’s Lithuanians were tied up in Belarus, and in April a Swedish force landed in Polish Pomerania while on 21 July a Swedish army commanded by Arvid Wittenberg was allowed free passage by the Elector of Brandenberg into Poland. Four days later the governors of the Poznan and Kalisz provinces recognized Charles X as their King, and on 18 August at Klejdany in the part of Lithuania not yet occupied by Muscovite troops and the Cossacks, Prince Radziwill acknowledged the Swedish king as his sovereign. In June a 13,000 man Polish Crown army had been defeated at Ujscie by a Swedish force of similar size under Wittenberg, and reinforced by a fresh corps led by Charles X himself following victories at Piatek and Nisko the Swedes occupied most of Greater Poland.


  Warsaw fell on 8 September 1655, abandoned by King Jan Casimir, who fled to Silesia, but a week later with the defeat at Zarnow it was the king’s turn to be abandoned by the nobility of Little Poland which recognized Charles X as their sovereign. Cracow surrendered following a two-week siege, and except for Galicia (and parts of western Ukraine) all of Poland was in Swedish hands. Swedish foreign policy was not only directed against the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom but was also influenced by a desire to stop Muscovy which was threatening the Swedish Baltic possessions. In need of support, Charles X turned to Ukraine as his only anti–Polish ally, and as informed by Khmelnitsky a potentially anti–Muscovite supporter as well. For Ukraine, Sweden was a more distant and safer ally than either Muscovy or the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom, and in case of war could easily strike at either one of Ukraine’s neighbors.


  Khmelnitsky’s Cossacks and the Muscovite corps had driven the Poles and their allies out of western Ukraine and were laying siege to the fortress of Kamianets-Podilsky when Charles X’s envoy Alexander Torkvat arrived seeking a military agreement with Khmelnitsky. An alliance was concluded and towards the end of August the Ukrainian-Muscovite army entered Galicia, capturing the main urban centers of Ternopil, Terebovlia, Halych, and towns and villages within a distance of 30–60 miles. The main objective was Lviv, and most stone castles were bypassed to save time and manpower, although at least 28 forts and towns were captured during the advance. As in Belarus, Hetman Khmelnitsky ensured that towns which surrendered would pledge allegiance to the Cossack Zaporozhian Army and not to the tsar, to the point of expelling Muscovite troops from the captured towns. We have a Tsar’s letter to the Hetman, with the complaint that when


  


    … you arrived at the first town, Husiatyn, and soldiers from the boyar’s (Buturlin’s) regiment began to advance and entered the town, you ordered those men to be repelled from the town, and in repelling them many were cut down, and cannons were fired at those who had advanced into the town.”37

  


  While the Ukrainian-Muscovite army was driving the Poles out of Volinia, Podilia, and Galicia, a Cossack-Muscovite force of several thousand led by Prince Volkonsky left Kyiv, advanced into Belarus, crossed the Pripet River and entered Turov which surrendered without a fight. Sailing up the Pripet the force took Stolin, which was defended by a garrison of 300 Lithuanian cavalry, 400 regular infantry, and 500 Jewish militia. In late September Pinsk fell to the Cossacks following a stubborn resistance by the regular garrison and a 3,000 man Jewish militia, recruited from the town burghers.


  The Polish Crown Army retreated before the Cossack-Muscovite force, and, refused entry into Lviv, the Poles sought refuge behind the walls of Horodok. The town was captured by the Ukrainian colonel of Myrhorod and the tsar’s commander Romodanovsky, with the Polish Army destroyed by Cossack infantry. Khmelnitsky established his headquarters on St. George’s Mound and for the next several weeks besieged Lviv, but once again refusing to take it by storm. Detachments were sent over a wide area in search of supplies and to establish Cossack order, with many local troops going over to the Hetman for the “usual pay.” The forays were limited, no doubt on orders of Khmelnitsky, who was seeking to win over the local population for support, but it seems the Muscovites were under no such constraint, as was recorded by a local observer: “Khmelnitsky was stationed (at Lviv) for several weeks sending out detachments beyond the Dnister (river) and Peremyshl, Halych, and Iaroslav…. Muscovites carried out great depredations against the unfortunate people, outdoing the Cossack bandits twice over….”38



  We know from German and Polish sources of the capture of Lublin, a largely undefended city which surrendered to the Cossack-Muscovite force without a struggle. The town was made to agree to grant more rights to the Greek Orthodox population and surrender war materiel and cash, often from the looted Roman Catholic nobility and Jews. The written reports are somewhat contradictory but it seems some nobles and Jews lost their lives, but more were spared—“Muscovy killed and murdered, but the Cossacks had a ban against this: they killed those who defended themselves but mainly released them alive.”39 Khmelnitsky had instructed the regimental colonels that all captured towns were to swear loyalty to the Cossack Zaporozhian Army and not to the tsar.


  Lviv, on the other hand, had declared itself for Polish Royal authority and refused to surrender, reminding the hetman of his previous benevolent behavior towards the city. Khmelnitsky and his officer corps were seeking to expand Ukrainian territory and population, and all previous lands of Rus up to the Vistula River were considered a part of their domain, where the Greek religion and their language were still used. It seems fairly certain that a compromise had been reached at Kamianets-Podilsky, whereas Charles X recognized all lands east of Lviv as Cossack territory to be beyond any future claims. With the fall of Cracow on 17 October, however, the political situation underwent a drastic change. The Polish nobility, palatine governors, and the Crown Army swore loyalty to Charles X as the Protector of the Kingdom of Poland, and demanded the restoration of all eastern boundaries and territories. The new King of Poland now reneged on his agreement with Hetman Khmelnitsky and demanded the Cossacks withdraw from Galicia and the western regions of Podilia and Volynia, all of which became a part of his domain. Moreover, documents indicate that although Charles X was prepared to maintain Khmelnitsky’s Ukraine as a semi-autonomous region, it was to be held firmly under Swedish control. Charles X’s betrayal sent a wave of resentment across the Cossack ranks, expressed by a secretary from Romny:


  
    “As for the Swedish king—a curse on his mother—he took Lublin which had sworn an oath to us. In taking Zamosc as well, he had to storm it four times, and he is heading directly for Lviv to capture it … they (the Polish nobility) are boasting about marching against us to take back their estates.”40

  


  Once again the inhabitants of Galicia failed to support the Ukrainian Hetman, and now on 6 November word came that Khan Mehmet Mirza was moving into the Ukrainian steppe with a large Crimean army. Tsar Alexei and Nechai’s Cossack regiments were busy fighting in Belarus and Lithuania, and the Swedes and Poles under Charles X were advancing into Galicia. Unable to fight on three fronts, on 8 November Khmelnitsky ordered a withdrawal from Lviv, ending a seven week siege. Demanding a ransom of 400,000 pieces of gold, the hetman settled for 60,000 as the Cossack-Muscovite army began to move out to confront the Tatars and avoid a confrontation with the Swedes. Khmelnitsky was reminded once again not to put his trust in princes.


  King Jan Casimir’s Polish and Galician territory was now occupied by the Swedes and their Prussian allies, except for the key port of Gdansk and the fortified monastery of Jasna Gora near Chestekova. Besieged by the Swedes, the monastery held out in a heroic defense, forcing General Burchard Müller to withdraw. The victory was considered a miracle attributed to what was originally a Greek Orthodox icon of the Mother of God, painted in Constantinople and presented to the prince of Galicia in the 14th century. In the meantime Jan Casimir was seeking allies wherever he could, even requesting Khmelnitsky’s old friend and godfather to his children Stanislaw Lubowicki to approach the hetman with a suggestion for a Polish-Ukrainian alliance. The proposal ended without issue, and is of little interest except for Khmelnitsky’s letter, which illustrates the complete and irreversible rupture which by now existed between the two countries.


  
    Just remember, Mister Godfather, what was promised to us at Zamostia, at Zboriv, at Bila Tserka and other occasions, and what actually came of that? … it was immediately said that “there is no need to keep oaths to schismatics (Greek Orthodox)!” The king’s soldiers abused (Cossack) hospitality, called them churls, beat them, seized all their valuables…. When the Cossacks assembled … leaving their wives and children at home … the Polish soldiers first raped the Cossack wives, and on departing locked them together with their children in their houses and burned them like rats…. Nor did they have pity on our priests, they executed countless numbers of them…. The King now begs us for help in vain, and anyone who tries to reconcile the Cossacks with the Poles would also try in vain.41

  


  Poland was Ukraine’s most implacable enemy and the greatest threat to its independence, and the powerful Polish magnates had not renounced their previous possessions in Cossack Ukraine.


  The successful defense of Jasna Gora in December 1655 became a symbol of anti–Swedish and Roman Catholic resistance as the Swedes began the usual confiscations, which included the looting of Catholic churches. In December 1655 the Polish Field Hetman Stanislaw Potocki renounced his oath to Charles X and organized a nobles’ anti–Swedish coalition at Tyszowce, while towards the end of the year the Lithuanian governor of Vitebsk, Paul Sapiega, raised an anti–Swedish force. Then in the spring of 1656 Jan Casimir returned to Lviv and on 30 June following a short siege Warsaw was recovered with Tatar help. Popular guerrilla bands were also disrupting Swedish lines of communication and attacking supply requisitioning parties. The civilian population however, suffered from both sides and when not paid (which was often the case), Polish soldiers also looted civilians.


  Hard pressed, the Swedes began to retreat towards the Baltic coast and the situation continued to deteriorate, as Tsar Alexei declared war and as a Polish ally invaded Swedish Livonia. Austria also agreed to send Jan Casimir help and Charles X now realized that betraying the Ukrainian Cossacks was a major error. He had few allies left except for Khmelnitsky who, in the meantime, was developing alliances with Greek Orthodox Moldavia and Wallachia while in June 1655 he had opened negotiations with Transylvania. Khmelnitsky was not included in the tsar’s peace talks with Poland, and when the hetman’s delegates returned with news that they were prevented from attending the negotiations Khmelnitsky flew into a rage, calling the tsar names “not fit for a Christian.” A part of the Pereiaslav rapprochement between Muscovy and Ukraine was of a religious nature in defense of the Greek Orthodox Church, which was perceived to be in danger as rumors circulated that the tsar was prepared to hand over western Ukraine to Catholic Poland. A part of the deal was the Polish Council of Nobles’ announcement that they could accept Tsar Alexei as King of Poland and Lithuania, an illusory offer made under desperate circumstances, but one that the tsar was eager to accept.


  A wide breach had opened between Ukriane and Muscovy, one that would not soon be healed. Moscow’s deal with Poland-Lithuania demonstrated to Khmelnitsky that the tsar was treating him as a simple subject and was seeking total domination of Ukraine. The tsar’s alliance was still needed to avoid another war on the eastern border and, in his correspondence with the tsar Khmelnitsky continued to pay lip service to his “high hand” and to acknowledge Alexei as the protector of the Greek Orthodox faith.


  
    Therefore you, great sovereign, the sole champion of the Orthodox faith and Church, beholding such perfidy on the part of these enemies (the Catholics) of ours, do not abandon us to the abuse of people of alien faith, but keep us constantly in your favor and our liberties [emphasis mine].42

  


  A particular enmity was reserved for the Greek Catholic (“Uniate”) Church: “Because the Union is an affront to almighty God, it must be eradicated everywhere at once, without using any royal privileges as excuses.”43 The tsar’s double dealing was leading Khmelnitsky and the Cossack officer corps to repudiate the allegiance sworn to Tsar Alexei at Pereiaslav.


  Cossack social order was maintained in Homel and most of southern Belarus, and in another direct challenge to the tsar, Hetman Khmelnitsky concluded a military treaty with Transylvania in September 1656 sponsoring the Protestant Prince Rakoczi, who was a direct descendant of Stefan Batory for the Polish Crown. This was a direct challenge to Tsar Alexei, who was also considered for the Polish-Lithuanian throne. In return, Prince Rakoczi recognized Podilia, Volynia, and Polisia as an integral part of Cossack Ukraine. The treaty seems to have been debated amongst the Cossacks for some time, due mainly to Ukrainian democratic practices as was explained to the impatient Rakoczi by his delegate Ferenc Sebesi, who provides us with an interesting comparison between the Cossack and the general royal decision making:


  
    … we should confirm our friendship not only with our writing but also with our oath (as is Cossack custom), you can answer them that concerning this we are an absolute ruler; with God’s help, nothing but death can change our situation, and we rule personally. Their situation is different: the maintenance or change of the hetmancy depends on the free will of the subjects, and the hetman does not have (absolute) personal authority … they (the Cossacks) have a custom of swearing an oath, and not just the hetman himself; but in our land and among other Christian rulers only a diploma is issued, with a reference to the ruler’s word….44

  


  In December of the same year Sweden, Brandenburg, and Transylvania signed a treaty for the annexation of Polish lands, by which Sweden was to obtain Baltic Pomerania, West Prussia, Courland, Livonia and parts of Lithuania with the remaining territory to become an autonomous principality; Brandenburg was to receive Poznan and Kalish, while Little Poland with capital Cracow would go to Transylvania. The fate of Galicia seems to have been indeterminate and was probably used as bait to draw Ukraine into the alliance.


  The military agreement reached at Kamianets-Podilsky between Khmelnitsky and Charles X was still in force, but was meeting some resistance among the Cossacks at being converted into a binding military alliance, the Swedish king’s betrayal still being fresh in their minds. Charles X, however, had come to realize the importance of Cossack support as he pointed out on 17 July 1656 in a report to the Swedish State Council: “In future the Cossacks must be our principal bulwark in these lands. Therefore in making peace with the Poles we intend to take the interests of the Cossacks under our protection … for the Cossack force may be more important to us than the Poles.”45 Polish resistance was stiffening and on 30 June 1656, Warsaw was liberated by King Jan Casimir. A month later thunderous battles began near Warsaw with the Poles supported by Crimean Tatars and the Swedes by a 3,000 man Cossack detachment sent by Khmelnitsky as a sign of good will, and in defiance of the tsar. As winter was approaching the Cossacks learned that on 3 November the tsar and Poland-Lithuania had signed a military treaty in Vilnius.


  There matters stood, with Polish resistance beginning to assume the form of guerrilla warfare with a larger force besieging Cracow. Charles X was running out of manpower and in need of support from the Hungarians and Ukrainian Cossacks. By January 1657 Rakoczi was ready to move, and a month later, joined by Acting Hetman Anton Zhdanovych’s 20,000 Cossacks in Peremyshl and Iaroslav, the Prince set out for Cracow at the head of 18,000 Hungarian cavalry, 5,000 infantry, and 6,000 Moldavians, as reported by Charles X’s envoy at Rakoczi’s camp, Heinrich Sternbach. The Swede also made it a point to report that all Cossacks and serving men were equipped with shoulder-held muskets, a practice peculiar to Ukrainians.46 Cracow was not only King Batory’s symbolic capital but the city was also of great importance as the center for the lucrative salt mines and was known for its stockpiles of the valuable mineral. A Polish army under Stanislaw Potocki was routed at Zamosc and in March Cracow’s besieged Swedish defenders were relieved from a long siege. Hearing of Rakoczi’s advance and the relief of Cracow, Charles X left his winter quarters in Prussia and by April had jointed the Hungarian-Ukrainian army at Sandomierz. The war rapidly had become a rout for Poland and is known in Polish history as “The Flood,” since, except for Gdansk and the monastery at Jasna Góra, the entire Polish kingdom was overrun by the enemy. Zhdanovych had entered Polisia capturing Brest, whose nobility and burghers swore loyalty to the Cossack Zaporozhian Army, while northern and central Poland were in the hands of Swedish and Rakoczi’s Hungarian troops and Zhdanovych’s Ukrainian Cossacks.


  Podilia and Volynia were also under Ukrainian control, but although occupied by Rakoczi’s and Zhdanovych’s forces Galicia remained aloof and the Cossacks received little support. Many Cossacks had lost family and dear ones during the 1655 Polish destruction of Bratslav province, and it was now the Polish population which began to suffer the devastation and cruelty of war. As described by a Ukrainian chronicler who signed himself simply as “Eyewitness”:


  
    … having followed the Carpathian foothills to Sambor (the Cossacks) joined up with the Hungarian (Transylvanian) armies, and then with the Swedish ones, and they laid waste to Poland all the way to Prussia, for they had even taken Warsaw. Very great devastation befell Poland then, for having begun in winter (of 1657) they pillaged there almost the whole summer.47

  


  The success of the invading armies was not to last. Faced with widespread sacking and looting of cities, towns, and villages, accompanied by the destruction of Roman Catholic churches and monasteries, the Polish people began to fight back in support of King Jan Casimir. External help was also not long in coming. A peace treaty had been signed with Tsar Alexei; Leopold I of Bohemia and Hungary (then Holy Roman Emperor) sent an army of 30,000 men; the Duke of Brandenberg changed sides to support the Poles; and in May the Crimean khan came to Jan Casimir’s rescue. Then a Danish army invaded Sweden to recover the province of Skania and Polish troops attacked Charles X’s possessions in Germany. Without informing his allies by Mid-June of 1657 the Swedish king had withdrawn the bulk of his forces to face the Danes. The crucial factor was Prince Rakoczi’s poor leadership. He was a bad commander, refusing to listen to advice, was willing to accept heavy casualties and replaced discipline with a preferential treatment of Hungarians compared to the Cossacks. Not consulted on crucial strategies, the experienced Zhdanovych accepted the demands of his Cossacks, who saw they were in a difficult and dangerous position and refused to obey orders. By mid–June they began to head for Ukraine, no doubt sharing the Cossack Secretary Ivan Vyhovsky’s disdainful opinion of the prince—“we do not like to associate our weapons with those of a soldier trained behind a stove.”


  In July Rakoczi was defeated by a Polish-Lithuanian army at Czarny Ostrow and compelled to break off his alliance with Charles X. Following the Cossacks into Ukraine, Rakoczi was surrounded by a Polish-Tatar force near Medzybozh in Volynia, and forced to capitulate in return for free passage. True to form, the Poles and Tatars failed to keep the agreement. Reluctant to lose so much booty the Tatars stormed the unsuspecting Transylvanian camp, followed by the Polish soldiers. The inept Rakoczi himself managed to escape and gain the safety of his domain while Zhdanovych continued heading to Ukraine, with the army and individual Cossacks loaded with spoils of war.


  



  Khmelnitsky’s Death and the Destruction of the Muscovite Army


  When word was brought to Khmelnitsky that the Cossacks had abandoned Rakoczi at Medzybozh, the Hetman flew into a rage, threatening to execute Zhdanovych and his officers. The failed campaign in Poland was to be Khmelnitsky’s last disappointment. He had been unwell for four months and soon after suffered a stroke. He lay unable to speak for five days, and died the next morning on 6 August 1657 at the age of 60. Bohdan Zinovy Khmelnitsky, the elected Hetman of the Zaporozhian Army who had given his people freedom, the father of the entity that would become Ukraine, was no more. After lying in state to allow friends and strangers to bid their final farewells, he was buried beside his son Timysh in Subotiv, in the church he had built. The Ukrainian Spartacus was gone, but unlike the celebrated Roman gladiator Bohdan Khmelnitsky and his Cossacks lived to see the liberation of the people. During his rise to prominence Khmelnitsky had whittled away at the direct democracy practiced by the Cossacks, much of it probably by necessity. Due to the greatly increased size of the Cossack army, and for security reasons, the rank-and-file mass “radas,” whose decisions had always been binding on all officers, were no longer held. They were replaced by councils of the officer corps which began to act as an advisory body for major policy decisions, when convened by the Hetman. The interests and ideology of nobles-turned-Cossack officers did not always conform to that of the common Cossacks, particularly when officers and other serving nobles began to receive land and settlements for services rendered. The population was scarce and there was usually enough land to go around, especially as some Cossack communities were deserting Ukraine to escape the fighting and settle in the Tsar of Muscovy’s empty territories.


  Shortly before his death Khmelnitsky broke another fundamental Cossack practice, that of electing the Hetman of the Zaporozhian Army, who was the recognized ruler of Ukraine. In the spring of 1657 the bedridden Khmelnitsky convened an officer “rada” where he asked the assembled council to affirm his wish that the position of hetman be given to his 16-year-old son Yury (“Yuras”). The officers agreed by a unanimous vote, out of respect for the ailing hetman, and the lad was elected as Hetman of the Zaporozhian Army. Yuras was sickly and weak without military experience, and Ukraine was surrounded by enemies. Showing more sense than his elders, Yuras called another officers’ “rada” for 23 August 1657 where he pointed out that he was too young for the job, and only wanted to study in the Kyiv Academy. The officers agreed, and Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s General Secretary Ivan Vyhovsky was appointed to replace Yuras until the boy came of age. On 26 October a general Cossack “rada,” with representatives from the rank-and-file, met in Korsun, the Cossack capital, where under the horse-tail “bunchuk” standard Ivan Vyhovsky accepted the hetman’s mace of authority. Both elections were contrary to tradition since a hetman of the Zaporozhian Army could only be elected by rank-and-file Cossacks at the Dnipro Sich.


  Ivan Vyhovsky, however, was the best military choice for hetman. He was Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s closest collaborator and most certainly took part in planning the strategies of the Cossack victories. Indeed, he may have been personally responsible for some of the victories following Berestechko, as claimed by a Polish undercover agent in the Cossack camp, who wrote in June 1651: “Vyhovsky is in charge of absolutely everything and dispatches envoys himself, without Khmelnitsky…. He counsels and decides even on questions of war.”48 He was a member of the Ukrainian landed gentry from the northern part of Kyiv province and was educated as a lawyer in the Mohila Academy in Kyiv. Appointed deputy “starosta” (governor) of Lutsk in the Polish royal administration, he fought in the Polish army at Zhovti Vody where he was ransomed from Tatar captivity by Khmelnitsky and appointed as General Secretary (Chancellor).


  The newly elected hetman had supported Khmelnitsky’s anti–Moscow policy probably due to the fact that in Muscovy the “nobility” was only the tsar’s serving class, and could not own land or estates outright. Vyhovsky, on the other hand, supported by many officers, was seeking to reintroduce the legal status of a nobility, which would give the hetman more independence from rank-and-file Cossacks and greater international prestige. Vyhovsky also realized that Ukraine could be caught between two fires, and like Khmelnitsky before him, the politically astute hetman understood the treaty signed at Vilnius between Tsar Alexei and King Jan Casimir could turn into an anti–Ukrainian alliance which would force the Cossacks to fight on two fronts against overwhelming odds.


  To forestall such an alliance Ukraine had to enter into a treaty with one of the imperial powers while both were still at war with each other, and Vyhovsky decided to approach the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom. The time was ripe since both Poland and Lithuania were reeling from “The Flood” invasion and could be expected to yield favorable concessions. The radical changes in policy in favor of the traditional Catholic enemy would introduce a split in the Cossack ranks. Already during his inauguration Vyhovsky had argued to officially abrogate the Pereiaslav agreement, pointing out that unlike Bohdan Khmelnitsky he, Ivan Vyhovsky, had not sworn allegiance to the tsar. He was challenged by the colonel of the Poltava regiment Martyn Pushkar, who pointed out in no uncertain terms that the entire Zaporozhian Army had sworn service to the tsar, and by custom he was obliged to follow. Vyhovsky, however, carried the day and the Cossack “rada” endorsed an alliance with Poland to replace the Pereiaslav agreement of 1654.


  The new hetman was known to have noble antecedents and enjoyed little confidence amongst many rank-and-file Cossacks, whose taxes had been increased, and he was especially disliked in the Sich where Zaporozhian fishing rights were being curtailed. Khmelnitsky’s death accelerated the social division which was emerging in Ukraine between the officer corps, which to some extent had replaced the Polish nobility, and the rank-and-file Cossacks, those who had little land and were expected to provide labor on the new estates if they were not officially registered in a regiment. Vyhovsky was also accelerating Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s practice of distributing land grants using the hetman’s charters in order to gain more support. Town burghers were also opposed to any form of Cossack officer rule, claiming the Magdeburg right to self-government which had been approved by Tsar Alexei. Hostilities began to break into open conflict when Vyhovsky wasn’t recognized as Hetman by the Cossacks “Down Under,” who pointed out correctly that he had not presented himself at the Dnipro Sich for an election as custom and the rules demanded. There were now two distinct Cossack armies—that of the “Down Under” with center at the Zaporozhian Sich and the regiments of settled Ukraine, essentially the army created by Bohdan Khmelnitsky. By tradition, however, the army “Down Under” formed the senior service, and Cossack Hetmans carried the title “Hetman of the Zaporozhian Army” and not “Hetman of Ukraine.”


  Open fighting broke out when Zaporozhian bands began to raid the estates of the more wealthy Cossack officers, some of whom had noble lineage. The Zaporozhian Ataman Barabash declared “loyal support” for Tsar Alexei and the revolt was joined by Colonel Pushkar’s Poltava regiment. The tsar responded by sending an arbitrator to call another election in February 1658 which was symbolically held in Pereiaslav, where Vyhovsky was again acclaimed as Hetman, but without Zaporozhian support. Colonel Pushkar and Ataman Barabash paid no attention to the outcome of the election and declared an open revolt, to which Vyhovsky responded by mobilizing an army of 20,000 regimental Cossacks, mercenaries, and Tatar detachments, and besieged Pushkar in Poltava. For the first time a Cossack commander had to rely on paid foreign mercenaries. The siege only lasted two weeks when Pushkar was defeated in a pitched battle outside of the city walls where he met his death. Barabash escaped to the Sich while the remaining rebel forces fled to the Muscovite-held towns of Nezhin and Chernihiv. A new Poltava regiment was raised by Vyhovsky’s officers, and several weeks later his supporter Colonel Hulianitsky occupied the left-bank towns of Lubny and Myrhorod, together with the surrounding villages.


  Vyhovsky now pressed openly for a Polish-Lithuanian reconciliation, and in July 1658 his delegate Colonel Nosach arrived at the Sejm convocation where he explained that if the interests of the Cossack officer corps could be reconciled Ukraine would enter the Polish-Lithuanian union. Domestically, the hetman began to replace officers who opposed his pro–Polish policy, to bring virtually all Ukraine under his control. Now Vyhovsky issued a lengthy declaration (“Universal”) announcing in no uncertain terms that Ukraine was breaking off all ties with Tsar Alexei:



  
    We (the Cossacks) did not accept the protection of the Grand Prince of Moscow (as the Tsar was known in Ukraine and elsewhere) for any other reason than to preserve and expand our liberty, won by force of arms with God’s help, and regained so many times by the sacrifice of our blood, for ourselves and our descendants…. We expected that, in view of our common faith (religion) and our voluntary submission, the Grand Prince of Moscow would be just … and have no design on our liberties … (since) in the first year of negotiations between the Liakhs (Poles) and Muscovy it was decided to subdue and enslave us (by the Treaty of Vilnius) … but the war begun in Livonia with the illustrious King of Sweden, our ally and friend … was the first document of this crime.49

  


  The manifesto was followed by the expulsion of Muscovite garrisons in Ukrainian towns, but in Kyiv the hetman’s brother Danylo Vyhovsky was defeated on 3 September 1658, outside of the city gates by the Muscovite garrison.


  On 6 September 1658, a treaty was signed at Hadiach by two commissions from King Jan Casimir and Hetman Vyhovsky, attended by the Ukrainian Metropolitan Balaban and the hetman’s General Secretary Yuriy Nemyrych, who led the hetman’s delegation. Nemyrych was an outstanding and a self-interested individual. Born in 1612, he was highly educated, having studied in some of the best European universities. He was also a wealthy aristocrat of Rus, whose estates in the Kyiv and Volin provinces comprised 14 towns and 50 villages. An Arian (anti-trinitarian) Christian he fought against Hetman Khmelnytsky as the colonel of the noble levy from the province of Kyiv. During the Swedish invasion he changed sides and joined Charles X to support the Protestant Grand Prince Rakoczi of Transylvania. Following the Cossack withdrawal from Poland, Nemyrych converted to Greek Orthodoxy and joined Hetman Vyhovsky as General Secretary where he drafted the main clauses of the Treaty of Hadiach.


  The proposed treaty was far reaching and specified a fundamental restructuring of the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom as a union with a virtually independent Ukraine, “The Grand Principality of Rus,” with the three states each sharing a common king elected by the nobility. The new principality was to elect a legislative assembly, to pass its own laws, with executive powers vested in a Cossack Hetman. He was to be elected for life by the Polish-Lithuanian Sejm, chosen from four candidates proposed by the Ukrainian Assembly and confirmed by the king. Ukrainians would have representation in the Senate, including six Greek Orthodox bishops, and “The Principality of Rus” was to have its own courts, treasury, minted currency, and a standing army of 10,000 Cossacks and 30,000 mercenaries, many of whom would be foreigners and indifferent to local issues. Polish or Lithuanian troops could only enter Ukraine with permission, and once across the border would fall under the hetman’s authority. Both Greek Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches would have equal legal status, Protestants and Jews would have freedom of worship, but the Greek Catholic (“Uniate”) Church would be banned. Two universities and colleges were to be established, with freedom of speech and of the press to be guaranteed, so long as “the majesty of the King was not insulted.”50


  The Treaty of Hadiach was a blueprint for a non–Cossack feudal state, and once again pitted the nobility against the Cossacks. The Polish-Lithuanian Sejm refused to recognize Cossack supremacy, and the “treaty” was a reversal of all that the people had fought for as is clear from the following three clauses:


  
    Real estates, personal properties, Crown lands, and sums of money confiscated from the nobles of the Rus territories, even (from those) who served in the Zaporozhian (i.e., Khmelnitsky Ukrainian) Army and who at present are rejoining the fatherland, shall be returned (to them).

  


  
    To all property owners from both sides shall be afforded the possibility of safe return to and repossession of (their former holdings), including the (right of the) Roman (Catholic) rite clergy to the bishopries, parishes, rectories, and properties belonging to them that are located in the palatinates (provinces of Kyiv, Bratslav, Chernihiv, and Podilia), as well as in the Grand Principality of Lithuania, (in) Belarus, and Severia.51

  


  The new order would be that of the nobility, with the virtual elimination of the Cossack Army:


  
    The Zaporozhian Army shall number ten thousand or whatever (figure) the honorable Zaporozhian Hetman shall enter in the register. The mercenary army shall number thirty thousand….”

  


  
    The honorable Hetman of the Rus armies shall recommend to His Majesty (those) being worthy of the coat of arms of nobility. All, without difficulty, shall be enobled and accorded all the liberties (enjoyed) by the nobility (of Poland and Lithuania, in addition) … one hundred shall be enobled from each (Cossack) regiment.”52

  


  At a stroke of the pen a class of more than a thousand hereditary nobles was to be created in the new Rus Ukraine who would have equal status with the Polish and Lithuanian nobles. Bohdan Khmelnitsky had pursued an independent policy from the tsar, but Vyhovsky was heading for a complete rupture and a military showdown.


  On hearing of the treaty signed at Hadiach, Tsar Alexei issued his own manifesto proclaiming Vyhovsky a traitor, and declared war while in October a revolt broke out again in Poltava led by Martyn Pushkar’s son Kirik. Supported by the Zaporozhians, the left-bank towns of Piriatin, Lubny, Myrhorod, and Holtva joined the uprising, accusing Vyhovsky of having forgotten Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s legacy. By January 1659 Vyhovsky was ready with a Cossack-mercenary army and a Tatar detachment, and by March both Poltava and Myrhorod had fallen to his men. Polish support, however, was not forthcoming, since the Polish-Lithuanian Sejm had forbidden King Jan Casimir to send Vyhovsky military support, even though it had ratified the Hadiach treaty.53 A Cossack detachment under Jakiv Nemyrych proceeded to Lokhvytsia to block a Muscovite army commanded by prince Romodanovsky, and on 21 March Vyhovsky’s men attacked the Zaporozhians in the village of Zenkovo defended by legendary Ataman Sirko, but after four weeks were forced to abandon the siege.


  Prince Romodanovsky was now joined by two other forces under Princes Pozharsky and Trubetskoy, and in the spring of 1659 a 100,000–man Muscovite army advanced into Chihirin province where they were reinforced by Ivan Bespaly’s anti–Vyhovsky Cossacks. We know from Muscovite sources that the unusually large army was also the tsar’s best, sent with the mission to conquer both the left and right-bank provinces of Ukraine. The Muscovite advance was blocked by the fortified town of Konotop on the Lesuch River which was defended by earthen ramparts, a wide moat, and an oak palisade on three sides with the fourth facing the river. It was garrisoned by Colonel Hulianitsky’s Nizhen regiment and supported by the town burghers and peasants from the surrounding villages, some 5,000 men in all. The siege began 11 May and lasted 70 days as time and time again waves of Muscovite infantry were beaten back by Cossack musket fire. The Muscovite army had left devastation in its wake as it advanced into Ukraine with a massive destruction of the Konotop region, and all offers of surrender were rejected by the garrison, which anticipated a similar fate.


  The Nizhen regiment’s stubborn resistance gave Hetman Vyhovsky the time to gather Cossacks who were still loyal to him, and with several thousand mercenaries and a detachment of Crimean Tatars he moved towards Konotop, with about 60,000 men in all. Vyhovsky was a talented strategist in command of battle hardened Cossack regiments, and what occurred on the field of Konotop would be one of the greatest triumphs of Cossack arms. Arriving in early June, Vyhovsky took stock of the situation and, realizing he was outnumbered, proceeded according to a carefully laid plan. First, on 24 June the Cossacks attacked the Muscovite forces at Shapovalivka, inflicting losses and relieving the siege of Konotop. This increased Vyhovsky’s manpower and gave him a better defensive position for the outnumbered Cossack army. The main plan, however, was to strike first. On 9 July, following skirmishes and diversionary engagements, Vihovsky stationed Tatar cavalry on both flanks of a Cossack cavalry detachment and attacked the Muscovite camp. Seeing the small size of the Cossack-Tatar force, Prince Pozharsky launched a massed cavalry counterattack in order to crush the enemy in a single blow, and by following through attack and destroy the Cossack camp. The Muscovite charge sent the Cossacks retreating rapidly followed by Pozharsky’s cavalry, which the Cossacks drew into a well-prepared trap. As the Muscovites crossed the shallow Sosnivka river they were attacked on both sides by hidden Cossack regiments, while those in retreat with the Tatars regrouped and launched a counterattack. Surrounded and hemmed in on all sides, unable to maneuver, the flower of the tsar’s cavalry was annihilated, and while deprived of cavalry protection the helpless Muscovite infantry was attacked and cut down by a Cossack-Tatar assault. The disaster was on an unprecedented scale, with 40,000 Muscovite casualties and 15,000 taken prisoner by the Tatars as payment for their support, including Pozharsky himself and 50 notables. Vyhovsky’s casualties were light, with some 4,000 Cossacks killed on the battlefield. The Ukrainian victory was described by the Russian historian Soloviov:


  
    The flower of Muscovite cavalry, which was so successful in the campaigns of 1654 and 1655 perished in one day, and never again was the Muscovite Tsar able to muster such brilliant troops in the field. Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich came out to the people in mourning dress, and Moscow was seized with panic…. Trubetskoy … had now lost a great army in one day … the Tsar’s capital Moscow trembled for safety…. Vyhovsky was expected to go directly to Moscow.54

  


  The battle of Konotop ranks as one of the great battles of 17th century Europe and matches Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s great victories against the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom. At the time the armies of democratic Switzerland and Ukraine were some of the best fighting forces in Europe, with military training beginning at ten years of age and continuing past middle age. A united Cossack army would have established Ukrainian independence, and with a Swedish alliance become a military power in Eastern Europe.




  Sixteen



  



  The Cossacks Defeated


  
    



    Ukraina has always aspired to freedom.—Voltaire, letter to Choiseul, 1767

  


  



  The Ukraine Invaded


  Following the destruction of Tsar Alexei’s army at Konotop, Hetman Vyhovsky pursued the remnants of the Muscovite army to Putivl and to the Seim River. Romen, Hadiach, Lokhvitsia, and other Ukrainian towns were still in enemy hands, and Vyhovsky turned back to clear the left bank Ukraine of hostile forces. The defeat had put a halt to the Tsar’s plans to conquer Ukraine, but the Hetman’s military successes were being overshadowed by the unpopular Treaty of Hadiach which was threatening to reintroduce feudalism and serfdom in Ukraine. In September 1659 the city of Poltava rose against Vyhovsky and was followed by other towns. The revolts were led by the popular colonel Tsitsora and two members of Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s family by marriage, colonels Samko and Zolotarenko. The Zaporozhian Cossacks also reacted against the treaty and with the legendary “Koshovy Ataman” Ivan Sirko they raided the Crimea in order to draw off Hetman Vyhovsky’s Tatar allies, causing much damage before returning to the Sich. Most of the rank-and-file Cossacks had turned against Vyhovsky, accusing him of having “sold Ukraine to the Liakhs” and planning to bring back the nobility and serfdom, the abolition of which lay at the very heart of the Ukrainian revolution. The Treaty of Hadiach signaled the end of Cossack unity, which would never return.


  Vyhovsky decided to seek support in a general Cossack “rada.” He was greeted with violent hostility and was shouted down when he tried to speak. Worse, the delegates to the Sejm who had signed the Hadiach document were attacked and killed, including its main author Yurij Nemirich. Vyhovsky fled, another “rada” was held in Bila Tserkva and for the second time the 18-year-old Yuras Khmelnitsky was elected Hetman of Ukraine, supported by Ivan Sirko and his Zaporozhian Cossacks. The young hetman was clearly expected to follow his father’s anti–Polish and pro–Muscovy policy. Taking advantage of the partition of Ukraine and the split in the Cossack army, the Tsar’s commander Prince Trubetskoy invaded right-bank Ukraine with 40,000 men, supported by pro–Muscovite Cossacks; and on 17 October 1659 Trubetskoy called for a “rada” at Pereiaslav to “clarify” the first meeting with Bohdan Khmelnitsky in 1654. Bohdan’s young son had no choice but to accept a curtailment of Ukrainian independence and swear allegiance to Tsar Alexei. Hetmans could no longer carry on relations with foreign powers, the Cossack “rada” became subordinate to the Tsar, Kyiv and key Cossack cities on both sides of the Dnipro River (such as Uman, Bratslav, Nizhyn, and Pereiaslav) were to accept Muscovite garrisons (but were to be maintained by the local population) and all Muscovite battle flags and other trophies of war captured by Vyhovsky’s Cossack army at the great victory of Konotop were to be returned. Also, in a petty gesture of vengeance all Vyhovsky supporters were to be ejected from office and his family and relatives were to be arrested. The deposed hetman had fled to Poland but his three brothers were apprehended and taken to Moscow. On the way the eldest Danilo was tortured to death on Trubetskoy’s orders, and the other two died in a Moscow jail. Ukraine was now united on both sides of the Dnipro under a single hetman, but had become divided politically and was being subordinated to Tsarist authority.


  With Ukraine seemingly under his control,1 Tsar Alexei decided to invade Podilia, Volin and Galicia, supported by Ukrainian Cossack regiments, while the Zaporozhians attacked the Tatars to keep them busy. In a preliminary strike against King Jan Casimir’s allies a strong Zaporozhian detachment stormed and captured the Ottoman fortress of Arslan in the spring of 1660, while the Koshovy Ataman Ivan Sirko devastated the suburbs of the Ochakov fortress, causing much damage and capturing prisoners to be used in exchange for enslaved Christians or for outright ransom. The most renowned of the Zaporozhians’ leaders (with the exception of the legendary Baida Vyshnevetsky), he was elected fifteen times as “Koshovy Ataman,” and was credited with 60 victories over the Tatars and Turks, with only two defeats. In popular folk tales he was considered a “characternik,” or a wizard endowed with uncommon and mysterious powers. A religious Christian, he spent much of his military life in fighting the Muslims. King Jan Casimir described Ivan Sirko as of a quiet nature, approachable, and chivalrous towards his enemies while the Polish chronicler Vespian Kokhovski—not known for his pro–Cossack views—wrote:


  
    A terror to the Crimean Horde, experienced in military matters and a brave cavalier…, of a warrior’s nature, not afraid of hail, frost or the sun’s heat. He was sensitive, careful, suffered hunger with patience, decisive when facing dangerous military situations, and what was rare among Cossacks, was always sober. During the summer he was in Zaporozhia, while during the winter he stayed close to the Ukrainian border…. He had a red birthmark on his face.2

  


  War between the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and Muscovy was approaching, in which Sirko would play an important role. Breaking his treaty with King Jan Casimir, Tsar Alexei invaded Volin in July 1660 with a well trained 20,000 man Muscovite army led by foreign officers and commanded by Prince Sheremetev, who was joined by a similar force of 11 Cossack regiments under acting hetman Tsitsora. Hetman Yuras Khmelnitsky remained behind to gather a second Cossack army, which was to follow and link up with Sheremetev and Tsitsora. While Yuras Khmelnitsky was gathering the supporting force Sheremetev was confronted by superior Polish and Tatar armies, and was forced to retreat to a village called Chudniv where he established defensive positions. The former hetman Ivan Vyhovsky had also joined the Polish force with several thousand Cossacks but in the meantime a Zaporozhian force led by Sirko attacked the Crimea, and 8,000 Cossacks under Ataman Sykhovy were coming from the Sich to Sheremetev’s aid. Finally, having gathered a strong force Yuras Khmelnitsky also began to move towards Chudniv but was blocked by a large Polish force under Field Hetman Lubomirski.


  The young and inexperienced Khmelnitsky had none of his father’s abilities or temperament, and attacked by Lubomirski he retreated to what he thought was a safer location. The fighting continued and during the peak of the battle Yuras Khmelnitsky broke down in his tent and, falling to his knees, began to pray for salvation, rather than mount a counter-attack. His Cossack officers decided to send Petro Doroshenko to negotiate, and on 18 October Yuras Khmelnitsky signed the Treaty of Chudniv and swore allegiance to King Jan Casimir. Ukraine was to become an autonomous component of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, and the right bank was to pass to the control of the Polish King. This is not what most Cossacks were expecting.


  The Cossack regiments with Prince Sheremetev began to pull out, leaving the surrounded Muscovites to fend for themselves (“nobody invited them to Ukraine”). Outnumbered by the Poles and Tatars, the Tsar’s commander decided to capitulate as well, on the promise of safe conduct for himself and his men. The agreement was promptly broken when the Tatars saw valuable war booty slip through their fingers, particularly the disarmed Tsar’s men who would fetch a good price on the Crimean slave markets. Those who resisted were killed, and the rest taken into captivity, including Sheremetev himself, who would spend the next 20 years in the Crimea. Tsar Alexei was clearly in no hurry to ransom a commander who had cost him a well-equipped 20,000 man army. The treasury was nearly empty, and the Tsar had to renounce all claims to Ukrainian territory. On receiving news that Ataman Sirko was devastating Tatar villages Khan Girei began to withdraw his forces from Chudniv, but many detachments were now attacked by Sykhovy’s Zaporozhians, who were on their way to relieve the surrounded Muscovites, and destroyed. Other Cossacks proceeded towards Moldavia, an Ottoman protectorate, and sacking some six cities returned to Zaporozshia loaded with booty, particularly military supplies, ammunition, and weapons such as the beautifully crafted Ottoman sabers, pistols, and flintlock muskets.


  Jan Casimir’s plans to occupy Ukraine in accordance with the Treaty of Chudniv fell through when Lubomirski’s men refused to march any further. They had not been paid for some time, and simply walked away and returned to Galicia and other parts of the Polish Commonwealth. The Muscovite army that was being assembled in Kyiv to replace the one lost by Sheremetev had learned of the debacle at Chudniv and now took vengeance on the unarmed Ukrainian population by looting and destroying the surrounding countryside and slaughtering some 15,000 civilians.3 The Treaty of Chudniv also sparked the start of another civil war amongst the Cossacks. The Treaty was ratified by a Cossack “rada” held in Korsun, but Yuras Khmelnitsky’s pledge of loyalty to King Jan Casimir was unacceptable and besides the hetman had sworn an oath to Tsar Alexei. The first opposition appeared on the left bank and in Zaporozhia, where three rivals appeared, each seeking the hetman’s mace and claiming allegiance to the Tsar; Yuras’ uncle Yakim Somko, his father’s brother-in-law Vasil Zolotarenko, and the once “Koshovy Ataman” of the Sich, Ivan Brukhovetsky. To ensure another “successful” election for hetman a Muscovite army was sent to Pereiaslav under Prince Romodanovsky to support Somko, while Yuras Khmelnitsky and King Jan Casimir responded by sending an army of right-bank Cossacks, Poles, and Tatars across the Dnipro River. Following a series of engagements Somko and Romodanovsky were badly defeated at the battle of Buzhin in the summer of 1662. However, like Vyhovsky before him, Yuras Khmelnitsky had become identified with Polish serfdom and was becoming a puppet in the hands of the nobility. A widespread anti-feudal uprising broke out in right bank Ukraine; Khmelnitsky resigned, and returned to the peace and quiet of the monastery.


  A Cossack “rada” was held in 1663 following Yuras Khmelnitsky’s resignation and his brother-in-law Pavlo Teteria was elected as Hetman of the right bank Cossack regiments. Born as Pavlo Morjkhovsky into a minor Orthodox noble family, he became known by his Cossack name. He was an educated man with legal training, had served Bohdan Khmelnitsky as a diplomat in his general staff and is credited with many of Khmelnitsky’s documents.4 Teteria was no stranger to the Polish establishment. After Khmelnitsky’s death and following an audience with King Jan Casimir in 1658, he moved to Warsaw and took a stipend as the King’s advisor on Ukrainian affairs, with the Sejm recognizing his status as a nobleman. In 1660 he married Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s daughter Olena, who was also Ivan Vyhovsky’s sister-in-law. Already a wealthy man, Pavlo Teteria claimed his wife’s inheritance from both her father and her husband Danilo Vyhovsky, executed by the Tsar. The deposed hetman Ivan Vyhovsky, who had joined Polish service as well, also claimed the inheritance resulting in a bitter feud between the two men, one which would be resolved by treachery.


  The left bank territory of Ukraine was also experiencing turmoil and civil strife. The acting hetman Somko was a wealthy noble, involved in commerce and trade, and drew his support from the better-off landed Cossacks. The rank-and-file, particularly the Zaporozhian Brotherhood from Down Under, considered him as nothing more than another wealthy landowner no different from the old-style magnates who had oppressed the people. In June 1663 a general Cossack “rada” was held in Nizhin and Ivan Brukhovetsky was elected as Hetman supported by the Zaporozhians. Brukhovetsky’s election was approved by the Tsar, and in a precedent-setting move the newly elected hetman had Somko and his close collaborators arrested and executed. Now for the first time the Cossacks had two rival hetmans claiming authority over all Ukraine, but in reality each restricted to his own territory; Teteria on the right bank under King Jan Casimir, and Brukhovetsky on the left bank territory paying allegiance to Tsar Alexei. As time went on Brukhovetsky began to pursue unpredictable and contradictory policies, which can only be explained by mental illness. He became deeply suspicious of people around him and began arresting anyone he thought was plotting against him. To everyone’s amazement he began burning “witches” at the stake, a big mistake since they were considered to be healers, knowledgeable of herbs, and were under customary Cossack protection.5


  Soon conflict broke out between left bank and right bank Ukraine. Jan Casimir gathered a large army of Poles, Lithuanians, and German mercenaries, and with the Khan’s Tatars and Hetman Teteria’s Cossacks crossed the frozen Dnipro in the winter of 1664 and invaded left bank Ukraine. Mauled by the Zaporozhians, Jan Casimir’s army continued to advance on Hlukhiv and lay siege to Brukhovetsky’s capital. Before they could penetrate the capital’s defenses they were attacked by a joint force of Romodanovsky’s Muscovites and left-bank Cossacks and were forced to retreat north towards Belarus. They were defeated again near Novhorod-Siversk and by February the King had withdrawn to the safety of Lithuania-Rus territory. Attacked by a detachment sent by Sirko to the Crimea, the Khan was unable to send his cavalry to the King’s support while Teteria’s Cossacks were forced to retreat from the Poltava region by Brukhovetsky’s regiments.


  Teteria was followed across the Dnipro by the left-bank Cossack regiments, which was a signal for a general uprising against the feudal serfdom, which was being reintroduced by the Poles and Hetman Teteria. A fresh army under Field Hetman Stefan Charniecki arrived to secure the Polish hold on the right-bank territory, and supported by the Tatars he began a savage repression. One of Charniecki’s more ignoble acts was to dig up Hetman Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s remains from the church in Subotiv and have them burned in the town square. The savage repression, however, was of little use, as Charniecki himself admitted in a report written just before his death as he was returning to Poland: “The whole Ukraine decided to die rather than acknowledge the Poles,”6 as Cossack and peasant guerrilla bands roamed right-bank Ukraine, Volin and Podilia, attacking and inflicting much damage to Polish outposts and the military units sent out to secure provisions.


  Faced with popular anger, the right-bank Hetman Teteria resigned and, taking much of the army treasury and symbols of Cossack authority, he headed for Poland where he received an appointment from Jan Casimir as advisor on Ukrainian affairs. Before leaving, however, Teteria committed an act of treachery for which he would be remembered. He called a conference with the Polish commanders in Olkhivka to which he invited Ivan Vyhovsky. A Polish colonel by the name of Makhovski had defeated a Ukrainian guerrilla band led by one Sylimenko, who under torture “revealed” that Ivan Vyhovsky was the leader of an anti–Teteria and anti–Polish Cossack officers plot. As unlikely as this appeared Vyhovsky was arrested on Teteria’s orders and shot by a firing squad, without a trial or the King’s knowledge, a highly unusual event given that Ivan Vyhovsky had been made a member of the Polish-Lithuanian Senate. The large inheritance contested by Teteria and Vyhovsky was always suspected to have been the cause for the unusual “execution.” Teteria resigned from Polish service and was poisoned in Edirne where he had been received by Sultan Mohammed IV, probably by a Polish agent who had been sent for the purpose.


  With the end of the fighting Brukhovetsky left for Moscow in September 1665 with a large retinue of Cossacks, Church clerics and town burghers, something which no Cossack hetman had done before. There he was presented with a “charter” from the Tsar, which the corrupt Brukhovetsky signed in spite of its damaging clauses to Ukraine and which effectively eliminated Ukrainian autonomy. Two of the eight points of the “charter” stipulated that Ukraine was to be garrisoned by Muscovite troops and administered directly by the Tsar’s “voivodas” instead of Cossack colonels, and all taxes paid by the town population, the hetman’s state monopolies, and the custom duties were to be deposited directly into the Tsar’s coffers.7 In return, Hetman Brukhovetsky was made an offer which he could not refuse: he obtained rich land in Sloboda Ukraine with his close supporters, a large Muscovite bodyguard for his protection. Bruchovetsky’s crowning glory was when he received Prince Dolgoruky’s daughter in marriage, and on 31 December 1665 he was made a “boyar” of the realm by Tsar Alexei. His charter, which he had signed with the Tsar, was met with great hostility when it began to be implemented, and in July 1666 a Cossack revolt had to be suppressed in Pereiaslav, with the help of Muscovite troops. The Tsar was also beginning to lose faith in Bruchovetsky’s unpredictable behavior and began to hold secret talks with the new right-bank Hetman Petro Doroshenko.


  Brukhovetsky was becoming increasingly unstable and was ready to break with Tsar Alexei. In the same year he called a Cossack officers’ “rada” in Hadiach where he declared his intention to revive Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s policy and seek support from the Ottoman Sultan, and in league with Doroshenko establish Ukrainian independence from both Poland and Muscovy. Declarations were sent to call for a break with Moscow, and in February 1668 a popular uprising on the left bank expelled most of the Tsar’s men. Doroshenko seized the occasion to cross the Dnipro and attack Romodanovsky’s Muscovite corps, but inexplicably Brukhovetsky tried to block his advance and was arrested by his own men and killed, with Doroshenko proclaimed Hetman of all Ukraine.


  Petro Doroshenko was born in 1627 in Chihirin in a prominent Cossack officer family and was a member of the little band that accompanied Bohdan Khmelnitsky to seek refuge in the Sich in 1647. Following the battles of Zbarazh and Zboriv the young Doroshenko was appointed to Khmelnitsky’s general staff and took part in diplomatic missions to Tsar Alexei and King Gustaf of Sweden. He was promoted to colonel, married Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s cousin, and took part in Hetman Ivan Vihovsky’s campaigns including the great victory at Konotop. Doroshenko was appointed Acting Hetman by Pavlo Teteria, and in August 1665 following Hetman Teteria’s flight to Poland was confirmed as Hetman of Ukraine by a right bank officers’ “rada.” Doroshenko’s election was not unanimous, and the struggle for the “Bulava” mace only ended on the right bank when his rival, colonel Drozhdenko of the Bratslav regiment, was arrested by Doroshenko and shot.



  Ukraine was sliding into a disorganized state of anarchy where rivals struggled for leadership and where without the stabilizing influence of state institutions power was temporary, and hetmans followed each other in rapid succession. There was still hope that an able and popular hetman would emerge and unite Ukraine, and once again beat off and destroy the invading foreign armies. But what Bohdan Khmelnitsky feared, and was attempting to prevent, now came to pass—an anti–Cossack alliance between Poland and Muscovy. The bitter struggle in Ukraine against the feudal oppressive despotism and state corruption was beginning to reach serfs in both the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and Muscovy, and the Cossack movement had to be destroyed at any cost. Neither the nobles’ Commonwealth nor Tsarist Muscovy had been able to defeat the Cossacks by themselves, on the contrary both had suffered humiliating defeats, and the two great powers decided to join forces. On 17 January 1667 in a village near Smolensk called Andrussovo, King Jan Casimir and Tsar Alexei signed a treaty which divided their claims of influence in Ukraine along the Dnipro River: the Tsar recognized Polish claims to the right bank while the King acknowledged Muscovite preponderance in left bank Ukraine, including the city of Kyiv (for a limited period). From now on Ukraine could be invaded simultaneously from the east and west, by armies against which it couldn’t possibly raise enough men given Ukraine’s population. Neither the left nor the right bank Cossack hetman was permitted to attend the talks, from which they were excluded by armed guards.


  It would be some time before the slavery of serfdom could be reintroduced. Following the Treaty of Andrussovo and Brukhovetsky’s death Hetman Doroshenko obtained Crimean support and began to attack and clear the western lands of Polish troops. Field Hetman Sobieski found himself surrounded in Galicia, but the Cossacks were far from united. The Zaporozhians from Down Under launched one of their raids on the Tatars and the Khan had to head back to protect his towns and villages. Outnumbered, Doroshenko had little choice but to recognize the king’s authority. King Jan Casimir, however, was losing his grip on power. Lubomirski had launched a revolt, and faced with lack of support, Jan Casimir abdicated in 1668 and was replaced by Michal Wishniowiecki, who was crowned King of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.


  Doroshenko had realized the obvious implications of the Andrussovo treaty and reacted by activating Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s old policy by seeking an alliance with the Ottoman Empire, to be put under the “protection” of the Turkish Sultan by which Ukraine would be recognized as an autonomous protectorate of the Porte. Not all Cossacks supported the policy of an alliance with “the heathens” and the divisions in the ranks continued to grow. The Zaporozhians elected Petro Sukhovy, who opposed all rapproachment with the Porte, and in August 1669 six right-bank regiments elected Mikhailo Khanenko to challenge Doroshenko’s hetmancy. The Cossacks now had four hetmans vying for authority, two on the right-bank, one in Zaporozhia, and the colonel of the Chernihiv regiment, Damian Mnohohrishny, “Man of Many Sins,” who would live up to his name. In a general officers’ “rada” held in March 1669 near Korsun Hetman Doroshenko obtained support to conclude a treaty with Sultan Mohammed IV. His rival Khanenko was defeated and sought refuge in the Zaporozhian Sich, where he was elected as “Koshovy Ataman,” and in the following year recognized by King Michal Wishniowiecki as Hetman of the right-bank Ukraine. By October 1671 Doroshenko was driven out of Bratslav Province by Khanenko’s Cossacks and the Zaporozhians.


  The Sultan now saw an opportunity to strike a blow against Poland and began to prepare a campaign into Podilia, with a declared policy of establishing Cossack independence on the right bank of Ukraine. Doroshenko had also assembled an army of some 27,000 Cossacks, and defeating Khanenko and his Polish allies at Chetvertivka he joined the Sultan in the siege of the great fortress at Kamianets-Podilsky which surrendered after only three weeks of siege. Followed by the Ottoman army, Doroshenko advanced on Lviv forcing the Polish commander Jan Sobieski to sue for peace. The Treaty of Buchach was signed on 16 October 1672, by which the Sultan was paid an indemnity of 22,000 zloty, Podilia became an Ottoman province, and Hetman Doroshenko was recognized as head of an independent right-bank Ukraine.


  The Polish-Lithuanian Sejm refused to ratify the Treaty and war broke out again. With Podilia in Ottoman hands King Wishniowiecki was voted large sums by the Polish Sejm and he began to assemble an army the size of which had not been seen for a long time; 40,000 Crown and mercenary troops, 12,000 Lithuanians, and a large number of armed “servants.” Commander Jan Sobieski also had the support of Khanenko’s Cossacks and the princes of Moldavia and Wallachia even though both “hospodars” owed allegiance to Sultan Mohammed. In November the Polish king advanced towards Moldavia and attacked and defeated the vanguard of the Ottoman army at Khotin, capturing the strategic fortress. The victory was limited though it gained Jan Sobieski fame throughout the Commonwealth. A few days before the battle King Wishniowiecki had died, and on 10 November Jan Sobieski was elected as Jan III. The main Ottoman army was still intact but the great army of the Commonwealth began to break up, due to poor management and political conflict. First the Lithuanian-Rus contingent decided to head home, and hearing of King Wishniowiecki’s death many nobles returned to their estates. The Crown army also began to break up due to the usual non-payment of wages.


  The left-bank territory of Ukraine was also in turmoil. The new hetman Mnohohrishny had alienated the officer corps by his violent temper and besides he was not of noble background but the son of a common Cossack. Denounced for disloyalty and plots against the Tsar, his house in Baturin was surrounded one morning on 13 September 1672 by the Muscovite “streltsi,” and wounded in the fight which followed, he was arrested and taken to Moscow. There, subjected to torture, he refused to acknowledge any hostile activities against the Tsar and together with his brother was sentenced to death. At the last minute as their heads lay on the chopping block a pardon arrived from the Tsar, commuting their sentence to exile in Siberia. Mnohohrishny’s place was taken by Ivan Samoilovich, who was elected hetman of the left bank, with the Tsar’s approval. He was the first hetman who had not fought under Bohdan Khmelnitsky, had come from a Church rather than a Cossack background as a son of a priest, and was known to be in favor of closer ties with Muscovy. To demonstrate his Tsarist loyalty Samoilovich sent his sons to be raised in Moscow, and his daughter married the Kyiv “voevoida” Fedor Sheremetev. To ensure a more “professional” army which would be less prone to political (and ideological) influence he extended Doroshenko’s practice of forming regiments of paid mercenaries, both Cossack and foreign such as Orthodox Serbs. To gain some control over the territory of Down Under he garrisoned the Kodak Fort with his own men, and tried to prevent the Zaporozhian Sich from conducting negotiations with foreign powers.


  On the right-bank Ukraine Doroshenko was still hetman, but he was losing support from his alliance with the Ottoman Sultan. As King Jan Sobieski was attempting to follow through with his victory at Khotin, Samoilovich convinced the Tsar to declare war on Doroshenko. In January 1674 Samoilovich’s troops, with Muscovite support, crossed the frozen Dnipro and defeated Doroshenko’s 2,000 man force led by his brother Hrihory, and in June Doroshenko himself was besieged in Chihirin. Samoilovich’s attack provoked a massive response from Sultan Mohammed and the Crimean Khan Selim Girey, who broke off their engagement with King Sobieski and invaded Ukraine to rescue Hetman Doroshenko’s meager force. The invading armies brought devastation and destruction, and outnumbered, Samoilovich’s and Romodanovsky’s men retreated to the left bank. The Grand Visier Mustapha and Hetman Doroshenko began to clear the right bank of enemy opposition, particularly the territory under Khanenko, which was conquered with much bloodshed. His capital was razed to the ground by the Turkish army and much of the population slaughtered, although those taken into captivity were released on Doroshenko’s personal request to the Sultan. Doroshenko was left with a devastated territory made worse by his bloody reprisals against those who had supported Samoilovich when he invaded the right-bank.


  The following year, again leading a large army this time financed in part by King Louis XIV of France, Jan Sobieski invaded Turkish-occupied Podilia, leaving an empty and desolate landscape. The conflict ended in 1676 in a negotiated peace, but the right bank was invaded again by Samoilovich and his Muscovite allies who found little opposition from the population, which had turned against Doroshenko and his Turkish allies. With nowhere to turn for support with the Sultan busy in Podilia, Hetman Doroshenko surrendered with his tiny band of supporters and laid down the hetman’s mace and other Cossack insignias of office, with regimental colors seized by Romodanovsky and sent to Moscow. There they were dragged through the streets, placed at the feet of the new Tsar Fedor and were exhibited for three days in public. Defeated by his enemies and to save his family, on 27 September 1676 Petro Doroshenko swore loyalty to the Tsar and entered his service. He and his family were exiled to Muscovy where the 14-year-old Tsar Fedor made him a “voevoda,” and in 1677 Doroshenko received property with a thousand serf households for his income. During 1679–82 he was on the Tsar’s service in Viatka on the Kazan border, after which he was transferred to a place called Khlimov. His wife and family, however, returned to Ukraine, and in 1688 at the age of 61 he married for a third time, to a boyar’s young daughter with whom he had three sons. Doroshenko died in Muscovy in 1698, without ever being allowed to meet other Cossacks or to see his native land again.8


  With Doroshenko in the hands of the Tsar, the Porte needed another Cossack ally and decided to bring back Yuras Khmelnitsky. Following his resignation the young hetman had been imprisoned by the Poles, but following his release he was captured by Tatars and handed over to the Sultan, who established him in a comfortable confinement in Edicul castle near Constantinople, where he was proclaimed as “Prince of Sarmatia and Ukraine.” Much of the west bank was occupied by Samoilovich’s Cossacks and Romodanovsky’s Muscovites, and in anticipation of a Turkish attack the territory was reinforced by 30,000 men. They did not have long to wait. In August 1677, an Ottoman and a Crimean army, proclaiming the son of Bohdan Khmelnitsky as the rightful ruler of Ukraine, laid siege to Chihirin and Buzhin. Three weeks later, it was forced to withdraw when Samoilovich and Romodanovsky arrived with a relief force and Sirko sent several thousand Zaporozhians to help in the defense of Buzhin. The Porte had underestimated Chihirin’s defenses and the following year the Turks were back, this time with powerful siege guns and a considerable force commanded by Kara-Mustapha. The city’s defenses had been strengthened by the Scottish engineer Patrick Gordon and reinforced by Muscovite troops under Prince Rzhevsky.9


  As the siege was reaching its critical stage it became clear that no more men would be committed to Chihirin’s defense, since forces under Romodanovsky and Samoilovich stationed nearby were ordered not to risk any relief action since their defeat would have opened the way for the invasion of east bank Ukraine. On 15 August Rzhevsky was killed and Gordon assumed command of the city defenses, but seeing relief was not forthcoming he ordered Chihirin be set on fire, and gathering the remaining defenders he fought his way through enemy lines to Romodanovsky’s positions. Chihirin had large stores of gunpowder that could not be taken, and Gordon had the citadel mined before withdrawing which caused the enemy further losses in manpower. The massive Ottoman invasion achieved nothing and had suffered high casualties, including the elite Janissary corps. Chihirin (or what remained of it) was retaken a year later by Polish and Cossack forces when Samoilovich and his Muscovite allies retired to the left-bank. Poland, Muscovy, the Porte, and the Ukrainian Cossacks now found themselves in a deadlock, and the Sultan decided to switch his attention to the west, to the Austrian Empire ruled by Leopold I, Holy Roman Emperor. Following the destruction of Chihirin Yuras Khmelnitsky began to lead a desolate life, styling himself as the “Prince of Rus.” Finally he overstepped his bounds when he had the wife of the Sultan’s main procurer for his harem executed. He had outlived his usefulness, and arrested on the Sultan’s orders he was executed, probably in Kaminets-Podilsk.


  In October 1678, King Jan Sobieski signed a peace treaty with Sultan Mohammed in Zhuravna, Galicia, by which the King renounced all claims to Podilia but the territory in the southern Kyiv province was to remain in Ottoman hands. In July 1678 King Jan Casimir and Tsar Fedor renewed the Treaty of Andrusovo and in the spring of 1681 the tsar signed the Treaty of Bakhchisarai with the Porte, a 20-year truce by which the border between Muscovy and the Ottoman Empire was set to be the Dnipro River, with the region between the Dnister and Buh rivers to become a no-man’s land. The Zaporozhians were to have free navigation along the Dnipro to pursue fishing and hunting, while the nomad steppe Tatars could graze their herds on both sides of the Dnipro. The Zaporozhians also inserted an important clause which gave them the freedom to buy salt in the Crimea, at the time a strategic commodity and crucial for their fishing and hunting industry. As expressed by Lazar Baranovich the Archbishop of Chernihiv and Novhorod-Siversky in 1680 who urged Ukrainians to acknowledge the Greek-Orthodox Tsar: “As a ship is heavily rocked on the water so it is with our poor Ukraine. Nay, even worse: the ship sails on water but Ukraine on blood, because it is in discord. O Lord, you rule the winds, you rule the waters—let there be peace among us.”10


  



  Zaporozhian Defiance; Uprising on the Don


  As great empires fought over Ukraine, with much of the right bank in ruins, many Cossacks sought refuge with the Zaporozhian Brotherhood in the great steppe Down Under. The Sich had become a favorite destination for thousands of rank-and-file Cossacks, the “chern” who possessed nothing but their weapons and the skill and willingness to use them. It was they who were at the heart of the Ukrainian revolution electing the hetmans of Ukraine who still bore the title of “Hetman of the Zaporozhian Army.” Here the Cossack officer nobility held no sway and the traditional direct democracy was still practiced, where all matters were decided by a general “rada.” As Ukraine became divided and embroiled in civil conflict, with the rising power of the hetman and the officer corps, the Zaporozhian Sich began to pursue an independent course of action which became well established during Sirko’s long tenure as head of the Sich. The Zaporozhian Sich had always maintained a certain degree of independence even during Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s time when for example, it came out against the Zboriv Treaty of 1650.


  With the hetmans’ struggle for dominance in Ukraine came a widening gulf between the Sich and the north, between the Zaporozhian Brotherhood and the settled Cossacks and minor nobility of Ukraine.11 The flow of cereals and military equipment, lead and gunpowder was now greatly reduced, and to keep themselves supplied Sirko and his Zaporozhians began to step up campaigns against Crimean and Ottoman installations, destroying towns, villages, and fortified citadels, which made Sirko a living legend. The other occasional supplier of war materiel was the Tsar’s government, and during the Ukrainian hetmans’ power struggles and foreign alliances the Zaporozhians often sided with the left bank hetman and the Tsar.


  Zaporozhia sided with Muscovy mainly if it was felt an alliance with the Tsar was in the best interest of Cossack freedom, but when this was threatened the Sich did not hesitate to rise against Moscow. Sirko’s attitude towards Tsar Alexei cooled considerably when word came of Hetman Mnohohrishny’s arbitrary arrest. When Sirko decided to stand for election as hetman without first obtaining the Tsar’s permission, he was lured to Kursk in the spring of 1672, arrested and sent to Moscow where he was exiled to Siberia. The exile did not last long. Soon after, Podilia was invaded by the Turks and Tatars, and being hard-pressed, King Jan Sobieski requested that Sirko be released. By spring of 1673 he was back in the Sich. That same summer reports came of Zaporozhian assaults on the Ottoman strongholds of Aslam and Ochakov, with a victory over the Tatars at Muravsky Shliakh and the destruction of the Tiagin citadel on the Buh River. Sirko was then commissioned by the Tsar in September of that year to lead an army of Kalmiks, Circassians, Muscovite “Streltsky,” Don Cossacks and his own Zaporozhians into the Crimea. The entire force with 200 Don and 1,500 Zaporozhian Cossacks penetrated the Crimean peninsula causing great damage, capturing much booty and freeing Christian slaves.


  One of the Zaporozhians’ greatest battles was the one they had to fight on their own turf and without allied support. Sultan Mohammed IV had led a successful campaign in Podil against King Jan Sobieski, during which he was attacked on his flanks and badly mauled by Sirko’s Zaporozhians. The Sultan now decided that the only long-term solution for a successful advance in Eastern Europe was the destruction of the Chortomlyk Sich and the occupation of the entire Zaporozhian territory. An Ottoman fleet carrying 15,000 elite Janissaries arrived in the Crimea and Khan Selim Girey was instructed to launch a surprise attack on the Sich the night following Christmas Day, when Cossacks would be sleeping off the day’s celebration while others would have departed for Ukraine to join their families.12 A large Ottoman and Tatar army left on the campaign, heading north along the banks of the frozen Dnipro several miles from shore to avoid detection by Cossack scouts and sentries, which were permanently posted along the river. Approaching the Sich by the mouth of the Chortomlyk tributary on the west side of the Dnipro, the Muslims learned from captured Cossack guards that the Zaporozhians were sleeping off a great celebration, held with the usual feast, drink, dance, and music. Finding the main gate unlocked, the Janissary shock troops silently began to file into the Sich fortress, between the “kuren” cabins and the wooden wall and onto the main square, with their muskets cocked and sabers drawn.


  The Khan’s intelligence information, however, was not accurate. Unknown to the Khan, many single Cossack hunters and fishermen of the Down Under region had gathered in the Sich for the Christmas celebrations, and rather than half empty the Sich was full of Cossacks, probably some 3,000–5,000 men. As the Janissaries were quietly surrounding the “kuren” barracks a Cossack by the name of Shevchik stumbled out of his “kuren” to relieve himself, and couldn’t believe what he saw—if he was not sober when he awoke, the sight of thousands of Janissaries armed to the teeth pouring into the Sich certainly woke him up. Some of the men were still playing cards, and alerted to the presence of the enemy they calmly picked up their loaded muskets and, opening the windows, began to pour heavy fire into the massed Janissary ranks. Alerted by the gunfire the other “kuren” walls opened fire, and trapped between the Sich stockade and the “kurens,” the Janissaries began to take heavy losses. Drawing sabers the Cossacks poured out of the cabins and in the bloody hand-to-hand combat the elite Janissaries were annihilated with very few escaping to break the news. On learning of the disaster the Khan withdrew with his men towards the Crimea, never again to attempt an invasion of the Sich. The dead Cossacks were buried with honors but with the soil frozen solid the thousands of Muslim dead were thrown into the Dnipro through holes chopped in the ice, to be swept by the current towards Tatar territory and the Black Sea.


  Following the victory the Zaporozhians decided to retaliate with a campaign into the Crimea. In July of 1675 Sirko sent word throughout the great river system announcing a great campaign against the Muslims. News of the great victory at the Chortomlyk Sich had spread quickly and many Cossacks responded. The plan was to take an unusual route through the Sivash shallows on the eastern side of the isthmus, where an enemy would be least expected. Gathering a force of 10,000 Cossacks Sirko headed to the Sivash gulf towards the Perekop stronghold that guarded the main narrow entrance to the Peninsula. Dividing his force into detachments several thousand strong each, and leaving 4,000 men to guard the exit to the steppe, the Cossacks fanned out and began to devastate all in their path, sacking the unsuspecting major cities of Kozlov, Karasiv, and the suburbs of the Khan’s capital Bakhchisarai. On the 5th day the Cossack detachments began to head back to their rendezvous point only to discover the Khan’s men lying in wait, but still unaware of the 4,000 man rear guard which Sirko had left to keep the retreat open. Two Tatar attacks on the main force were beaten back with heavy losses by Cossack musket fire, followed by an attack on the Tatar rear by the rear guard detachment. Caught between two fires the Tatar army was destroyed, with thousands taken prisoner and Khan Selim Girey himself barely escaping captivity. Thousands of Christian slaves were freed and given a choice to leave with the Cossacks or remain in the Crimea. Only half of the slaves chose to leave with the Cossacks while the rest decided to stay, not surprising since the life of a Crimean slave could be easier than toiling in the fields as a serf, or for a Muscovite woman married to an abusive husband. As they were returning towards the Crimea a massacre occurred of the defenseless civilians. The deeply religious Sirko ordered his mounted Cossacks to charge the helpless throng and cut them down, men, women, and children, “to sleep until Judgment Day” so that they could not be of help to the enemy. When Sirko returned to the Sich he held a great church service to “thank the Mother of God” for the great victories, and the valuable spoils of war which were brought back.


  Sirko’s devastating raid on the Crimea, which matched in cruelty those perpetrated by the Tatars, drew an angry response from the Ottoman Sultan in the form of a warning letter that the next campaign mounted on the Sich would involve an overwhelming Muslim army. The letter has become famous for the response which it elicited and which inspired Ilya Repin to paint his well-known huge canvas of the Zaporozhian Cossacks collectively composing the answer to the Sultan, where Sirko appears prominently in the center of the composition, smoking his pipe and glaring off into the distance—across the Black Sea to Constantinople.


  Following Ukrainian folk tradition, the letter of the Sultan and the reply went as follows:


  
    The Sultan Mahmoud IV to the Zaporozhian Cossacks.

  


  
    I, Sultan, son of Mohammed, brother of the sun and the moon, grandson and servant of the Lord, ruler of kingdoms—Macedonia, Babylon, Jerusalem, Greater and Lesser Egypt, Tsar of Tsars, ruler of rulers, exceptional knight defeated by no one, the constant defender of the tomb of Jesus Christ, the caretaker of God himself, the hope and the comfort of Muslims, the upsetter and great defender of Christians—I order you, the Zaporozhian Cossacks, to surrender to me peacefully, without opposition so that I will not have to worry about your attacks.

  


  
         —The Sultan of Turkey, Mahmoud IV.

  


  The letter, as written, does not sound totally authentic but reads as if it could have been paraphrased from an original but lost communication from the Porte. The Zaporozhians’ reply sounds more true to their spirit.


  
    The Zaporozhian Cossacks to the Sultan of Turkey.

  


  
    Thee, Turkish Satan, damned brother of the devil and the secretary of Lucifer himself! How, in the devil can you be a knight? Your armies devour what the devil throws out (vomits, defecates). You are not worthy to have the sons of Christianity under you. We are not afraid of your armies and shall fight you on land and water. You are (nothing but) a Babylonian cook, a Macedonian wheelwright, a Jerusalem brewer, the goat-skinner of Alexandria, the swineherd of Greater and Lesser Egypt, an Armenian swine, a Tatar quiver (of arrows?), a torturer of Kamianets, a Podolian thief, grandson of the evil spirit itself in this and the other (next) world, our God’s idiot, a swine’s snout, a mare’s arse, a dog of a slaughterhouse, an unbaptized head; may the devil take you! You are unworthy of a mother of true Christians!

  


  
    We know not the date because we have no calendar, the moon is in the sky, the year is written somewhere, and today is the same day with us as it is with you. Kiss our arses for all that.

  


  
    —Koshovy Ataman Ivan Sirko, with the whole Zaporozhian kosh (collective).13

  


  While Ukraine was in the throes of revolution discontent was also brewing in Muscovy. Tsar Alexei’s treasury was empty when he ascended the throne, and to secure the nobles’ support a series of measures were taken which introduced government cutbacks, dismissed government officials, quadrupled taxes on salt and tobacco (after making their sale a government monopoly), and completed the peasants’ bondage to the landed estates. In June 1648, violence erupted in Moscow when the Tsar’s “streltsi” were ordered to open fire on a procession that had come to the Kremlin to present a petition to the Tsar. The Kremlin was stormed, the Tsar’s close associates were handed over and lynched, and a great fire consumed much of the city. The Tsar called the “Zemsky Sobor,” which met in September to revise laws, and produced the document known as the “Sobornoe Ulozhenie.” It established the Tsar’s control over Church governance and all monastery land; trade with foreigners was restricted to the northern port of Archangel; the death penalty was introduced for armed rebellion, intent to kill the Tsar, and blasphemy; and all fixed time periods within which to claim escaped serfs were abolished, which turned escaped serfs into perpetual refugees. The document did nothing to redress socio-economic ills, and shortly afterwards uprisings broke out in Novgorod and Pskov, triggered by the export of wheat to Sweden during a food shortage. During 1654–55 new waves of protest struck western Muscovy, as a plague swept through many regions causing a massive flight from the villages and a breakdown of law and order. In 1662 the “copper riots” erupted in Moscow and elsewhere, when the government debased the currency by replacing silver coinage by newly minted copper coins of the same nominal value although they were only worth 5 percent of the silver currency. The change was accompanied by a tax increase as troops were called out to quell the riots in which more than 20,000 individuals were either killed or exiled to Siberia.


  Tsar Alexis would soon face the greatest revolt of his reign. With the tightening of serfdom in Muscovy many serfs began to flee to free areas such as the lands of the Don and Terek Cossacks. The newcomers were not always welcomed by the local Cossacks, and were often hard pressed to survive in the new environment. The Tsar’s army, which had entered left-bank Ukraine to help Hetman Briukhovetsky repel Jan Casimir’s troops, had a detachment of Don Cossacks in its service, led by Ataman Ivan Razin. When the fighting was over some two years later, the ataman and his men decided to head home to the Don. He saw no necessity to ask the Muscovite commander permission—they were, after all, free Cossacks—but the Tsar’s commander thought otherwise. Pursued by a Muscovite cavalry squadron, Ataman Ivan Razin was arrested and hanged for desertion. When the Cossacks brought back word of the ataman’s ignoble death, his two younger brothers Stenka (Stepan) and Frolka (Frol) swore vengeance. Insubordination to tyrannical state authority was never far beneath the surface on the Don, where Bulavin’s great uprising during the Times of Trouble was still fresh in many Cossacks’ memories.


  To Stenka Razin the refugees represented a source of manpower that would follow a leader who could show them a source of livelihood, but first the serfs had to be turned into Cossacks. The Volga was the main waterway for trade and commerce between Muscovy and the Muslim world of the Caspian Sea, and in 1668, taking several hundred refugees and Cossacks, Stenka Razin sailed up the Don to its closest distance from the Volga, and by a short portage entered the great river waterway. Avoiding the Muscovite fortress of Tsaritsyn and sailing down the Volga, Stenka Razin sighted a large flotilla carrying prisoners and rich merchandise which turned out to belong to the Tsar, the Patriarch, and a wealthy Moscow merchant. The prisoners were released, the merchandise seized, and the officers hanged. The soldiers were given a choice—to join Stenka Razin or go their own way: “You are free to go, or come with us and become free Cossacks and strike at the boyars and the lords. With poor and ordinary men I’ll share everything like a brother.”14 To supplement his manpower, Stenka Razin sailed up the Yaik River to seek support from the local Cossacks. He also sent messengers to other Cossack lands seeking volunteers, and was joined by men from the Terek River, Otaman Boba with 400 Zaporozhian Cossacks, and 1,000 Don Cossacks led by atamans Krivoi and Us. Even solders from the Tsar’s garrisons deserted to join Stenka Razin’s growing band of men.


  By now with some 3,000 men, Stenka Razin could put his plan to work. Prizes along the Volga were becoming scarce and the Tsar’s men were searching for him, but rich pickings could be found to the south in the Muslim lands. The shores of the Black Sea were blocked by the newly rebuilt Ottoman fortress of Azov and the thick chains slung across the Don to prevent unauthorized ships from getting through. Persian ports along the Caspian Sea, however, had never experienced Cossack raids and could be easily reached from the delta of the Volga River. Sailing out into the inland sea, the Cossacks’ first target was the trading city of Derbent on the eastern shore of the Caspian, in the foothills of the Caucasus Mountains. The town was caught by surprise with unloaded and unmanned cannons on the walls as the Cossacks swept inside and through the narrow streets into the markets. All who offered resistance were killed, and those who could escape sought refuge in the nearby hills. Derbent yielded a great booty of jewels, precious metals, weapons, and much needed supplies. Other towns along the west Caspian coast, such as Astara and Baku, also fell to Stenka Razin’s men, with more treasure.


  Realizing that they could never return home—their fame had spread far and wide—Razin’s men decided to settle in the land of the Persian Shah. Sailing peacefully into the Persian capital of Isfahan they declared that they would be ready to serve the Shah in return for some land where they could settle. The careful Shah showed friendship and in the meantime sent emissaries to the Volga delta to inquire about the motley crew that had arrived on his doorstep. When word came back that the Cossacks were outlaws and cutthroats, the Shah ordered that their camp near Rasht with the unwelcome guests be destroyed. Attacked by a large force, the Cossacks were caught by surprise and barely managed to cut their way to the boats, at a cost of several hundred men, while the rest got away under heavy fire. Sailing east they approached the fortified port of Ferahabad offering to trade their valuable booty for food and supplies at ridiculously low prices, much to the merchants’ delight. On a pre-arranged signal they drew their arms and began to sack Ferahabad. Soon all their traded precious objects were back in their hands, and they departed with untold treasures leaving the port in ruins. When a pursuing Persian force found the Cossacks at their camp near Gorgan, they were once again forced to take to the sea.


  A great and final naval battle was soon to take place. Stenka Razin had decided to sail towards Baku, where there were islands just to the south that would give his ships refuge and provide his men much needed rest. Having suffered casualties, he was also hoping to receive fresh reinforcements; but in June 1669, his location was discovered by the Persian Shah’s fleet carrying 4,000 troops, which was sent to find and destroy him. The Persian admiral had ordered his ships chained together, realizing that his large galleys could be attacked and boarded individually by the small and swift Cossack boats. The two fleets closed in with cannon fire and hand-to-hand fighting when a Cossack cannonball struck the Admiral flagship’s magazine igniting the gunpowder. A great explosion blew the bottom out of the galley and it began to sink, taking down several other men-of-war that were chained to it. Most of the remaining Persian ships were captured, but casting off the chains the Persian admiral escaped with only three of the galleys. A great victory had been won and much war booty captured, but of the 1200 Cossacks only half survived the battle.


  With reduced numbers the Cossacks decided to establish a base on one of the islands near Astrakhan, by the Volga delta, from where they could prey on the rich shipping as it passed by. Before long word was out and a Muscovite fleet commanded by Admiral Prozorovsky was sent to put a stop to the piratical raids. This was a time when Tsarist power had become unstable with growing opposition in Hetman Brukhovetsky’s left bank Ukraine and Muscovite serfs escaping in record numbers. Besides, Stenka Razin had become a hero in the region, and the admiral didn’t dare to arrest a single Cossack. Razin was already being considered as a Cossack wizard who could not be touched by bullet or steel. The Muscovite fleet proceeded to anchor at Astrakhan and Prozorovsky requested that Stenka Razin give himself up with a complete pardon. As the Cossack fleet sailed into Astrakhan’s harbor the Tsar’s 22 gun “Orel” fired a salute, which was joined by the shore batteries and answered by the Cossack ships. The day was marked by celebrations as Stenka Razin and his men were welcomed by Astrakhan’s inhabitants, particularly the merchants who knew Cossacks would sell their booty at a fraction of its value.


  After partying and carousing for a fortnight the Cossacks dispersed to their homes and Stenka Razin headed to the Don with 500 of his men. Realizing that they would not be welcomed by the pro–Tsar Cossack leadership, they halted on an island two days’ journey from Cherkask to build a wooden “sich.” There was widespread discontent with the oppressive and corrupt Tsarist authorities, and by the spring of 1670 Stenka Razin had raised a force of 4,000 men. The established Don Cossack leadership was also losing its authority, and when an envoy from Moscow arrived at Cherkask to address the Cossack “krug” (assembly) he was beaten and drowned in the Don River. Stenka Razin was elected “Ataman” of the Don Army and declared war on the governors, the nobility, and other “enemies of the state” all the while proclaiming his loyalty to the Tsar. In reality Stenka Razin was planning a peasant-Cossack revolution such as had occurred in Ukraine. Another influence from Ukraine were the reforms of the Orthodox Church in Muscovy, which had become isolated from mainstream practice since the fall of Constantinople. To bring the Muscovite Church in line, Patriarch Nikon of Moscow introduced reforms that were seen as radical changes in the liturgy and church service, and the traditional prayer books were scrapped. Even the manner in which people crossed themselves with two fingers was condemned. Many of those who refused to accept the enforced changes—the Old Believers—became persecuted with many of their monasteries known to hide escaped serfs and other refugees.


  Confident of popular support, Stenka Razin began preparing for the uprising. Many of the Tsar’s soldiers had not been paid, and when the money arrived they received wages in the new copper coinage instead of the usual silver currency. Feeling cheated, many joined Razin’s growing army. Contacts were established with the hetman of left-bank Ukraine, Brukhovetsky, until he was killed by his Cossacks, and pledges of support arrived from the non–Slavic tribes of the region—Mordvins, Kalmicks, Chuvash, Bashkirs, and the Tatars of Kazan and Astrakhan.


  In the spring of 1670, Stenka Razin’s Cossack-peasant force moved up the Don River toward the Volga and surrounded Tsaritsin which was blocking the northern advance. Razin’s fame and fairness had spread throughout southern Muscovy and on 13 April the garrison and citizens of the city opened the gates to the rebels. All were spared except Turgenev the governor, who was drowned in the Volga. Tsaritsin provided Razin’s little army with much needed weapons and ammunition as well as new recruits, and when a force of 800 troops was sent from Kazan it was ambushed several miles from the city and defeated, with the survivors also joining the rebels. Marching towards Kamishin the new recruits, still wearing their uniforms, were admitted inside the walls and as night fell the gates were opened and Stenka Razin’s men poured in and soon were masters of the stronghold. Next, Chorny Yar was captured using a similar ruse. By now the authorities were alarmed and Prince Lvov was sent at the head of 4,000 men to destroy the rebels, but to no avail since the troops turned on their own officers and went over to Stenka Razin, with the prince barely escaping with his own men.


  By late June the rebels were within sight of the great stronghold of Astrakhan, defended by 12,000 men and 500 cannons, greatly outnumbering Stenka Razin’s artillery and men. The rebels, however, had support inside the stronghold, which was surrounded and cut off from any relief. In the middle of the night Razin’s hand-picked men scaled the south walls with the defenders being lured to the north side of the fortress by diversionary action. The south gate was opened with the help of supporters and Stenka Razin’s men poured in. Most of Governor Prozorovsky’s men joined Razin, but the governor’s bodyguard fought to the last man, and found hiding in the Cathedral, the governor met his death by being hurled from the bell tower. Thirty-four of his functionaries were executed, at times with torture, but officials who were known to be honest and officers who treated their men well were released. All jails were opened, criminal and taxation records burned, and possessions of the rich, the Church, and of the government were expropriated and shared amongst the poor, with soldiers receiving two months of back pay which the corrupt governor had kept for himself. Stenka Razin refused much of the wealth, declaring that he was not seeking power. As recorded by John Struys, the Dutch sail-master of the battleship Orel who witnessed the capture of Astrakhan: “[Stenka Razin’s] purpose was not to rule as Lord and Sovereign but to live with them as a brother, to avenge that tyranny and oppressions which they had for so many years, and their progenitors for so many ages past, suffered against all ‘Reason and the Laws of nature.’”15


  They would still serve a tsar but Alexei was to be deposed. Bolotnikov’s uprising during the Times of Trouble was still fresh in people’s minds and Stenka Razin decided to introduce “the real Tsar,” as well as Patriarch Nikon. A 12-year-old boy was found who claimed to be Tsarevich Simeon, one of Tsar Alexei’s sons who had died in June 1669, and Patriarch Nikon had been in a Moscow jail for the past four years, but Razin’s ruse gained wide acceptance amongst the peasantry and Cossacks. In July 1670, leaving men behind to guard Astrakhan, Stenka Razin began to sail up the Volga River on his planned advance on Moscow, with 8,000 infantry on 200 boats and several thousand cavalry keeping pace along the river bank. His brother Frolka and Ataman Gavrilov were sent to the Cossack Don settlements for recruits, and Colonel Dzhikovsky arrived with a force of left bank Ukrainian Cossacks. Everywhere the rebels went they were welcomed with open arms. The uprising had become a revolution in the name of Orthodox Christianity, all the saints, the Mother of God, and Tsar Simeon: “to put to death all the Boyars, Nobles, Senators, and other great ones … as enemies and traitors of their country.”16 As the uprising grew Saratov fell without a fight, the Province of Voronezh was invaded, and by the end of summer the whole region between Ukraine, Belarus, and the Volga was in the rebels’ hands. The Cossacks of Ukraine and Zaporozhia, however, remained loyal to Tsar Alexei and refused to join the revolutionary uprising. Had they done so, there is little doubt that tsarism would have been toppled.


  By September the peasant-Cossack army had reached Simbirsk, a strategic fortified town some 400 miles east of Moscow. The town gates were again flung open by the burghers; but this time the military garrison under the command of Governor Miloslavsky refused to surrender and sought refuge in the citadel. Bombarded by the town’s artillery the defenders hung on, beating back four major assaults. The month-long siege gave the government time to raise a fresh force commanded by foreign officers and equipped with a large battery of field artillery. The freshly assembled army under Prince Bariatinsky sailed from Kazan down the Volga River, and disembarking on the flat landscape outside of Simbirsk formed ranks to await the peasant-Cossack attack. As the two forces faced each other and seeing the Muscovite regiments outnumbered, Stenka Razin ordered his men to charge. As they approached in a disorganized, screaming mob they were met with concealed artillery followed by heavy volleys of musket fire which mowed down hundreds of peasants, few armed with firepower. Stenka Razin’s men managed to break the front ranks of the troops as hand-to-hand fighting broke out all along the line. Taking advantage of Bariatinsky’s lack of strong cavalry units, the Cossacks who were on the wings attempted to outflank and surround the enemy. In the thick of the fighting Stenka Razin suffered a saber slash, a bullet struck his leg, and the ataman fell from his horse—the unthinkable happened, the ataman was not immune to bullet and sword! Seeing him fall from his mount the undisciplined peasants began to break and then run as Stenka Razin was falling into enemy hands. A troop of Cossacks broke through in a wedge formation and, picking up Stenka Razin, galloped off with the retreating Cossacks and the panicked peasants.


  Arriving in Simbirsk and ignoring his wounds, Stenka Razin rallied the men who were left to attempt to defend the camp, which was just outside the Kazan gate. Realizing resistance would be futile against the Muscovite artillery and the men still defending the citadel, the Cossacks set fire to their camp and disappeared into the night towards the Volga where their boats were hidden and still intact. Another rebel force had also been defeated at Arzamas and the cause seemed lost, but it was another year until the government gained the upper hand. Prince Dolgoruki, who had joined Bariatinsky with a large army, was appointed in charge of the “pacification,” which was launched with an unequaled brutality and cruelty, to not only avenge his brother’s death and those of the hundreds of landowning nobility and officials but especially to subdue the population. Tens of thousands of men, women, and children were mutilated and executed without trial, with leaders selected for special treatment such as the female Ataman Alena who led a band of several thousand insurgents. Astrakhan, which was surrounded by land and sea, still held out until it was promised amnesty, and safe passage guaranteed for the defenders if they laid down their arms. The sworn pledge was not honored and all rebels (against whom sanctions had been placed by the Orthodox Church) were slaughtered in a cowardly manner.


  Stenka Razin had survived his wounds, and arriving on the upper Don River with a small detachment of loyal men soon found that he had lost his support even though his godfather Yakovlev had been elected head ataman of the Don Army. He and his brother Frolka also learned that they were excommunicated by the Church for which they had only disdain. Unlike Ukraine, the Don Cossacks were entirely dependent on Moscow for supplies including lead and gunpowder; and besides they were too few without peasant or other Cossack support to oppose Dolgoruki’s army. In April 1671 Ataman Yakovlev received a direct order from Tsar Alexei to apprehend Stenka Razin and his brother Frolka, and in June, dressed in rags, they were brought to Moscow, with Stenka Razin sitting in a peasant cart while Frolka walked behind tethered by the neck like a dog. Thousands of Moscow’s poor, which had lined the roadside by the thousands, cheered as the cart went by to let the Cossack brothers know they were still considered as the people’s leaders. Stenka and Frolka Razin were offered a quick death if they swore allegiance to Tsar Alexei, which they refused. They were subjected to torture, until on the third day Frolka broke down and accepted the quick death. Stenka Razin continued to refuse to swear, and on 6 June 1671 he was taken before the Kremlin to the Beautiful (“Red”) Square, where he was quartered while still alive and his body parts hung in the four corners of the city.17 An anathema was placed on him by the Church, records of his existence (including his birth) were destroyed, and the name “Razin” was banned. Nameless he would nevertheless enter into Don Cossack and popular ballads and legend. He would not be the last.


  



  Peter I and Mazepa; More Trouble in Ukraine, on the Don, and the Terek


  Tsar Alexei died in 1676 of an apparent heart attack, leaving sixteen children—thirteen by his first wife Maria Miloslavskaia and three by his second marriage to Natalia Naryshkina. He was succeeded to the throne by his oldest son the 15-year-old Fedor III, with Yuri Dolgoruky appointed by the dying Tsar as advisor. Fedor III died soon after in 1682 without leaving an heir, which precipitated a conflict between the two families of Alexei’s wives. The Naryshkin clan had already tried to put Alexei’s 4-year-old son Peter on the throne but the attempt failed, with their supporters suffering the consequences. Now two candidates emerged for the throne, the 10-year-old Peter, supported by the Patriarch, and his sickly 16-year-old half-brother Ivan, who was endorsed by the “streltsy” corps, led by the popular Prince Khovansky. The Naryshkin clan called the Zemsky Sobor, which approved Peter as Tsar, and a major revolt by the “streltsy” broke out, probably timed to coincide with the gathering. Discontent amongst the “streltsy” was long festering over arrears in pay and conditions of service. Many were also Old Believers, as was Prince Khovansky himself. Pretending to protect Tsarevich Ivan, they invaded the Kremlin, a number of Peter’s relatives were killed and an uprising against the wealthy broke out in Moscow. The “streltsy” musketeers also called on serfs to rise against their masters and archival records which fell into their hands relating to serfdom were destroyed. A new “Zemsky Sobor” was called, which made the diplomatic decision to invite two Tsars. Ivan V was to be the first and the young Peter I the second, while Ivan’s 24-year-old sister Sophia was to act as regina until her brothers came of age. Many members of the Naryshkin clan, however, were killed or forced to take monastic vows, and to pacify the “streltsy” Sophia declared they should become palace guards or the Court Infantry as they became known. Their pay was increased and a monument was to be erected in Moscow bearing inscriptions describing the “streltsy’s rights and privileges,” and their demand for the deportation of unpopular corrupt officials was also agreed upon. The “streltsy” commander Khovansky was beginning to assume more power, and it was rumored that he was intending to get rid of the Tsarist monarchy altogether. Many of the “streltsy” were drawn from the Moscow urban burgher class and were involved in carpentry, blacksmithing, and other minor trading and crafts activities, and saw little value in Tsarist autocracy and bureaucracy. Alarmed, Sophia and the two young Tsars left Moscow with the entire court, and once outside the city she appealed for military support. The “streltsy” who in the meantime had occupied the Kremlin faced overwhelming odds and were forced to surrender. A number of their leaders were executed and the concessions granted by Sophia were rescinded. Sophia and her young brother Tsar Ivan V returned to Moscow, while the young Tsar Peter I and his mother were obliged to settle in a village nearby to wait for the young Tsar to reach maturity.


  Although a well educated woman for Muscovy, Sophia relied heavily on her lover Prince Golitsin and the new commander of the “streltsy” corps, the commoner Shalkhovitsky. Her rule in the name of Tsar Ivan V was marked with peaceful relations with other states such as King Jan Sobieski’s Commonwealth, with which she signed the “eternal peace” in 1686. Poland relinquished all claims to Kyiv, left bank Ukraine, and the region “Down Under” although to the Zaporozhian Cossacks it was an empty formality and scarcely passed their notice. There were also plans hatched by Golitsin for major reforms in the army and the system of serfdom, introducing education from western Europe and Ukraine, and religious toleration. Sophia continued the persecution of Old Believers and runaway serfs, began to act as an autocrat, and expressed a wish to be crowned as Tsarina. This, however, was not to be. The young Peter had gained the support of most of the “streltsy” corps, and in 1689 Sophia was forced to abdicate and was put away in the Novodevichi Convent. Tsar Ivan V died and at the age of 24 Peter Romanov became the sole Tsar, Peter I of Muscovy.


  Following the suppression of Stenka Razin’s uprising the young Tsar inherited a peaceful Muscovy. The left bank of Ukraine carried on as a semi-independent Cossack territory under Hetman Ivan Samoilovich who had maintained a faithful relationship with Sophia and Golitsin. Sophia’s policy had become directed against the Ottoman Empire, and with the signing of the treaty of Eternal Peace with the Commonwealth Muscovy joined the Polish-Lithuanian Crown, the Holy Roman Empire, and the Venetian Republic in an anti–Ottoman Holy League. A large Muscovite army commanded by Prince Golitsin and supported by left-bank Cossack regiments left in April to invade the Crimean Peninsula, but in spite of Samoilovich’s advice to the contrary. The summer heat came early that year, the herds of horses ran out of fodder and water, and the Tatars set fire to the dry prairie grass. Disease broke out, and men and horses began to die. The whole expedition turned into a disaster, and was forced to withdraw back to the north. Golitsin put the blame on Samoilovich and his Cossacks, accusing them of collusion with the Tatars, and on 22 July 1687 the hetman was arrested with his sons and brother. Samoilovich and his son Jacob were exiled to Siberia, and his two other sons and brother Gregory were tortured and executed. The treachery and cruelty which was endemic in Muscovite despotism was alive and well.


  Another obedient hetman had to be elected, one who would be receptive to Moscow’s wishes. A wide area on the banks of the Kolomak River was cordoned off by Prince Golitsin’s men, and several thousand rank-and-file Cossacks were selected for the insidious formality of electing a hetman. The officers settled on Samoilovich’s Osaul and Doroshenko’s former Chancellor Ivan Mazepa, who was brought forward and duly acclaimed by the assembled rank-and-file. Articles of agreement were signed by Golitsin and Mazepa, by which the Cossacks kept ownership of land, forests, and mills, and a standing army of 30,000. Virtually all peasants on the left-bank Ukraine had assumed Cossack status, and more men could be raised if required. Hetman Mazepa was to receive the income from 72 villages for the upkeep of himself, his office, and the Cossack administration, and a regiment of Muscovite “streltsy” were placed under his command. Kyiv, Chernihiv, Pereiaslav, Nizhin and Oster also received Muscovite garrisons, but their commanding “voevodas” were forbidden to interfere in domestic affairs. Hetman Mazepa was also forbidden to conduct foreign relations and diplomacy and these activities would be carried out in secret.


  Who was Ivan Mazepa, whose name, following his death, became known throughout Europe and North America? He was born in west-bank Ukraine in Bila Tserkva to a gentry Cossack family, where in 1654 his father became the colonel of the regiment. Due to the anathema later placed on Mazepa, the destruction of documents and the official eradication of his very name until 1917, not much is known for certain about his early life. He was born around 1639 and received a good education in the Orthodox Kyiv Academy, and perhaps also studied with the Jesuits. He spent some time abroad, five or six years as a page in King Jan Casimir’s court, and had an opportunity to travel to western Europe, where he improved his knowledge of foreign languages. A French diplomat by the name of Jean Baluse, whose description of the trip to Mazepa’s capital of Baturin was discovered in Paris after World War I, left the following description of the hetman.


  
    His language is, in general, selected and ornate, although during conversations he usually keeps silent and listens to others. At his court (sic) he has two German doctors with whom he converses in their own tongue; to the Italian masters of whom there are several in the castle, he speaks in the Italian language. I spoke with the master of Ukraine in the Latin language inasmuch as he assured me that he was not very fluent in French, although in his youth he had visited Paris and southern France, and had been at the reception in the Louvre upon the occasion of the celebration of the Pyrenean Peace (with Spain) in 1659. I myself saw French and Dutch newspapers in his study.

  


  Yet another French diplomat, Baillet de la Neuville, who was in Moscow in 1689, commented on meeting Mazepa there:


  
    During all that time the hetmans (of Ukraine) were considered subordinate to the Muscovite Tsar, yet they never went to Moscow. But Golitsin (to present a decoration in the presence of the Tsar) … summoned Mazepa to Moscow with 500 of his higher officers. During the sojourn of Mazepa in Moscow I could not receive permission from the Muscovites to see him, and only a few times at night in disguise did I visit him…. The prince (sic) is not handsome but he is a highly educated man who speaks the Latin language fluently … he is by birth a Cossack.18

  


  In August 1689, Hetman Mazepa had been invited to Moscow by Sophia, where he was received with pomp and ceremony befitting a head of state. Mazepa was in Moscow when on 17 August young Peter I overthrew his half-sister, and he had the astuteness to support Peter with his 500 Cossacks. The 24-year-old Peter was drawn to the older Hetman without whose backing the coup against Sophia would probably not have succeeded, and for many years the two would share a friendship.


  By supporting Peter I, Mazepa also saw his own chance to obtain the young Tsar’s approval and to shore up his personal power in Ukraine. He was facing open revolts and uprisings by a population which saw him as just another wealthy landowner, who was benefiting the officer corps and distributing land to his supporters, and introducing monopoly rights over key and lucrative activities such as milling and brewing. Hiring paid troops, Mazepa succeeded to put down most of the revolts and to create a loyal, privileged corps of senior Cossack officers. The rank-and-file and the general population was also not forgotten, as many monopolies were eliminated, taxation was brought down to negligible levels, and the labor which the peasants owed their landlords was fixed at no more than two days per week. He was becoming more popular with the increasing prosperity, and social stratification was not very marked, which was noticed by a Swedish officer, F.C. Von Weihe, who recorded in his diary that “The Kozaks have a uniform pattern of life, and dress alike.”19 All this seems to have made Mazepa a popular ruler, as noted by Jean Baluse: “He is held in high esteem in the Kozak country, where the people are generally freedom-loving and proud, and entertain no love for anyone who would dominate them. Mazepa succeeded in uniting the Kozaks around himself through rigid authority and his great military courage.”20


  The French diplomat’s views were shared by European publications such as the article published in a Leipzig newspaper in 1704, which informed its readers that the Ukrainian army “is commanded by their leader Mazepa, who thanks to his ability and great military genius, enjoys great fame in the world.”21 We also know from a detailed description of Muscovy and left bank Ukraine published in 1701 in Vienna by Emperor Maximilian’s diplomat in Moscow, G. Korb, that by the beginning of the 18th century Mazepa had built up a powerful army.


  
    The Cossacks are a great element of strength for the Tsars. The Muscovites conciliate them with annual gifts, and study to keep them faithful with the fattest promises, lest they should take it into their heads to pass over to the Poles, and by their defection draw off the whole strength of the military power of Rus; for this stout race excels the Muscovites, both in the art of war and in bravery of soul.22

  


  By the beginning of the 18th century, the east bank of Ukraine had a well developed economy, and a society and culture that was very different from their neighbors, particularly Muscovy. With the greatest regions of the most fertile soil in the whole of Europe the main sector of the Ukrainian economy was agriculture, but there was manufacture as well, as recorded by F.C. Von Weihe:


  
    … benevolent nature has neglected nothing here which could be useful to the carefree and contented life of the inhabitants; they have salt and iron mines, and also glassmaking plants … wheat grows here in unlimited quantity … oxen and sheep are of a beautiful breed and size … the horses have great endurance and are favored more than any other animal because of their racing speed. The kozaks have a uniform pattern of life, and dress alike.23

  


  Detailed notes were also made by a Danish envoy to St. Petersburg during 1709–12 by the name of Jul Just who described life in Ukraine. Coming from Muscovy, he was pleasantly surprised by the neatness and cleanliness of Ukrainian towns and villages. He was given a “splendid” reception by Hetman Skoropadsky’s acting hetman Andriy Martinovich, and had a chance to observe common life. Unlike in Muscovy: “The inhabitants of Kozak Ukraine live in prosperity and often sing. They sell and buy all sorts of merchandise without paying taxes, and can choose whatever handicraft is to their liking, and trade with whatever they want. They are subject to only a small taxation to the Hetman.”24


  The Dane was also impressed by the Ukrainian towns and villages, by the cleanliness and architecture of the town buildings:


  
    The inhabitants of Chernihiv Province as well as the entire population of Kozak Ukraine are known for their politeness and cleanliness, dressing neatly and keeping their homes immaculately clean … in all respects cleaner and more polite than the Muscovites…. Korolevets is a big town … the streets are beautiful, such as I never saw in Muscovy. The buildings are stately, strong, and clean and are as in Denmark, not as in Muscovy where they are hidden in courtyards…. Nizhin is a great commercial city, fortified by a strong wall.”

  


  Even in a city such as Nemiriv in Podilia (“Polish Ukraine”), which had been devastated by war, “the meanest building was much cleaner than the most sumptuous palace in Moscow.”25


  Medicine was relatively well developed, as observed by the German doctor and scientist S.G. Gmelin in his book “Travels Through Russia in 1770.” He mentions that common “chemical” medicines were known, and inoculations against smallpox were common.


  Perhaps nothing illustrates the differences between Ukrainian culture from those of Muscovy more than family life. Cossack women were generally in charge of the household and had both domestic and public freedom, as was noticed by the Swedish officer Weihe who recorded in his diary that “even prominent women do not hesitate to drink whiskey at the market, and it is not surprising that they have great inclination torwards adventure.”26 On Sundays women carried prayer books indicating that they were literate. Also corporal punishment of children was rare and was not well looked upon. Both men and women wore boots and women wore skirts tightly wrapped around their bodies made of thin woolen material of various colors. The men shaved their heads and wore long trousers made of wool, silk, or cloth, supported with sashes. The contrast in family life between Ukraine and Muscovy could also not have been greater. Contact between young boys and girls was strictly forbidden in Muscovy, romantic love was unknown, and adolescent girls were usually married to men they did not know. Once married, women were regularly beaten by their husbands, and the father’s whip was passed on to the husband. Besides the frequent reports by foreign travelers, we know of the slave-like conditions of wives and children from a handbook written by a monk called Sylvester, “Domostroy” (Household Building), which contains recipes on how to build a successful home: “disobedient wives should be severely whipped, though not in anger.” Even a good wife should be beaten from time to time—but not in public. To raise successful children, the boys and girls should also be beaten, for which they shall be grateful to the father when they grow up. Divorce could be very straightforward since a husband could beat his wife to death and remarry, but a less drastic form was simply for a husband to dispatch his wife to a convent after which he could marry, but no more than three times. Marriages were arranged and, unlike in Cossack Ukraine, romantic love was not a part of the culture.


  

This was the society over which upon his mother’s death in 1694 Peter I assumed full authority as the autocrat, harboring a despotism and a brutal cruelty which soon became manifest. He was as different from Mazepa as were their societies. We have the insightful description of the Tsar by the Bishop of Salisbury, Gilbert Burnet, when Peter I was in England two years later with his envoys (although the last sentence was written a few years later following the mass execution of the “streltsy”):


  
    He is a man of very hot temper, soon inflamed, and very brutal in his passion; he raises his natural heat by drinking much brandy…. He is subject to convulsive motions all over his body. He wants (lacks) not capacity and has a larger measure of knowledge than might be expected from his education, which was very indifferent; a want of judgment with an instability of temper appear in him too often and too evidently…. He is resolute but understands little of war, and seems not at all inquisitive that way…. After I had seen him often … I could not but adore the depth of the providence of God, that had raised up such a furious man to so absolute authority over so great a part of the world.27

  


  Peter’s foreign policy, which guided his domestic affairs, began when he decided Muscovy needed an outlet to the sea. In 1695 he declared war on the Porte and the Crimea, and taking his troops with 6,000 Don Cossacks he moved against Azov. The campaign failed due to a lack of naval power, and the following year he attacked Azov by land and sea, forcing its surrender after a brief siege. The new Polish-Lithuanian king, the Elector of Saxony August II, was also at war with the Ottoman Empire but with little progress made, and following the Treaty of Karlowitz signed 3 July 1700, King August turned his attention to Sweden, the virtual master of the Baltic Sea. In January 1700 he declared war on his cousin Charles XII of Sweden, and four months later Denmark followed suit. Peter I also saw little hope of fighting the Ottoman Empire, and ten days after the treaty the Tsar declared war on Charles XII. The Great Northern War, which would last for more than 20 years, had begun.


  Peter I realized that his land and naval forces had to be completely restructured and rebuilt on European standards if he was to fight Charles XII, and accompanied by an entourage of 250 men in March 1697 he set out to western Europe to hire hundreds of foreigners, with promises of generous recompense, religious tolerance, and separate law courts. Eighteen months into his trip word came that four regiments of the “streltsy” musketeers had revolted, and Peter I hurried from Vienna back to Moscow, where he would reveal the first signs of brutality that would mark despotic rule for the rest of his life. The young Tsar had demoted the privileged status of the “streltsy” to coincide with his intention of “Westemizing” the Muscovite army. Several “streltsy” regiments had been made to serve in the Azov campaigns and perform menial construction duties, with 2000 being sent to the Polish border, and other regiments not allowed to serve in Moscow close to their families and artisanal-commercial activities which many “streltsy” followed. A major complaint was that they were led by foreign officers, “heretics” who didn’t care about the “streltsy’s” well-being or beliefs.


  By the time Peter I reached Moscow the revolt had been suppressed by the Semyanovsky and Preobrazhensky Guards regiments, supported by others under the command of General Shein and his second-in-command, General Patrick Gordon. As the rebellious “streltsy” were marching on Moscow they were met 35 miles outside of the city by Shein’s and Gordon’s loyal troops, 6,000 on horseback and 2,000 on foot as described by Korb. As the “streltsy” began their attack across a stream General Shein ordered the artillery to open fire, causing such devastation that they quickly surrendered without the “western-style” troops having to fire a shot. General Shein ordered 130 “streltsy” be executed on the spot for treason and 1,900 were taken as prisoners to Moscow. One thousand of the “streltsy” were tortured and executed, their mutilated bodies exposed to the public. The Hapsburg diplomat J.G. Korb witnessed the “streltsy” revolt during 1698 and the treatment of Shein’s prisoners when they were brought to Moscow. He described the tortures and massive executions in which Tsar Peter I himself took part, and those close to him being ordered to follow suit. Korb describes a particularly brutal public execution on 23 October 1698, in which Peter I and his associates took part with the Tsar beheading five helpless “streltsy.”


  
    This differed considerably from those that preceded … and hardly credible. 330 at a time were led out together to the fatal axe’s stroke … all the Boyars, Senators of the realm and Dumny Diaks (secretaries) … had been summoned by the Tsar’s command to Bebraschentsko (Breobrazhenskoye), and enjoined to take upon themselves the hangman’s office. Some struck the blow unsteadily and with trembling hands assumed this new and unaccustomed task. The most unfortunate stroke … was given by him (Golitsin) whose erring sword struck the back instead of the neck, and thus chopping the “streltsy” almost in halves … (but) Alexasha (struck) the unhappy wretch a surer blow of an axe on the neck. Prince Romodanovsky … beheaded according to orders, one out of each (four) regiments. Lastly to every Boyar a “streltsy” was led, whom he was to behead. The Tsar in his saddle looked on at the whole tragedy.28

  


  Torture scenes conducted by Peter I in the company of boyars were also witnessed by other foreign envoys, when they were drawn out of their residences to examine “howls more appalling and groans more horrible than they had yet heard, led them to examine what cruelty was going on in the fourth house.” Of the 2,000 that had been taken prisoner, 1,200 were executed, and their widows and children expelled from Moscow. The following spring all remaining 16 “streltsy” regiments were disbanded, their properties confiscated and most were exiled to Siberia and other remote territories. Finally, after all these years, Tsar Peter Romanov had his revenge on the “streltsy,” who once again were threatening to upset his God-given right to rule. Not that Peter I insisted on formal servility, such as prostration before his person, but he demanded more substance. “Less servility, more zeal in service and more loyalty to me and the state,” as he put it, “this is the respect which should be paid to the Tsar.”


  No sooner was the “streltsy” revolt drowned in blood than the Cossacks of the Don began to stir again for the first time since the savage repression of Stenka Razin’s uprising three decades earlier. The loyalty and service which the Don Cossacks had shown in the Azov campaigns, and which to a large extent had ensured the capture of the Turkish fort, was not reciprocated by the Tsar. Peter I was casting his eyes on Don Cossack land as boyars were encouraged to expel Cossacks along the middle Don River and establish estates worked by serf labor. In 1700, the Cossacks along the Khoper and Medveditsa tributaries of the Don were ordered out of their homes, and five years later similar expulsions were repeated along the upper Donets. Another issue was the serfs, who were escaping to the Cossack country in increasing numbers. When Peter I demanded that they be returned, he was ignored by the entire Don Cossack Army, which refused to break one of the oldest Cossack traditions, to give sanctuary to anyone fleeing state repression. To deal with the problem, in 1703 the Tsar’s troops were sent to arrest escaped serfs who when caught were flogged and sent back to their masters. Don Cossack “stanitsas” were placed under the authority of the Admiralty at Voronezh, the mouth of the Don River was put out of bounds to Cossack fishermen, drying fish and mining for salt became a Tsar’s monopoly, and state taxes began to be introduced. As remarked by the Danish envoy, Jul Just: “There is not a single state income which is not monopolized and shared by the Tsar…. Every fisherman’s net, which provides a livelihood for the poor, is taxed yearly.”29 The despotism of the tsarist state was compounded by the corrupt officials: “What good can one expect from those (officials) who openly proclaim that they are working for their own good and comfort….”30


  In 1705 a revolt against the Tsarist government broke out in Astrakhan, where memories of Stenka Razin were still strong, but after bitter fighting the port was recaptured by the Tsarist General Sheremetev in March of the following year. For the time being pressure had been taken off the Don Cossacks, but with the end of the fighting the government’s demands to hand over escaped serfs were renewed. These continued to be ignored and Prince Yuri Dolgoruky marched into Cossack country at the head of 1,000 men and began to round up serf refugees and burn Cossack “stanitsas” which had given them shelter. On the night of 8–9 October 1707 Dolgoruky was attacked by a band of 200 Don Cossacks as he was pursuing serfs in the steppe, his men were dispersed with heavy losses, and the Prince himself was killed.


  The attack was led by a 47-year-old ataman called Condrat Bulavin of Bakhmut who now issued a call for the Don Cossack Army to rise against tsarist oppression. His men were defeated by loyal Cossacks and Peter I’s troops, and Bulavin sought refuge in the Zaporozhian Sich which refused to turn him over to the authorities. On the contrary, at the head of a detachment of Zaporozhians Bulavin was back on the Don in the spring of 1708 and called on the Don and the Ukrainian Cossacks to overthrow “the evil boyars, governors, and loyal officers” and “according to Cossack custom … elect atamans and esauls.” Peter I’s army was tied up fighting Charles XII of Sweden, and now was the time to strike for freedom. Messengers were sent to the Volga region and central Muscovy to seek support among the serfs and other lower classes. Bulavin’s army now numbered 9,000 strong including 1,200 Zaporozhians, and when confronted by Ataman Maximov many “loyal” Cossacks went over to his side and those who remained were defeated in the battle which followed. Maximov and his atamans were tried for supporting the enemy and killing rebel Cossacks, and were executed. Bulavin was elected as the ataman of the Don Cossack Host, and promptly confiscated 20,000 gold rubles from the churches to be distributed among the poor Cossacks. To gain some time he sent Peter I a letter in May, explaining the unjust local conditions, and that he and the new Cossack leadership were still “loyal.” In the meantime all reference to the Tsar, or mentions of his name, became a capital offense.


  Peter I reacted quickly in spite of the Swedish war. Raising an army of 30,000 troops, mainly landed gentry militia under the killed Prince Yuri Dolgoruky’s brother Vasili, he instructed the commander to “go round the Cossack towns and burn all of them down, and cut down the people and hang them … you know how much we need the land.”31 To the tsar and the Muscovite ruling class the Cossacks were a foreign element, to be destroyed and replaced by a more docile and “loyal” population. The revolt had spread over a wide area and Bulavin decided to divide his army into three detachments. One was sent north to occupy Tsaritsin and Saratov, another to support rebels who were skirmishing with Prince Vasili Dolgoruky. A third, which included the Zaporozhians, was to storm and occupy Azov. A strategist Bulavin was not, and outnumbered, each detachment was defeated in turn by Dolgoruky. Bulavin was deposed by his Cossacks, and surrounded in his house in Cherkask he killed himself by a bullet in the head. The rebellion raged on for some time but most rebel units were defeated and dispersed throughout southern Muscovy and the Zaporozhian steppe. A Don Cossack ataman by the name of Nekrasov led 2,000 Don Cossacks and their families to join others who had settled on the Kuban River on land controlled by the Ottoman Empire, preferring to serve the Sultan rather than submit to Peter I’s tender mercies. The usual tortures and executions descended on the land, and over 40 Don Cossack “stanitsa” villages on the Medveditsa, Khoper, and Donets rivers were razed to the ground, with some 7,000 Don Cossacks killed in battle, or executed outright. Some 4,500 square miles came under the Tsar’s control and was handed over to the nobility for service rendered, to be worked by serf labor. The uprising of the Muslim Bashkir people between the Volga River and the Ural Mountains which had begun in 1705 continued for some time, until the last pockets of resistance were suppressed in 1711 by Muscovite forces, supported by 10,000 Buddhist Kalmiks.


  



  Ukraine and the Great Northern War


  The Don Cossack and Bashkir uprisings were particularly threatening since they had broken out during the Great Northern War, when Peter I was facing Charles XII of Sweden. Charles had become King in 1697 when he was 15, ten years younger than Peter I and a very different man. Well educated, he had a special liking and ability for languages and mathematics, and was opposed to torture and capital punishment (except in extreme cases).32 Throughout his formative years he was in contact with men who practiced reason and critical thought, which would make him one of the best military strategists of his time.


  Charles XII’s first confrontation came with Denmark, and following the defeat of King Frederick the young king switched his attention to the east Baltic coast, where Tsar Peter I’s new style army was laying siege to the Swedish port of Narva (Estonia). The Muscovites were now dressed in European dark green coats, breeches, boots, and tri-corned hats, and armed with 40,000 modern flintlock muskets with the new ring bayonets which Peter I had ordered when he was in England. The Muscovite army was also well supplied with artillery, which ironically included the 300 pieces which the Swedes had provided for the Turkish war. The 18-year-old Charles landed in Livonia in the autumn of 1700 with 10,500 infantry and cavalry, and set out to relieve the siege proceeding across difficult marshy terrain with all human habitation destroyed by the Tsar’s orders. Narva was being besieged by a Muscovite army four times the size of that at Charles XII’s disposal, commanded by the Duke de Croy, Prince of the Holy Roman Empire, while Peter I remained at Novgorod, expecting the fall of Narva at any time. The besiegers had dug a defensive 6-foot deep trench behind their positions, protected by 140 artillery pieces mounted on a 9-foot earthen mound some four miles long which surrounded the besieged city.


  Duke de Croy’s position had a flaw. His 40,000 man army was strung out along the mound and although Charles XII was badly outnumbered, the initiative lay with him. Not much action was expected from the tired Swedish army after its long and difficult march. On 20 November Charles unexpectedly formed his infantry and cavalry before the Muscovite earthworks and supported by concentrated artillery fire, generals Rehnskjold and Vellinck began to advance towards the dry moat that was quickly filled with bundles of wood carried by each Swedish soldier. The two forces began to exchange heavy musket fire, as the Swedes advanced up the mound at several pre-selected locations. Charles XII’s strategy was to use infantry to penetrate the thin Muscovite line followed by cavalry as the besieging army found itself attacked from the rear. Just then an early unforeseen snowstorm began to blow into the Muscovite ranks and blinded the infantry as, covered by the storm, the Swedes poured volley after volley of musket fire into the enemy’s ranks. The Muscovite infantry gave way and the Swedes charged through the breach, attacking the Muscovites inside their own defenses, which now became a trap. De Croy’s cavalry failed to intervene and the Muscovite infantry began to break and flee towards the bridge spanning the Narva River, except for six battalions and the Preobrazhensky and Semyonovsky Guards regiments which maintained discipline and fought back. By 8:00 p.m. it was all over as the princes Alexander of Imertia, Dolgoruky, Golavin, and Buturlin surrendered their swords to Charles XII, who apparently received them with one boot, having lost the other when his horse was shot from under him during the attack. The 18-year-old king had won a great victory in the face of overwhelming odds, demonstrating his courage and ability for military strategy.33 It was also clear that the serfs forced to serve in the Tsar’s new army were poor military material, even though Peter I had endowed them with the trappings of a modern European army. As observed by a Muscovite officer:


  
    … (the troops) think only how to return to their homes. They pray God will send them a light wound … for which they will receive a reward from the Sovereign (the Tsar). In battle they hide in thickets; whole companies take cover in a forest or a valley, and I have even heard noblemen say: “Pray God we may serve our Sovereign without drawing our swords from their scabbards.”

  


  Charles XII’s Swedish army and the German contingents with him began to suffer from hunger and illness as Peter I’s scorched earth policy took effect, and by spring of 1701 only half of the army was fit for duty. A force of 10,000 fresh troops arrived, bringing his army up to a strength of 24,000 men, which allowed Charles to march on Riga, where he crushed his cousin King August II’s Saxon army which was besieging the port, captured another fortress on the Neva River, and in April 1701 invaded Poland. The four regiments Peter had sent to support Augustus II fled at the first sight of the enemy without firing a shot. On 14 May, Charles reached Warsaw and towards the end of the month was joined by a smaller contingent that had taken the route through Brest-Litovsk, to ensure it was not in enemy hands. In July with 12,000 men Charles XII confronted Augustus II’s 16,000 Saxons and a Cossack corps under Colonel Miklashevsky at Kliszow, and in a deft maneuver he led his men in an attack on the enemy’s right flank, capturing most of the artillery and forcing Augustus II to retreat. In January 1702 the Swedes suffered their first defeat of the war. A 7,000 man Swedish force under General Shlippenbach had gone to winter quarters at Eresfer near Dorpat in Livonia, and was attacked by General Sheremetev’s corps which had 7,000 Cossacks under Colonel Apostol. Supported by fifteen cannons mounted on sleds the Cossacks attacked the Swedes’ quarters and drove them out into the winter cold, inflicting serious casualties. The much-needed supplies the Cossacks had captured were confiscated by Sheremetev who as a result of the victory was promoted by Peter I to Field Marshall. Deprived of proper supplies, the left bank Ukrainian Cossacks began to suffer casualties from the cold weather, which greatly dampened their enthusiasm for the war, and the Muscovite commanders.


  Following Charles XII’s victories against Augustus II many Polish nobles rebelled, electing the wealthy noble Stanislaw Leszczynski on 5 October 1705 as the rival to August II. On 8 November a military and a trade agreement was signed between the new pro–Swedish king and Charles XII, which recognized all right-bank Ukraine as part of the Polish Commonwealth. In 1703 Peter I had signed a military alliance with King Augustus II in Narva in which right-bank Ukraine was also recognized as part of the king’s Polish domain, as both sides sought Polish support. The Cossacks, however, had other plans. The regiments on the right bank were still intact, and following Augustus II’s defeat in July 1702 by Charles XII at Kliszow, and the occupation of Warsaw and Kracow, Colonel Simon Paliy with 12,000 Cossacks began to clear right-bank Ukraine of Polish and Lithuanian troops. A 4,000 man Polish corps had already been defeated two years previously, and Polish garrisons began to fall one after another until virtually the entire right bank was liberated.


  King Charles XII had committed his first strategic error. The treaty with Leszczynski brought him Polish military support of dubious quality, while losing an alliance with the far superior Cossack regiments. With Charles marching into Ukraine rather than through marshy Belarus, and Paliy and Mazepa on his side, the combined Swedish-Ukrainian armies would easily have driven Peter I’s Muscovites out of left-bank Ukraine. Additional support would also have been available from Bulavin’s Don Cossack and peasant forces, and Peter I would have presided over the collapse of a despotic tsardom.


  The freedom, however, was short lived. With Peter I’s tacit agreement, Augustus II’s Poles invaded the right-bank Ukraine supported by Muscovite troops, and after bitter fighting the Cossack strongholds of Nemiriv and Ladizain fell into Polish hands, followed by thousands of executions and mutilations. Paliy and his men retreated east to Bila Tserkva where they managed to beat off all Polish assaults until having lost many men, the Polish commander had to call off the siege. Hetman Mazepa watched the events unfold before his eyes, but with many of his men serving abroad he was unable to challenge Peter I and interfere in the fighting. Besides, if Mazepa had crossed the Dnipro even a combined force of left and right-bank depleted Cossack regiments would not have been able to oppose both Polish and Muscovite armies on two fronts for too long. While it was true that virtually every adult Ukrainian male (and some women) knew how to use weapons, the populations of the two enemy empires were more than ten times that of both the left-bank and right-bank territories of Ukraine.



  To the west, in Poland and Galicia confusion reigned. In the spring of 1704 before Stanislaw Leszczynski could be crowned as the second King of Poland, Peter I sent an army to support King Augustus II which included 17,000 of Mazepa’s Cossacks, to whom the war with Charles XII was a foreign conflict that did not really concern them.34 Charles in the meantime had moved to the southeast away from Warsaw which enabled Augustus II with a Saxon-Muscovite-Ukrainian force of 12,000 to occupy the city, as Leszczynski’s Poles withdrew without a fight. The young Swedish king in the meantime advanced into Galicia, and in August occupied Lviv which also did not offer much resistance. Peter I, however, captured Narva in July, and in the same month the Swedish General Lewenhaupt with Prince Sapiha’s Lithuanians defeated Wishniowiecki’s Commonwealth-Muscovite-Cossack troops at Jakobstadt. Stanislaw Leszczynski was elected on 12 July 1704 as King of Poland and Grand Prince of Lithuania-Rus, and crowned by the Swedes in Warsaw on 5 October 1705. On 28 November 1705, Leszczynski signed the Treaty of Warsaw by which Poland-Lithuania became Swedish vassal states.


  On 15 January 1706, leaving Rehnskiöld with 10,000 men to guard Warsaw against General Schulenburg, Charles advanced with his main 20,000 man Swedish army on the Muscovite-Saxon-Polish positions at Grodno, commanded by Augustus II and Peter I’s General Ogilvie. The Muscovite detachment retired to the Grodno fortress without giving battle, and Augustus II headed towards Poland with the remaining force to attack Rehnskiöld and try to capture Warsaw. On 3 February Schulenburg suffered a major defeat at the hands of Rehnskiöld at Fraustadt in a brilliant two-hour battle of strategy while Ogilvie was ordered by Peter not to risk his men and retreat to Kyiv while Peter himself tried to halt Charles’ advance into Belarus at Minsk with a strong force of Muscovites and 14,000 Ukrainian Cossacks. The Swedes were victorious again, and used as cannon fodder by foreign commanders, the Cossacks suffered heavy losses. Having inflicted several defeats on the enemy with only 20,000 men, Charles decided not to pursue an advance into Muscovy but instead headed west to deal once and for all with Augustus II. Saxony was occupied up to Leipzig and on 24 September 1706 Augustus signed the Treaty of Altranstadt in which he gave up the Polish-Lithuanian crown, as the King of Saxony broke off his treaty with Peter I, and agreed to pay a heavy tribute to the Swedish king.


  Charles XII had terminated the campaign in the east to secure his rear in Poland—particularly in Saxony—to be able to strike at his main enemy. The Tsar of Muscovy was challenging Swedish supremacy in the Baltic Sea and in the provinces on the eastern shore which were held by Sweden, and Tsarist Muscovy was the only power which could potentially replace Swedish rule and destroy its lucrative trade in the region. Moreover, the young Tsar’s intentions had also been made clear with the radical modernizing of the Muscovite army on European lines and the beginning of what would become his capital on the Neva—St. Petersburg. The bottom line was that both the Swedish and the Muscovite empires could not both be dominant in northEastern Europe.


  News of social unrest and the revolt in Astrakhan in 1705 had reached the Swedish king, who realized it would occupy much of the Tsar’s attention. During 1706–07 while in Saxony at Augustus’ expense, Charles raised and trained new Saxon troops in Swedish tactics to supplement his veterans, and receiving fresh Swedish reinforcements he stood at the head of a powerful 45,000 man army; 7,000 cavalry, 9,600 dragoons, 14,000 infantry, 150 pieces of artillery and other foreign units. The infantry was reissued with the lighter, pointed Carolinian sword, and all cavalry was issued flintlock pistols, Cossack style. Charles could also rely on 11,500 men under Lewenhaupt in Livonia and 14,000 men in Finland. During his campaign in Volin and Belarus in the previous year, Charles had been contacted clandestinely by Hetman Mazepa, who could no longer bear the Tsar’s military and economic impositions to which he had no treaty right.35 Word was reaching the Swedes that the Don and the Terek River Cossacks were also ill-disposed towards Peter I’s despotism. The sleeping giant that was Muscovy was awakening and Charles and his advisors knew that any attempt to capture Moscow could not wait much longer.


  While Charles XII was raising his army, Galicia and Poland had been occupied by Muscovite and Ukrainian troops, and on 7 September 1707, the Swedish-Saxon army entered Poland and began to advance eastwards. Charles also received 9,000 recruits from Sweden and Peter’s commander Menshikov began to retreat, leaving behind a burnt wasteland with wells and streams poisoned with corpses. Charles’ strategy was not to waste manpower in Poland but to outflank the main Tsarist forces under Field Marshall Sheremetev and force him to withdraw. The first encounter took place at Grodno on the Nieman River, where to secure the only available bridge Charles led 600 of his Guards horsemen in a charge against the 2,000 Muscovite cavalry that were guarding the crossing. The Muscovites were thrown back in confusion, and carried by the momentum of the attack, the Swedes charged into Grodno. Unknown to Charles the Tsar and his boyhood friend Menshikov were also in Grodno, and on hearing of the Swedish attack they staged a hasty escape to avoid imminent capture. When they learned how small the Swedish force was, Peter turned back with 3,000 men and attempted to re-take the town, but without success. Three days later the main Swedish army arrived and the Muscovite army retreated from the Nieman River and took up new defensive positions behind the Berezina.


  Peter I had ordered all human habitation to be destroyed as he was retreating, and short on forage and food, Charles decided to halt in the triangle between Grodno, Vilno, and Minsk for the approaching winter. The main enemy forces had retreated to the east, and the Swedes had only to contend with harassment by Cossack and Kalmick cavalry, which broke some of the monotony of camp life. In May 1708 with the arrival of spring Charles resumed his advance towards Moscow. He had 40,000 Swedes and Saxons with him, there were 12,000 in Riga with General Lewenhaupt, and 12,000 men in Finland whose job was to attack Peter’s new city on the Neva, St. Petersburg. There were also 8,000 men in Poland under General Krassow who could reinforce Charles XII if the need arose—in all, some 75,000 men. Opposing him was Peter I’s force of 57,000 men, 24,000 left to defend St. Petersburg, General Bauer’s 16,000 man army at Dorpat to keep an eye on Lewenhaupt, and 12,000 under General Golitsin near Kyiv to cover approaches into Ukraine—a total of 110,000 men. Morale in Charles’ army was high; the men were volunteers, well trained, and were led by competent officers. Their confidence had also received a boost when they experienced the poor quality of Peter’s modern army, who were mostly serfs drafted to serve for 25 years! Also in May word came of the Don Cossack revolt led by Bulavin which greatly cheered Charles and his men.


  As the Swedish army left Minsk, Charles XII realized that the time had come to meet Peter I’s army head-on rather than depend on the outflanking strategy that he had employed up to now. The relatively open terrain of Poland was behind him, and he had entered the great Pripet Marsh where maneuvering was more difficult, particularly with the unseasonably heavy rains which had turned the roads into deep mud. The Muscovite-Ukrainian army, some 38,000 strong, was dug in along a six-mile north-south defensive position behind the shallow and swampy Babich River near the Belarus village of Holowczyn (Holovzin) and felt secure, as the Swedish army still had to cross the wider Berezina River guarded by strong Muscovite forces. In a coordinated series of maneuvers, however, Charles succeeded in drawing the enemy away from the sites where his bridges were to be built, and before the Tsar’s commanders realized it the whole Swedish army was across the Berezina and was heading towards the Babich River.


  The Muscovite-Ukrainian positions, defended by three divisions, were under the overall command of Sheremetev, whose division (18 battalions) was positioned in the center with Hollart’s division (16 battalions) to his right, and Prince Repnin’s division (24 battalions) dug in on his left flank. Taking a detachment of cavalry on a reconnaissance, Charles detected a flaw in the enemy’s position. Prince Repnin’s division was separated from Sheremetev’s men by a marshy tributary of the Babich River and by a thick wood, considered to be impassable, and was left undefended. Thus, once attacked Repnin’s division could not be reinforced. On 3 July, at the break of dawn 20,000 of the king’s men were ready for the assault. It had rained all night and pontoon bridges could not be dragged through the thick mud as Charles led the Lifeguard and Dalcarian Regiments in the first wave across the Babich River and into the undefended swamp, the men wading in chest-deep water with muskets and powder held high. Other waves of Swedish infantry followed as each side poured volley after volley into each other’s ranks. Prince Repnin moved a number of battalions to reinforce his right flank but kept the bulk of his division in place to meet another Swedish crossing across the Babich. In danger of being rolled up onto themselves Repnin ordered his men to retreat and take cover in the woods, from where they continued their fire. A brigade of six battalions of Sheremetev’s division arrived to support Repnin but could do no more than cover his retreat. The Cossack and Kalmick cavalry which was fighting the Swedish Household dragoons were attacked by the elite Drabant Household and elements of the Småland cavalry and also retreated into the thick forest, leaving Charles in possession of the battlefield. Sheremetev’s attempt to take the pressure off Repnin by crossing the Babich River with a brigade-sized force and attacking the Swedish camp had also failed when it was stopped by the newly arrived West Bothnian Regiment. Sheremetev had lost some 1,600 men and the battle cost Charles 1,200, many from the Guards.36 The road to Mohilev and the Dnipro River lay open, and on 9 July the Swedish army entered Mohilev to rest and to wait for supplies and reinforcements.


  Before setting on the campaign, Charles XII had left instructions with General Lewenhaupt to assemble a supply train with provisions for three months since to avoid being slowed down, Charles would only take enough provisions to last his men for six weeks. Having experienced Peter’s scorched earth policy, the king realized his army would have to be self-sufficient, and not depend on foraged supplies. Lewenhaupt was to leave Riga in early June with 2,000 wagons pulled by 8,000 horses, escorted by 7,500 infantry and 5,000 cavalry, to rendezvous with Charles in Mohilev. It was estimated that it would take two months to cover the distance of 400 miles, but the gathering of supplies took longer than expected. It was also an unusually wet summer and the roads were becoming almost impassable as the wheels of the heavily laden wagons sank into the mud. Averaging only five miles per day, Lewenhaupt’s column was still on the road in mid–September.


  Charles XII waited for a month for Lewenhaupt’s arrival but impatience soon got the better of the young king, and on 5 August he vacated Mohilev and began to cross the Dnipro River. By the 10th August the entire Swedish army had crossed to the east bank and skirmishes broke out, with a minor battle at Molyatichi, but in the main Peter I avoided a pitched battle and Charles halted at Tatarsk on the Smolensk-Moscow road. But the supplies still had not arrived, the Swedish army was running low on provisions, and winter was approaching. Consulting with his commanders, Charles belatedly decided to activate his secret agreement with Hetman Mazepa and head south into east-bank Ukraine, into what the Swedes were told was a land of milk and honey.


  In the meantime, Lewenhaupt was finding himself in a dangerous situation. There was still a 90-mile stretch of muddy road between himself and Charles, much of it through thick primeval forest, and Peter decided to attack and destroy the slow moving column. Assembling an army of ten battalions of his best infantry and ten battalions of dragoons and cavalry, the Tsar took overall command of the 11,600-man force and began to move against Lewenhaupt. The supply train had already reached the Dnipro River when on 18 September Lewenhaupt received fresh instructions to turn south and head for Ukraine. He was also informed by his reconnaissance that a large Muscovite force was moving against him, and he sent 3,000 cavalry to secure the crossing of the Sozh River at Propoitsk. With his main force he advanced towards the village of Lesnaya, where he drew up his men in battle order at the edge of the woods north of the village. On 28 September in the early afternoon, with Menshikov’s seven dragoon regiments and three battalions of infantry to his left, Peter took command of the right flank and ordered to attack. A fierce firefight broke out as Menshikov’s advance was brought to a halt by a Swedish counterattack, which in turn was blocked by the Semensky Guard Regiment. The fighting raged all day when just after 4 p.m. General Bauer’s dragoons arrived and were launched on the Swedish right flank, forcing Lewenkaupt to order a retreat to the earthworks which had been thrown up around Lesnaya. The infantry around the village was reinforced by the 3,000 cavalry that had been sent to Propoitsk, and as dusk fell an early snowfall put an end to the hostilities.


  Lewenhaupt, however, was no Charles XII, and with his battle lines still intact he ordered a retreat. The supply wagons were set on fire and the artillery was buried to prevent it from falling into enemy hands. Morale and discipline plummeted as men tried to retrieve supplies from the burning wagons (particularly the barrels of officers’ brandy) while others sought refuge in the thick forest believing all was lost. Some 6,000–7,000 men, however, kept order and succeeded in reaching Propoisk only to discover all bridges across the Sozh had been burned. Disorganized fighting between Swedish units and Kalmick and Cossack cavalry squadrons continued for several days in which 500 Swedes were killed, but not wishing to sustain further losses Peter called off the pursuit.


  Deprived of supplies and facing a severe winter, Charles headed south towards left bank Ukraine, which was bearing a heavy burden of the war. Forced contributions were on the increase and the local population was being abused by Muscovite garrisons, who raped women. Thousands of Cossacks had been killed, often fighting under foreign commanders but with unfamiliar methods and tactics, and increasingly Cossacks were being used for northern construction projects such as St. Petersburg, where hundreds died of disease in the unhealthy swamps. Ukrainian peasants were also forced to build fortifications, taking them away from harvests. Foreign trade on which many Ukrainian towns depended had also ground to a halt.37 The final blow for Mazepa and his officers came in 1705 when Tsar Peter I betrayed his agreement (and obligation) to support the Hetman against the Polish army, which was being gathered by King Stanislaw Leszczynski to occupy right-bank Ukraine. In the Tsar’s words Mazepa was told to “defend yourself as best as you can.” It seemed as if the time was ripe to renew Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s pro–Swedish policy, but this time there was a difference.38 Both Charles XII and Peter I had treaties with the Polish kings and recognized right-bank Ukraine and Volin to be an integral part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, depriving Cossack Ukraine of half of its territory and any future independence from the two superpowers. Hetman Mazepa understood the situation when he addressed his senior officers with the words: “We stand now, brothers, before two chasms, each ready to swallow us….”39 There were similarities between the Swedes and Ukrainian Cossacks in that neither had serfdom and both enjoyed relative liberty in stark contrast to the servitude found in Muscovy and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.40 Charles XII’s grandfather had been Khmelnitsky’s ally and besides the Swedish Imperial holdings of the King were situated without common borders with Ukraine. Mazepa would wait for Charles XII’s arrival, and throw in his lot with the Swedes.


  Charles’ arrival on the border of left-bank Ukraine, however, was badly timed and not one of Mazepa’s choosing. Many Cossack regiments were abroad, and those in Ukraine did not all support the Hetman’s sudden pro–Swedish stance, and were unsure of abandoning their loyalty to Peter. In October 1708 Charles received a messenger from the Ukrainian Colonel Ivan Skoropadsky who volunteered to lead Charles to Starodub, an important Ukrainian center. Instead he took the long way, which enabled Peter’s commander Menshikov to reach the city first and deprive Charles of a strong base of operations. Bypassing Starodub the Swedes crossed the Vablin River where they were joined by 7,000 survivors of Lewenhaupt’s column. Halting in Panurivka, Charles received a message from Mazepa promising support and winter quarters, but the Swedes still had to cross the wide Desna River before they could join Mazepa. On 31 October, having prepared several rafts and covered by artillery fire, Charles’ men began to cross at Mezin, and by the evening a beachhead was established by 200 Swedes and 400 Finns. More troops followed and when Peter’s General Patrick Gordon attempted to throw them back into the river his Muscovite grenadiers suffered almost 2,000 dead and wounded with similar casualties on the Swedish side, but by the next day all of Charles’ men had crossed the wide Desna and on 5 November Hetman Mazepa declared his support for Charles XII.41 Their meeting in Panurivka has been described in a diary by the Prussian envoy to Charles XII David von Siltman:



  
    Mazepa marched in to the accompaniment of trumpets and drums; also Colonel Hielm received him not far from the quarters with music…. In the morning Mazepa arrived before the King in the general headquarters; he brought with him a great number of officers; some of them rode before him, others behind him. Immediately before Mazepa there rode an officer who carried a staff (the “bulava” mace) decorated with precious stones and gold; a detachment (Mazepa’s own 2,000 man regiment) of the Kozaks followed. In the King’s headquarters he was received by count marshal von Diefen; Mazepa dined with the King, and at the table there were only seven of the most important Kozak officers. The Hetman was seated at the right of the King.42

  


  Peter I had been informed of Mazepa’s secret talks with Charles XII several months before in March by the Cossack Colonel Kochubey who resented the love affair which had broken out between his young daughter and the 63-year-old hetman. Moscow had been unable to penetrate Mazepa’s secret service and his dealings with foreign powers, and in the absence of evidence—Peter I was also aware of the personal enmity between the two men—Kochubey was arrested and handed over to Mazepa, who had him executed for treason. Now, with the confirmed reports of Mazepa’s support of the Swedish King, Peter I ordered Menshikov and a large force to advance on Mazepa’s capital. Golitsin had already arrived on 31 October at the Seim River facing Baturin, but found all the bridges destroyed. He was joined by Menshikov, and crossing the Seim on newly built bridges the 20,000 combined Muscovite army surrounded Baturin.


  Baturin was a formidable fortress, which had recently been strengthened on the Hetman’s orders. Ukraine was Peter I’s principal supplier of gunpowder and Baturin was a storehouse of ammunition, supplies, and weapons. The stronghold was garrisoned with four hired “serdiuk” regiments (men paid by the hetman), and the Mirhorod, Prilutsk, and Lubni Cossack regiments, in all 6,000 men. The walls were defended by 100 pieces of artillery including a 50-pounder mortar cast on the premises a few years before. The main fort was surrounded on three sides by a wide moat and an earthen mound except on the side facing the Seim River, and as Menshikov’s army approached the Cossack commanding officer Colonel Chechelia issued an order to block the gates with mounds of earth. As was standard with fortifications of Baturin’s size there were several secret tunnels leading out from the central stronghold to receive messengers, stage sorties against the enemy, or to effect an escape when all was lost.


  As recorded in the “Istoria Rusov” by an anonymous Cossack chronicler, and confirmed later by a 100-year-old Cossack, Peter’s commander Menshikov upon arrival on 1 November ordered an attack on the stronghold followed by several assaults, but all were beaten back with a heavy loss in manpower. The fortress was virtually impregnable, even to a large force, and Menshikov was threatened to be cut off from Peter I’s main army by the advancing Swedes and Cossacks who were only 40–50 miles away. Then the unexpected happened of which every commander dreams. A Cossack acting colonel, Ivan Nis, with a few other officers had voiced the opinion that the gates of the fort should be flung open and loyalty declared to the Greek Orthodox Tsar, Peter I. Colonel Chechelia had Nis and his supporters arrested for treason and chained to cannons to await trial when the siege was over. However, word was gotten to Menshikov by Nis’ agent as to the secret locations of the tunnels, and Menshikov ordered a halt to the withdrawal.


  On the next day at 6 o’clock in the morning of 5 September Muscovite grenadiers began to make their way through the darkness and the fog which had enveloped Baturin and entered the underground passages, while at the same time an assault was ordered on the fort’s walls. Disorganized and taken by surprise by the unexpected emergence of enemy troops inside the fortress, the defenders fought back for two hours but were overwhelmed by the Muscovite tide. Most surrendered, others fled as Baturin was set ablaze, and the slaughter of prisoners and civilians began with the troops reinforced by alcohol. In all, some 12,000 Cossacks and civilians were killed in the fighting or massacred as prisoners. Fearing the advance of Charles XII’s army and Mazepa’s Cossacks, Menshikov quickly withdrew to join Peter I and Skoropadsky’s forces. Hetman Mazepa arrived soon afterwards and it is said he burst into tears when he saw the great pools of dried blood and the ruins of the city. News of the massacre spread throughout Europe, and provided further confirmation of the Tsar’s barbarity bordering on mental instability. Today very little is available in Russian archives dealing with Baturin’s destruction, and it is only recently that some of the main events have been reconstructed in some detail.43


  The rapid fall of Baturin played a key role in the Ukrainian theater of the Great Northern War. Charles XII’s weakening forces and reduced artillery were casting doubt amongst Cossack commanders as to a Swedish victory over Peter I’s reinforced army, and with the fall and total destruction of Baturin influential colonels such as Skoropadsky, Apostal, Halahan, and Sulyma decided to support the Tsar. Many right-bank Cossacks, Colonel Paliy and others who were forced to retreat to the left bank by Polish and Muscovite forces, also saw little choice but to side with Peter—they were still angered at Hetman Mazepa for failing to support Paliy against the Polish-Muscovite invasion. Factors such as language and culture played a subordinate role when deciding on loyalty and a ruler’s legitimacy. Rarely acknowledged, the Ukrainian Cossack regiments played a key role by tipping the balance in Peter’s favor.


  Not all sided with the Tsar, and towards the end of December Mazepa and Charles received news that the Zaporozhian Sich with “koshovy ataman” Hordienko was leaning towards joining the allies. They were realizing Tsar Peter I intended to suppress their democratic system, which served as an example for the enslaved serfs of Muscovy. Already with the Treaty of Karlowitz in 1700 Peter I had agreed to punish by death any Zaporozhian attacks on the Muslim Tatars and Turks, and to forbid Cossack settlements to the south of the Sich along the Dnipro River. Now two forts were being built in the vicinity of the Sich at Kameny Zaton and on the Samara River.


  By March, gathering his supporters, Hordienko set sail up the Dnipro River to meet Mazepa at Perevolochno on the left bank, picking up more Cossacks on the way. His force of 8,000 Cossacks was blocked by three regiments of Muscovite dragoons under Brigadier Campbell at Tsarichanka, where the dragoons were crushed in a total defeat. The victory impressed Charles XII, a feeling which was reinforced when Hordienko addressed the linguistically gifted Swedish King in good Latin. Charles was presented with 115 Muscovite prisoners, Hordienko received 10,000 Florins from the King, and Mazepa distributed money to each “kuren.” On the following day on 8 April 1709 the Zaporozhian Army took an oath of allegiance to King Charles XII, in return receiving an affirmation their freedom and democratic “ancient privileges” would be protected.


  The Tsar reacted by sending three regular regiments to destroy the Sich, but without success as all assaults were repulsed by the 1,000 man Cossack garrison, until he resorted to treachery. One of Mazepa’s officers, Colonel Halahan, had been a member of the Sich before switching sides to enter the Tsar’s service. Appearing before the Sich in early May, Halahan was recognized and allowed to enter with some of his men. The defenders were taken by surprise as they were attacked with half of the Cossacks perishing in the fighting and the rest taken prisoner with 156 summarily executed. The Sich was burned to the ground and Halahan was richly rewarded with honors, estates, and money.


  With King Charles’ entire army quartered in Ukraine a more formal agreement was drawn up between the Swedish king and Hetman Mazepa, by which King Charles recognized Ukrainian independence on the left bank but still refused to give up support for King Augustus II on the right-bank Ukraine. The Zaporozhian Cossacks under “Koshovy Ataman” Hordienko signed a separate treaty with Charles XII, by which the Sich and its territory “Down Under” was recognized to be independent but with a special relationship to Ukraine. Peter I had occupied the Starodub region, and to confirm control among the local regiments the Tsar called a meeting of Cossack officers, who elected Colonel Skoropadsky as Mazepa’s rival hetman. To secure their loyalty all officers who attended were rewarded with land grants at the expense of Mazepa’s supporters. With the overwhelming Muscovite forces, for the Cossack officers to have acted otherwise would have brought a crushing defeat and an outright occupation of their regimental territories.


  The Swedish army settled into winter quarters between Priluky, Romny, Hadiach, and Lokhvitsia, just to the south of Peter I’s forces which were being concentrated in the northeastern part of left-bank Ukraine. The winter saw limited action but Muscovite cavalry was routed in Sloboda Ukraine and 8,000 Zaporozhians who arrived defeated two Muscovite divisions commanded by generals Nekhvoroscha and Schaumburg, in the process capturing hundreds of prisoners. The Cossack fort of Veprik was in enemy hands and just a few miles from Swedish-held Hadiach, and Charles decided to capture it and remove a potential threat. The fortress was under the command of a Scottish officer called Fairbairn who was in Peter’s service and garrisoned by two Muscovite battalions and four Ukrainian companies, 400 Cossacks and two pieces of artillery. In typical style the Cossacks had poured water on the earthworks which quickly turned into ice and on 7 January 1709 when the demand of surrender was rejected, Charles ordered the attack with six infantry and two dragoon regiments 3,000 men in all, supported by artillery. Ladders and men slid off the frozen ramparts as the precise Cossack musket fire took a heavy toll on men and officers, and in the two-hour attack the Swedes lost 400 dead and 600 wounded, including the commander Field Marshal Rehnskiöld. The fort only fell when on the following day the defenders ran out of ammunition and accepted surrender with honor.


  In March 1709 Charles XII moved south to new positions between the Psiol and Vorskla rivers where the Swedes found themselves better supplied especially when the local population and the Cossacks went on an Orthodox fast. Peter’s strategy was to trap the Swedish and Cossack armies in left-bank Ukraine and to this end he had stationed strong forces on the right-bank territories to block a Swedish retreat to the west. He had also succeeded in capturing and destroying the Zaporozhian river fleet, in effect trapping Charles and the Cossacks on Mazepa’s territory. The only way out was along the Poltava-Kharkov-Smolensk road leading to Moscow, but Poltava to the south was garrisoned by Muscovite troops and Skoropadsky’s Cossacks.


  To contain Charles in east-bank Ukraine was no easy matter, for despite shortages of supplies the allies still had a powerful force. The 25,000 Swedish army, 8,000 Zaporozhians, 4,000 of Mazepa’s Cossacks, and 1,000 Wallachians were outnumbered by 47 Muscovite regiments totaling 50,000 men, 5,000 Kalmik horsemen, tens of thousands of left-bank Cossack infantry and cavalry, not counting the 4,000 Muscovites and Cossacks who were defending Poltava. Peter I was also reinforced by several thousand of Paliy’s right-bank Cossacks. The situation did not improve when Peter I arrived from Azov on 4 June with 8,000 men so that Charles and Mazepa were now outnumbered two-to-one. The ally’s greatest disadvantage lay in artillery since Charles’ thirty field guns were overwhelmed by Peter’s 102 cannons.


  With the coming of spring Charles and Mazepa broke camp and headed towards Poltava, which lay behind Charles’ position on the strategic road leading to Kharkov and Moscow, and was a natural location to establish a springboard for further operations. On 1 May 1709 the Swedish artillery began to bombard the earthen and wooden ramparts surrounding Poltava, and Sheremetev and Menshikov watched with unease as the Swedes and Ukrainians advanced towards the city. The positions of the antagonists lay on opposite shores of the marshy Vorskla River with the Muscovite camp on the eastern side and the allies on the west. Several attempts at reinforcing the Poltava defenders had failed, and a decision was made by Peter to cross the Vorskla some ten kilometers to the north of the city, at a natural ford near Petrovka, and establish a fortified camp. The crossing at Petrovka would be the second (and probably the last) attempt by Peter to cross the river, since a major crossing during the night of 14–15 June had already been repelled by Field Marshall Rehnskiöld, and with the Muscovite army on the wrong side of the river it would be a question of time before Poltava fell to the Swedes and Cossacks. With the fall of Poltava Charles and Mazepa could concentrate all their forces on the Vorskla River crossing and place Peter’s army at a disadvantage.


  The 17th of June was Charles XII’s 27th birthday when one of these random events occurred which can change history. As the King was inspecting the Swedish and Cossack positions by the banks of the Vorskla near the village of Nizhny Mliny just to the south of Poltava, several anti–Mazepa Cossack sharpshooters who had made their way undetected to one of the small islands on the Vorskla waterway began to open fire. A horseman was killed and Charles was hit in the left heel by a bullet, but in typical fashion he ignored the wound and completed the inspection. Returning to camp he fainted and was immediately attended to by his physicians, but the wound had become infected and he began to develop a fever. The news that the King had been wounded spread quickly amongst the men—he who had led them into battle many times and had emerged unscathed. The wound would prove to be the undoing of the Swedish and Cossack allies.


  Command passed to the cavalryman Field Marshall Rehnskiöld who, just like Lewenhaupt, was no Charles XII. The crossing at the Petrovka ford was neglected, and learning of Charles’ wound Peter realized that no tactical trap had been set, and between 19 and 21 June the entire Muscovite army crossed to the western side. For the next few days Muscovite attacks to relieve Poltava were beaten back as the city was expected to fall any day. The Swedish and Saxon troops were still receiving Cossack provisions but the Orthodox fast was ending at the end of June and Paliy’s Cossack cavalry was raiding the surrounding villages and expropriating the food supplies. While Field Marshall Rehnskiöld was hesitating as Charles lay in a coma the Muscovite infantry entrenched itself on the open field between the marshes of the Vorskla River and the forest near Semenivka. Anticipating an attack, Peter’s men had constructed six redoubts some 200 meters apart and parallel to the main camp’s earthworks, defended by infantry and artillery.44 Peter had also moved his main camp near Jacovtsi closer to the Swedish and Cossack positions and only five kilometers from Poltava but was showing no signs of mounting an attack.


  Seeing the Tsar was not budging from his defensive positions, Rehnskiöld decided to take the initiative and launch an all-out assault on the Muscovite camp. On 28 June at 4:00 a.m. before sunrise the Swedish and Cossack regiments were drawn up into six attack columns, with Charles carried on a stretcher strapped between two horses. Without conducting proper reconnaissance Rehnskiöld now discovered that the Muscovite infantry had built four more redoubts perpendicular to the previous six, and any assault force would have to be split into two groups to bypass them. The attack formations were duly reorganized into five columns, two to bypass the redoubts on each side, and a middle column under General Roos to attack and destroy them after which he was to join the other four columns on the assault on the remaining six redoubts and the Muscovite camp. The position of the redoubts was such that the advancing Swedish battalions would also be exposed to artillery fire on both the flank and the front ranks as they went by. King Charles dressed in his royal uniform was placed at the head of the left column with the Guards battalions. The advance on the Muscovite positions thus began with an initial flaw. By ordering a change in the original Swedish formations Rehnskiöld had lost the element of surprise, so important to the success of an attack on a superior force. A second major error was to leave most of the artillery behind, and only four cannons were brought to support the infantry. Also, the two Swedish commanders were lackluster when it came to strategy and tactical leadership. Swedish morale was also affected by the king’s wound, since it was widely believed that during his youth Charles had been made invincible against gunfire by a witch.


  The Cossacks were also ready for battle, and to indicate they were Swedish allies they flew blue and yellow banners, the colors of the Swedish uniforms. Mazepa’s men were divided into three groups: one was to remain before Poltava and continue the siege, the second was left to defend the baggage train and the camp, while the third group joined the Zaporozhians under Hordienko on the left flank with the elite Swedish Guards. The Zaporozhians had already been attacked by the Kalmick cavalry on the same day which had forced them into a confused retreat before they rallied and drove them off, causing heavy losses. Although the fighting styles and techniques of the free-wheeling Cossacks and the regimented Swedes were different, the Cossacks soon earned the Swedes’ respect. Even before the march towards Poltava, Von Weihe had observed that the Cossacks


  
    … are equally good foot soldiers (compared to their cavalry) and aim well with their muskets, and have therefore won a reputation as the best fighters…. Our Zaporozhians with their precise muskets inflicted heavy losses on the Muscovite infantry, so that the latter was forced to retreat through he marshes, which enabled the King to make a circle towards Poltava.45

  


  A similar observation about Cossack marksmen was recorded in a diary by another Swedish officer, R. Petre, who noticed that they “had good wrought muskets, which they fired from a sitting position at the enemy in the woods, inflicting considerable losses.”46 Although Russian and Swedish historians make little mention of them, we know from the Prussian envoy Von Siltman that the Cossacks took part in the final battle of Poltava on 28 June, where “Hetman Mazepa was present and also led his Kozaks, who together with the Zaporozhians held the enemy on the right and left flanks.”47


  Attacked by General Roos’ column of 2,600 men (six battalions), the first two redoubts fell with ease to Swedish fire and bayonet charges, but the third refused to fall in spite of repeated assaults. Incredibly, Field Marshall Rehnskiöld had failed to communicate to both Generals Lewenhaupt and Roos the overall plan of the attack so that Roos failed to realize that in case of resistance all five Swedish columns were to bypass the first four redoubts, neutralize the remaining six guarding the camp, and attack the main Muscovite camp. As it was, following what he thought were his orders Roos was losing valuable manpower as the Swedish and Cossack advance was met by Muscovite infantry. Peter had also stationed Menshikov with 10,000 cavalry behind the six parallel redoubts, but when Menshikov led an attack he was met by a similar force of Swedish and Cossack cavalry, and after hand-to-hand fighting was driven back. The time was about 4:30 in the morning.


  In the meantime as Lewenhaupt’s right wing was advancing with six Swedish battalions and the Zaporozhian Cossacks, he came under heavy artillery and musket fire from the redoubts and with Roos’ column nowhere to be seen. Having lost more than half of his men in the assaults on the redoubts and the Guards battalions, which had split off to join the right wing columns, Roos had called off the attack and withdrawn to regroup in the swampy Yakovetsky woods where he lost his way. Lewenhaupt was bypassing the heavy fire from the redoubts and with Menshikov’s cavalry driven back he was now before the Muscovite camp, where he was ordered by Rehnskiöld to wait for the arrival of the remaining infantry and cavalry before attacking the heavily fortified enemy position—although the Swedes and Cossacks were outnumbered they had an advantage due to cramped conditions in the enemy camp. Unknown to Lewenhaupt, General Roos had been attacked by enemy infantry and with 500 men left he retreated to an abandoned redoubt where, running out of ammunition, he accepted the offer of surrender.


  Hearing of Roos’ defeat and with no other movement coming from the Swedes, who were still waiting for reinforcements, at 9:00 a.m. Peter I decided to come out of the camp and attack the enemy with a force of 18,000 infantry, and 9,000 dragoons with 8,000 of Skoropadsky’s Cossacks posted some two miles to the north, since many were willing to join Mazepa.48 Lewenhaupt had only 4,000 men, and adjutants sent to Mazepa at the main camps to bring up reinforcements with artillery failed to get through.49 Rehnskiöld’s poor strategy was now becoming evident. Facing a danger of being surrounded, the Swedes decided to pull back towards their camp, and followed by the Muscovite infantry and mounted dragoons, by 10:00 a.m. Rehnskiöld called a halt to meet the enemy with the Budyschensky woods behind them although the Cossacks had informed him that a better location was available.50 Instead Lewenhaupt’s infantry and the Cossacks were ordered to attack the advancing Muscovite infantry, and without artillery they began to take heavy casualties. The Swedish Guards regiments and the Zaporozhian Cossacks broke through the first rank of the Muscovite infantry and succeeded in capturing several guns, which they turned on the enemy. There was now a break in Sheremetev’s infantry battle formation and this was the time to send in the cavalry, but it was nowhere to be seen. For the first time in the Great Northern war Tsar Peter I took overall command of a major battle, as a break developed in the Swedish-Cossack formation between the left and right wings of the line. Muscovite infantry poured through the gap and attacked the left wing as Peter rode into battle at the head of the Novgorod regiment.


  The left wing collapsed first, and unable to make the troops stand, Lewenhaupt managed to get away with some of the men. Menshikov’s cavalry had attacked the Swedish cavalry behind their lines, and finding themselves on unfavorable terrain and without cavalry support the right wing also gave way. By 11:00 a.m. the battle of Poltava was over. General Lewenhaupt managed to get away with some of his men and Field Marshall Rehnskiöld was taken prisoner. Charles XII was still on his stretcher, which had several bullet holes, and at the head of his Guards and the Zaporozhians he was trying to rally the right wing with cries of “Swenskar, Swenskar” (“Sweden, Sweden”), but to no avail. Protected by a line of men he mounted a horse which was promptly shot from under him, and with his bandages ripped off he barely escaped beyond musket range on another mount provided by an officer of the Guard. Seeing their King on horseback the Swedish regiments ceased the headlong flight and began an orderly retreat with the Cossacks providing rear guard action and the defense of the Swedish camp, as was noted by Von Weihe in his diary: “Strong detachments of the enemy dragoons appeared in the morning, but they did not dare to attack (the camp) so soon, as they were confronted by the Zaporozhian cavalrymen and infantry.”51


  The Swedish and Cossack casualties were heavy, 6,900 dead or fatally wounded and 2,760 Swedes taken prisoner, including Field Marshall Rehnskiöld and four Major Generals. Some 16,000 of Charles’ troops, however, survived the battle and the panicked rout that followed and were able to reach the camp at Pushkarivka. There they were joined by the regiments who were besieging Poltava with the 6,000 Zaporozhians, and by Mazepa’s Cossacks, who had survived the battle placed in defensive positions around the camp. The Muscovite losses were lighter, supposedly only 1,345 killed and 3,290 wounded, very low casualties for such a long and bloody battle. The demise of the Swedish army was not yet over. Together with the Cossacks they still remained a potent fighting force, but a decision was taken by Charles not to stand and fight but to beat a hasty retreat towards the Dnipro River some 80 miles away, following the Worskla River where it emptied into the Dnipro at Perevolochna. All supplies and a part of the royal treasury were distributed amongst the troops, the wagons were burned, and the infantry mounted the wagon horses to hasten the withdrawal.


  The retreating Swedes and Cossacks reached Perevolochna in the evening of 29 June, but with the Zaporozhian river fleet destroyed not everyone could get across the Dnipro before the arrival of the Muscovite cavalry, which was in hot pursuit. There were still some fishing boats left and on the following day Charles and Mazepa were ferried across the Dnipro in their carriages, each placed on two boats lashed together. With them came the wounded and 1,000 of the king’s best men—800 cavalry and 200 infantry accompanied by 2,000 Zaporozhians who crossed in the Cossack way by swimming and holding on to the horses’ tails, much to the amazement of the Swedes. The rest of Charles’ troops were to continue along the east side of the Dnipro River and, escorted by Cossacks, seek refuge with the Crimean Khan. Charles and Mazepa, in the meantime, would seek asylum with the Turkish Sultan in Moldavia as their way to Sweden was blocked by Peter’s Muscovites and Ukrainian Cossacks who had already occupied west bank Ukraine, Volinia, and Podilia.


  Menshikov was held back by Cossack rear-guard action and was unable to prevent Charles and Mazepa from crossing the Dnipro. Charles had appointed Lewenhaupt to be in command of the army with the promise that there would be no surrender. By 1 July at the head of 6,000 Muscovite troopers and 2,000 Cossack cavalry Menshikov had caught up with the main Swedish and Cossack army, which had remained on the east bank, and proceeded to offer the Swedes terms of surrender. Lewenhaupt was still in command of about 18,000 seasoned Swedish troops and Cossacks, all fit to fight and twice the strength of Menshikov’s force, but once again he demonstrated poor judgment and leadership and accepted the terms of surrender. No doubt the low morale of the Swedish troops who thought their King had abandoned them played a role, but not only was this a direct disobeying of the King’s instructions, it was also a shameful betrayal of the faithful Cossacks, who had rescued the Swedish army a number of times, and had probably saved Lewenhaupt from capture during the great battle. As Lewenhaupt knew, the Cossacks would not be spared by the terms of the surrender.


  Many Cossacks slipped away and vanished into the vast steppe, but those not fortunate to get away were tortured and executed on Menshikov’s orders, their mutilated bodies hung on trees as a warning of what happens to those who would dare oppose the authority of the Tsar. The killing represented pure murder, since having sworn allegiance to Charles XII the Cossacks were no longer in the Tsar’s service. Later in a letter Charles XII would sum up the surrender by indicating his trust in Lewenhaupt was misplaced:


  
    I was guilty of an oversight in that I forgot to give the other generals and colonels who were there the orders of which only Lewenhaupt and Kreutz had knowledge. But for this, nothing would have happened as it did; for all the colonels who were at a loss, not knowing what orders had been given, nor which way they were to take with their regiments, nor where I myself had gone (my emphasis).52

  


  Once across the wide Dnipro River the 70-year-old Mazepa took charge of the retreat, throwing the pursuing enemy off their tracks to gain time. He and his Cossacks knew the tall grass prairie which stretched away as far as the eye could see, something which struck the Swedes and the Saxons with awe. Charles was still incapacitated by his wound and Mazepa had become ill and was also confined to his carriage. The Swedes and Cossacks reached the Boh River on 7 July and most had successfully crossed to the safety of Ottoman territory when General Volkonsky’s pursuing cavalry was sighted a short distance away. Some 300 Cossacks and the same number of Swedes had still not crossed and were now trapped on the wrong side of the river. The Swedes surrendered without firing a shot, but knowing what lay in store the Cossacks formed a firing line and as the Muscovite troopers charged they were mowed down with volleys of musket fire. When their ammunition ran out the Cossacks leveled their pikes, drew sabers and went down fighting to a man, as their Brothers watched helplessly from across the river. The casualties of the Muscovite cavalry were not reported but they were certainly considerable in what was the last battle in Charles XII’s Ukrainian campaign.


  Elsewhere in Ukraine Cossack uprisings lasted until 1715. Following the victory at Poltava Peter I inaugurated his usual repression, as was described by a German participant in the campaign, Frederich Weber, in his memoirs published in 1720: “The Muscovite General Menshikov brought to Ukraine all the horrors of vengeance and war. All sympathizers with Mazepa were disgracefully tortured. Ukraine was flooded with blood and devastated by looting, and presents a frightful picture of the barbarity of the victors.”53


  Following Mazepa’s death on 22 September 1709 in Bender (Moldavia), his secretary Pilip Orlyk was elected Hetman on 5 April 1710, and was recognized by Charles XII and the Turkish Sultan Ahmed III. At the head of 16,000 Cossacks, Tatar allies, and a detachment of Polish supporters of the deposed King Stanislaw Leszczynski, Hetman Orlyk invaded west bank Ukraine, which was under the occupation of Augustus II, who had been placed once again on the Polish throne by Peter I. Orlyk was supported by the Zaporozhian Cossacks and allied with the Ottoman Sultan and the Crimean Khan when on 20 November 1710 Sultan Ahmet III declared war on Tsar Peter I and King August II. Pilip Orlyk was attacked by a large Muscovite army under Peter I and 20,000 Ukrainian Cossacks, led by Hetman Skoropadsky. His Tatar allies fled, and Orlyk’s Cossacks were forced to retreat to Moldavia. Peter was no strategist, however, and in July 1711 he was surrounded in Bessarabia by the Turkish army and Orlyk’s Cossacks. Facing total annihilation, he succeeded in bribing the Sultan’s Grand Vizier who was in command of the Ottoman army. Before being allowed to withdraw from the trap Peter had to sign the Treaty of Pruth, by which, among other concessions, he was forced to hand over to King Leszycynski the right-bank Ukraine.


  Following the Battle of Poltava, Peter I had sent Skoropadsky’s Cossacks and Muscovite troops to destroy the Zaporozhian Sich on the Dnipro River. Part of the Zaporozhian Army which had not joined Pilip Orlyk moved down the river to a new stronghold at Kaminsky Zaton, where they would be out of reach of the Tsar’s men and turncoats such as Ihnat Halahan who was hunting down, torturing, and executing every Zaporozhian who fell into his hands. As Orlyk advanced into right-bank Ukraine, the Zaporozhians of the new Sich with a Tatar force penetrated deep into the left-bank up to the Kharkiv region. Outnumbered by Skoropadsky and General Buturlin’s eight Muscovite regiments they were pushed back and Skoropadsky issued the shameful order that every 10th adult male from the population that supported the Zaporozhians be executed. The Zaporozhians continued to retreat to the new Sich which was again captured and destroyed, and sailing down the Dnipro into Tatar territory they were given permission by Khan Devlet Giray II to build a Sich at Oleshky at the mouth of the Kardashinska tributary from where they continued to raid the occupied Ukrainian territory.


  During the continued fighting on the west-bank, Volinia, and Podilia, Charles XII had become stranded in Moldavia, unable to return to his kingdom. He used his two-year stay to work on publications, describing Swedish military drills and tactics some of which he himself had invented, and to study Ottoman life. His most interesting acquisition was a copy of a manuscript by the Greek Emmanuel Timani (the Sultan’s physician and one of the leading men of medicine in Europe) which describes vaccination to control smallpox epidemics!54 Charles left Moldavia on 6 February 1713 and eventually arrived in Sweden. An uprising broke out in Norway, and while he was in the trenches besieging a castle, on 11 December 1718 he was shot in the head and died instantly. The Great Northern War continued for the next three years, which ended with Peter I’s victory and the Treaty of Nystadt signed on 1 May 1721. The victory broke Sweden’s monopoly in the Baltic region and was the occasion for the announcement of the Russian Empire with “Muscovy” being officially renamed as “Russia” (“Rossiya,” the Greek word for Rus). Peter I was “prevailed” upon to accept the title “Peter the Great, Emperor of all Rus, Father of the Fatherland.” Following the Commonwealth’s example of classifying Poland as “Greater Poland” and “Lesser Poland” Muscovy became “Greater Russia” (Russia Major) and Ukraine was renamed as “Lesser Russia” (Russia Minor), which eradicated the name “Ukraine.”55



  Tsar Peter I’s new title and the adoption of the name “Russia” for his realm, with the new capital at St. Petersburg, signaled a shift in imperial expansion, made possible with the control of left-bank Ukraine and its Cossack regiments. Ukraine became the gateway to the Russian imperial expansion towards the Crimea, the Caucasus region and other Muslim territory in Central Asia, and in fact was the key to the Russian Empire. As observed by the Russian Nationalist A.I. Savenko in 1911: “[The] Mazepist injures Russia at the origin of its existence as a great power…. Poland, Finland and other borderlands did not give Russia her greatness, Ukraine did.”56


  The two monarchs, Peter I and Charles XII, soon entered the history books beginning with Voltaire’s volumes in 1731. But it was the Cossack Hetman Ivan Mazepa who captured the imagination of first Europe and then North America, to become a prominent figure in European Romantic poetry.57 An epic poem by the great English Romantic poet G. Byron entitled “Mazeppa” appeared in 1819 in London, and simultaneously in Byron’s collected works in Paris. Henceforth an idealized Romantic version became well known in France, such as Victor Hugo’s poem also entitled “Mazeppa” and the paintings by Delacroix and Vernet. Four operas were dedicated to Mazepa, including one by his countryman Tchaikovsky, and Franz Liszt composed a piano concerto in the name of the Ukrainian hetman. Repin’s great painting of the Zaporozhian Cossacks writing a letter to the Turkish Sultan—intended to depict Cossack democracy—has Mazepa’s blue and yellow banner hidden in the background, today the flag of the independent Ukrainian Republic.




  Seventeen



  



  The End of Cossack Freedom


  
    



    It was once in Ukraine

    The cannon roared;

    There were once Zaporozhians,

    They knew how to rule.

    They ruled and begat,

    Glory and freedom;

    T’is past, remain

    But the gravemounds on the steppe.

    They are high these mounds,

    Dark as the hills,

    And of that freedom, in hushed voice,

    They converse with the wind.

  


  
    —Tara Shevchenko, “Ivan Pidkova,” 1839

  


  



  Cossack Government in Exile and the End of Ukrainian Sovereignty


  Following Mazepa’s death the General Secretary Pilip Orlyk was elected Hetman of the Zaporozhian Army and was promptly recognized by King Charles XII and the Ottoman Sultan Ahmed III as the head of an independent Ukraine.1 A year later in 1710 Pilip Orlyk produced a remarkable document, much ahead of its time. It had the long and descriptive title:


  
    An agreement and the Establishment of the Rights and Freedoms of the Zaporozhian Army and all the Free People of Lesser Rus (Ukraine), Between His Excellency Hetman Pilip Orlyk and the General Officer (Corps), the Colonels, and the Mentioned Zaporozhian Army, Which Following Ancient Custom and the Military Rules, and Agreed Upon by Both Sides by Free Voting, and Strengthened by the Most Enlightened Hetman’s Solemn Oath.2

  


  With a preamble and 16 clear clauses, the document proceeds to define a constitution of Cossack Ukraine, known by its short Latin title as “Pacta et Constiutiones” or simply as “Pilip Orlyk’s Constitution.” John Locke in his well-known 1690 “Two Treatises of Government,” inspired by the English Levellers, had prescribed the separation of powers between the legislative (Parliament) and executive (the Monarch) branches of government. Pilip Orlyk went further, to separate all the three powers of government—the executive, the legislative, and the judicial—preceding Montesquieu by almost 40 years.3 Is it possible that the great French political theorist had been influenced by the Orlyk Constitution, which was circulating in Europe at the time in Latin, and other languages?4


  Orlyk’s Constitution covers most of the fundamental points of a democratic government and the rule of law. The legislature, to be known as the General Rada, is to consist of elected delegates, representing rank-and-file Cossacks, the officers, Zaporozhian Cossacks from “Down Under,” as well as the peasants, and was to sit three times a year during the main religious holidays at Christmas (January), Easter (April), and the Feast of the Holy Protection (October). One of the General Rada’s functions besides passing laws was to examine complaints against the hetman and other members of the executive whose powers were to be limited by clauses 6, 7, and 8—the hetman could not touch government revenue or dispose of government lands and property, conduct independent foreign affairs and negotiations, or establish administrative offices or appoint individuals to such positions; and above all, he was forbidden to punish any individual thought to be guilty of an offense. Such determination was the responsibility of judges of the Cossack Army, whose court was to be completely independent of other office or institution, including the General Rada and the Hetman’s office, as stipulated in clause 7. This meant that the court could try anyone without exception, including the hetman himself, so that no one was above the law.5 Towns and cities under the Magdeburg Law were to retain their traditional government, but all regimental colonels were to be elected and confirmed in their posts by the hetman. The Greek Orthodox Church was to be removed from the authority of the Moscow Patriarch and returned to the jurisdiction of Constantinople. The document was based on the Cossack concept that each individual was endowed with a “natural right” given by God, and is a written testimony to the democratic culture which emerged from the Ukrainian Revolution. It was also the beginning of laying the foundation for a Cossack Ukrainian state, at least on paper and in exile.


  For a long time the Latin version of the document drew much skepticism, and was considered by many to be a forgery. How could such an enlightened constitution have been drawn up by ordinary Cossacks who didn’t even have a proper state, when democratic constitutions appeared only much later, following the American and the French revolutions towards the end of the 18th century? Then during the winter of 2009 a discovery was made which removed all doubt as to the authenticity of Pilip Orlyk’s Constitution. A young Kyiv historian, Oleksander Affiorov, was examining the unsorted Files on Ukraine in the Central Russian Archives of Older Documents in Moscow, when he came across a Ukrainian language version of the document, written in the official Middle Ukrainian. It had been kept at the Zaporozhian Sich until 1775, when it was seized together with other papers by General Tekeli’s Imperial troops, which in that year captured and destroyed the Sich on Khortytsia Island. There was also a charter from King Charles XII of Sweden recognizing Pilip Orlyk’s election as Hetman and acknowledging the validity of the Constitution.6


  Meanwhile following his victory at Poltava and the bloody repression which followed, Peter I stepped up the Muscovite policy of restricting Ukrainian independence and converting the left bank into an autonomous province similar to the newly conquered Baltic territories. In this he was supported by Hetman Ivan Skoropadsky, who “had put his head under the Tsar’s yoke” as was charged by the Zaporozhian Cossacks. The hetman’s seat was moved to Hlukhiv closer to the Muscovite border, the Ukrainian Cossack Army was placed under the Tsar’s commander with many colonels and captains appointed by Peter I himself, and the jurisdiction of the Cossack main court was curtailed as was the freedom of the press. Ten regiments of the Tsar’s army were stationed on the left bank of Ukraine, two of which were assigned to Skoropadsky at Hlukhiv headed by Peter I’s “resident” who was to keep an eye on the hetman. Ivan Skoropadsky was also “asked” to give his 15-year-old daughter in marriage to one of Peter I’s favorite commanders, P. Tolstoi.


  Many Cossacks who had supported Skoropadsky during the war now turned against him. The main reason for his unpopularity was the forced drafting of Cossacks for hard labor to work building St. Petersburg on the unhealthy Finnish bog. Also in 1716, 10,000 left-bank Cossacks were sent to dig the canal between the Volga and Don rivers near Tsaritsyn, two years later Cossacks were put to work building forts along the Terek River in the foothills of the Caucasus Mountains, and in 1721 some 12,000 were ordered to dig a canal near Lake Ladoga. The following year they were joined by 12,000 draftees with casualties reaching 30 percent and many of the survivors returning home as invalids.7 For a population of just over one million the losses were significant and were meant in part to cow Ukrainians into submission.


  The freedom from Polish-Lithuanian serfdom in Ukraine following the revolution had created not only a free peasantry, but had also released private manufacturing and trade activities particularly in the free towns and cities under the Magdeburg Law. Following the devastation of the civil war and the foreign intervention that followed Bohdan Khmelnitsky’s death, economic activity resumed, particularly under Hetman Mazepa when left-bank Ukraine experienced a great growth in manufacture and foreign trade with the rest of Europe. Ukrainian merchants and Cossacks exported wheat, flax, hemp, cattle, wax, honey, tallow, hides, and tobacco, while importing southern produce such as figs, raisins, wines, and European woven and manufactured goods, although local glass-making, iron works, brewing, and the production of saltpeter and other chemicals was widespread. Most of the trade and production was carried out by private capitalist-style entrepreneurs who hired readily available labor, and artisans and tradesmen were also active in what was becoming a monetary economy. It is therefore difficult to imagine that the Cossack officers as entrepreneurs would not come into conflict with the large landowners who owed their estates to Tsar Peter I and Hetman Skoropadsky. The Cossacks were not a homogeneous social class, and their interests and social views at times tended to vary considerably. Although social distinctions and privileges of the nobility had largely been “cut down by Cossack sabers” under Bohdan Khmelnitsky, social stratification was slowly appearing once again.


  With political control established over left-bank Ukraine, Peter I—now “Emperor of all the Russias”—proceeded to place restrictions and controls over the economy to reduce competition with his monopolized state industries by: redirecting Ukrainian exports to ports in Greater Russia; establishing Russian state monopolies; banning import of non–Muscovite goods; and imposing custom duties and deploying border patrols to enforce them.8


  Ukraine, however, retained much of its distinctive culture, its way of life, and political organization. This was remarked by Jul Just, the Danish envoy to Peter I’s court when he traveled through left-bank Ukraine in 1711. He was pleasantly surprised by the neatness and orderliness of the villages, and noted that: “[The] Kozaks, being a freedom-loving people, are dissatisfied with the appointment by the Tsar, of Muscovite commanders for their garrisons. And considering themselves a free people, they are resentful in that they are compelled to serve the Tsar and execute his orders.”


  Jul Just was hosted in Hlukhiv by the acting hetman Andriy Martinovich, in a “splendid” reception where he had the opportunity to sample the local life and culture: “The inhabitants of Kozak Ukraine live in prosperity and often sing. They sell and buy all sorts of merchandise without paying taxes, and can choose whatever handicraft is to their liking, and trade with whatever they want. They are subject to only a small taxation to the Hetman.”9 The Hetman’s tax also went to the upkeep of the Cossack regiments, as well as of the central Cossack administration, which given the lack of state institutions was not very extensive. The Danish envoy was not received by Skoropadsky himself since the Hetman was away on a campaign in Peter’s war with the Ottoman Empire.


  An autocratic control of the Hetman and the Cossack officer corps had a negative impact on morale which, added to the disregard for the Cossacks’ health and physical well-being, continued to erode their fighting capabilities. In 1721 Peter I began a war with Persia and 10,000 Ukrainian Cossacks were sent to Derbent; a year later 10,000 more were dispatched against the Persians, three years later 12,000 more Cossacks were sent to the unhealthy conditions around Derbent and by the following year only 6,800 were left, most having perished in the hot, unhealthy climate. No year passed without more being sent to faraway places, particularly in 1731 when 20,000 Cossacks and 10,000 peasants were pressed to build fortifications along the shores of the Sea of Azov to be joined in the following year by 30,000 more.10 The final blow to Ukrainian autonomy came in 1721 when Hetman Skoropadsky was informed of the creation of the Collegiate for Lesser Russia, to consist of six Imperial Russian officers who were to supervise all affairs on the left-bank regimental territories. Hetman Skoropadsky was informed of the effective end to his authority when he attended the victory celebrations in Moscow to mark the victory of the Great Northern war, to which he had contributed in no small measure. On his way back to Ukraine he fell ill, and a few months later he was dead. The main initial task of the new Collegiate, headed by General Veliaminov, was to raise revenue in Ukraine by widespread taxation, and three years later in 1724 the General could boast that Ukrainian taxes had increased by 600 percent!


  Following Skoropadsky’s death the senior Cossack officers elected the colonel of the Chernihiv regiment, Pavlo Polubotok, as the next hetman. Born in 1660, he sided with Peter against Mazepa, and had come close to being elected Hetman in place of Skoropadsky. He received land from the Tsar and was active in trade and commerce, which, with 3,200 tenant households on his estates, made Polubotok one of the wealthiest men in Ukraine.11 Peter I had decided to terminate the position of Hetman and refused to confirm the election, even though Polubotok had demonstrated his loyalty by leading 10,000 Cossacks in 1721 to work on the Ladoga Canal where a third of them perished.


  The establishment of the Collegiate was unacceptable even to the pliable Polubotok and the wealthy circle of senior officers who resented the loss of autonomy and objected to the payment of new taxes, as they made clear in a petition to Peter. Polubotok’s petition also asked that the Tsar approve the election of a hetman “without whom government and army affairs presented in St. Petersburg cannot proceed lawfully, and Lesser Russia finds itself in total darkness.”12 Peter I’s despotic position, however, was firm. All practices and institutions beyond his control were to be abolished, as he made clear in an angry and paranoid reply:


  
    As is known to all from the time of the first Hetman Bohdan Khmelnitsky, even to Skoropadsky, all hetmans turned out to be traitors, and what misfortune was suffered by our state, particularly Lesser Russia, as is still fresh in the memory of Mazepa … and until a faithful well-known person is found, a government has been appointed for the benefit of your country … and there is no question of electing a hetman, and it is no use to belabor the point.13

  


  Hetman Pavlo Polubotok, the Cossack chief judge and the general secretary, along with their entourage were charged with treason and complicity in treason, and were imprisoned in the Peter and Paul fortress where Polubotok soon died (18 December 1724). After Polubotok’s demise a legend began to grow that the hetman had stashed away a great treasure in a London bank, and apparently the story still circulates to this day. The following year another legend grew surrounding Peter I’s death which has it that he died of a fever soon after diving into the cold waters of the Neva River to rescue a fisherman. In actual fact, Peter I died in bed three months after the alleged incident, in late January 1725, apparently due to a urinary ailment from which he had been suffering for some time.14


  Emperor Peter I died without leaving an evident heir, and refused to name one. His several sons from Catherine had died at an early age, and his heir apparent, Alexei—whose mother, Evdoxia, Peter had put away in a monastery—showed no inclination for military life, being attached to theology and Christian pacifism. When Alexei’s wife died in 1715, the following year the 26-year-old Tsarevich was ordered by Peter I to report to the military. But taking advantage of his father’s visit to Denmark, Alexei fled to Vienna with his new mistress where they received sanctuary. When Peter I sent a delegation with the promise that no harm would come to his son, the young Tsarevich returned to Moscow where he was promptly arrested in June 1718 and tortured to extract a “confession” of a plot against his father. Alexei was condemned to death by an obedient assembly of 120 nobles for supposedly planning a rebellion to overthrow the Tsar. He died soon after in the Peter and Paul fortress under mysterious circumstances, leaving behind a 3-year-old son, Peter. Now at an advanced stage of mental illness, Emperor Peter I created a Secret Chancellery to investigate his son’s activities and those of others, and although no evidence was found of plotting, the Secret Chancellery uncovered much opposition to the Tsar, including the Church, which soon led to the abolition of the Moscow Patriarchate.


  Were Peter I’s “reforms” a success for society, a step towards progressive and meaningful change, to modernize Muscovy and improve the welfare of all? Or did they simply represent a veneer of progress, driven by the needs of an autocratic monarchy and supported by a wealthy nobility? Most contemporary foreign observers indicate the latter was the case, such as the Danish envoy Jul Just. Representing a friendly power and not the Roman Catholic Church, he would not have had hostile “a-priori” views of Muscovite society: “Although at the present time the Muscovites … are trying to emulate in monkey fashion the other nations, and though they don French attire and in their external appearance they appear more civilized, inwardly, however, there sits a “cholop” (peasant, serf).”


  Crude behavior was also observed during high receptions, such as the one given for Peter I at Narva:


  
    The Tsar’s entourage behaved without conscience or shame; they shouted, whistled, belched, spat, berated each other, and even shamelessly spat in the face of decent people.

  


  
    What good can one expect from those who openly proclaim that they are working for their own gain and comfort, and pay no attention to whether foreigners talk well or ill of them…. Generally speaking, when dealing with Muscovites you must talk sharply and vulgarily to them, then they give in; when one behaves graciously with them, nothing is to be obtained from them.15

  


  While ramming through “reforms” Peter I was ignoring the most important activity—education. With the exception of foreigners surrounding him the most senior Muscovite officials had very little of it, if any, and some were illiterate. Foreigners were always surprised how little education Peter I had himself. As observed by Jul Just, the only higher school was the “gymnasium” (high school) known as the Patriarchal School, with a rector from Lviv (Galicia) and all professors were either Ukrainians or Galicians (“Orthodox from Poland”), as were most of the students.


  



  The Struggle for Ukrainian Autonomy


  During the four decades following Peter I’s death, there would be three Empresses and three Emperors on the Russian throne—and as many policies towards Cossack Ukraine. Peter I was succeeded by his wife, a Livonian woman who was once Field Marshall Menshikov’s mistress, who ascended the throne as Catherine I. Although a commoner, Catherine had been crowned by her husband a year before his death, and when she died two years later Peter I’s grandson—the son of the murdered Alexei—became Peter II.


  The Ukraine, in the meantime, saw a Hetman restored to the left-bank. During Catherine I’s reign the Field Marshall Menshikov had become her lover again and an influential power behind the throne as well as Peter II’s official regent. He had been given extensive properties in Ukraine for which he didn’t like paying the high taxes, and moreover he was becoming worried about the political stability following the disturbances which were taking place, as was recorded in 1728 by the Imperial Russian supreme commander the Field Marshall Count Burkhard C. Münnick:


  
    … they (the Cossacks) imagined the time of the Ministry of Peter II would be more favorable and began to raise commotions; but they were soon reduced to order by the sending of troops against them. Some of the richest, and the most turbulent were seized and sent to Siberia: the rest begged for mercy and obtained it; not, however, without having been compelled to send a numerous deputation to Moscow…. Their Prince, or Hetman, was at the head of it.16

  


  The 73-year-old colonel of the Mirhorod Regiment, Danilo Apostol, had been elected as Hetman on 1 October 1727, and in a manifesto sent to Apostol by Menshikov (in Peter II’s name) much of Ukrainian Cossack self-governance was restored, the College of Russia Minor was abolished (with most of the taxes), and in June 1727 the Supreme Secret Council transferred all Ukrainian affairs from the Imperial Senate to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the “Possolsky Prikaz.”


  In February 1728, Hetman Apostol arrived in Moscow for Peter II’s coronation ceremonies, where he was received by the young emperor with pomp and due respect. A series of talks ensued with the Foreign Minister Golovkin which resulted in the 28 “Confirmed Articles” as they became known, published on 20 August of the same year, which defined Lesser Russian (Ukraine’s) position within the Imperial system. The main highlights of the document were that the Hetman was confirmed as the autonomous authority in Ukraine subject only to the person of the Emperor, whose minister was to reside in Hlukhiv the hetman’s capital; all taxes were abolished except for the tax which had been introduced by Hetman Bohdan Khmelnitsky for defense; and like other foreigners, Greater Russians (Muscovites) were forbidden to buy land in Ukraine. Hetman Apostol was prohibited, however, from having relations with foreign powers with the exception of Poland, the Crimea, and the Great Porte, and then only on questions of settling border disputes in collaboration with the Imperial Minister. A court was also to be set up with three Cossack members and an equal number of Imperial appointees, with the Hetman as president. Finally, the ten Cossack and three paid regiments (the Serdiuks) were to be under the Imperial resident minister but only in times of war; otherwise the Hetman was to be the supreme commander of all Ukrainian regiments.


  With the restoration of Ukrainian autonomy and the lifting of customs duties and taxes, the economy began to revive. Hetman Apostol also began to introduce state-like rule by creating the “General Inquiry into Land Ownership,” which was to clarify titles of land ownership and collect information and data dealing with land issues. A treasury board was also set up to provide the first annual budget for the Hetman’s office and to regulate Army expenses. Much was also needed to provide legal order. The written Lithuanian Statute of the 16th century was still in effect but most Ukrainian laws were based on past precedent and common law and were normally administered by Cossack courts. The major towns and cities relied on Magdeburg Law which placed most burghers outside of the reach of imperial authority. Apostol continued the work of Hetman Skoropadsky’s legal commission begun in 1721, which was to compile a single legal code under the preliminary title of “Direction to Procedure and Appeal in Ukrainian Courts.” Hetman Apostol’s commission completed its work after his death 15 years later when a complete compilation of Ukrainian law was published in Church Slavonic, the official language of the Muscovite and then the Russian state which had originally been introduced to Kiev-Rus by Prince Vladimer.


  Following Hetman Apostol by the mid–18th century it appears as if Ukraine had established a hetmanate state as at times is claimed, but nothing could be further from the truth. Ukraine was still under the distinctive Cossack system of governance—military rule without state institutions, and towns and cities under the Magdeburg Law of self-governance.17 The Ukrainian Cossack system of governance was fairly unique, and the closest which came to it was Cromwell’s England after the dismissal of the “rump parliament.” The supreme authority in Ukraine continued to be the Hetman, who during wartime held absolute power over every rank-and-file Cossack and officer. He was no longer elected democratically by a general “rada” of all Cossacks but now was selected by the senior (and wealthy) officers with the official title of “Hetman of His Majesty the Tsar’s Zaporozhian Armies of Both Banks of the Dnipro.”18 It was only in the Zaporozhian lands of the wild steppe that direct democracy was still practiced.


  The Hetman worked closely with his General Army Office (“Heneralna Vijskova Kantselaria”)—as shown in Table 17.1—which met three times a year or when meetings were required to deal with special matters of policy such as defense, foreign expeditions, and others. Much of the actual power resided with the 10 regiments, each based in a particular left-bank region usually named after its chief town or city. A regiment (“polk”) was under the command of a colonel (“polkovnik”), who was also the governor responsible for civilian affairs. The working regimental language was the common dialect, which had developed in the regions around the Dnipro River, particularly the Poltava region on the left-bank, referred to as “Ukrainian,” and all orders and battle communications were issued in that language. At first only Greek Orthodox Ukrainians and occasionally Belarusins were elected as colonels and captains by the rank-and-file, but often ethnic affiliation made little difference as for example in the case of colonels Pavlo Hertsyk, Michailo Borokhovich, Anton Krizhanovsky and Hetman Skoropadsky’s son-in-law Andriy Markovich, who were of Jewish background.19 In Greater Russia this would have been unthinkable. Not only were Jews not permitted into the Tsar’s army but they were prohibited from residing on Muscovite territory. Following the battle of Poltava, Muscovites and other Greek Orthodox foreigners such as Serbs and Greeks began to be appointed in Ukraine by the Russian Imperial Government to ensure loyalty.20


  Hetman
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  Table 17.1: General Ukrainian Cossack Administration and Governance


  Colonel
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  Table 17.2: Regimental Ukrainian Administration and Governance



  



  The regimental quartermaster was second in importance after the colonel, and usually replaced him as the battlefield commander during his absence. He was responsible for the regiment’s artillery, munitions, and the baggage train, as well as all fortifications in his region. Judges sat in military and civil cases, held assizes, and could pronounce verdicts. Regimental administration was carried out by the secretary (“chancellor”), who had to have a good education and who received special training. He kept all records and documents and maintained contacts with the Hetman’s General Chancellery and the company scribes. The regimental “osauls” were the “aides-de-camp” or the colonel’s administrative assistants, and in time of war an “osaul” commanded a battalion or a detachment of Cossacks. During peacetime they investigated land claims, trained Cossacks and provided policing when called for, such as during county fairs or to hunt down criminals (or rebels!). Finally, the Flag Bearer, a “khorunzy” (lieutenant), carried the regimental banner into battle, or in a parade, at the head of a select troop of Cossacks known as the Comrades of the Banner. He also mustered the men for an assembly, organized campgrounds or bivouac areas, collected levies, and organized construction. The Standard Bearer was responsible for other regimental standards such as the horsetail “bunchuk.”


  The fundamental unit of a regiment was the company (the “sotnia”) commanded by a captain (“sotnik”) who was also the head civilian authority in the area where the company was raised. Captains attended the Regimental “Rada” which met in the colonel’s residence and had a staff consisting of a scribe, a company “osaul” who was his second in command, and the company flag bearer. The company further broke down into platoons or “kurins” commanded by an “otaman,” and consisted of Cossacks from the same village or neighboring settlements. No longer elected by the rank-and-file, the captains were appointed by the regimental colonel or by the hetman himself, and usually with Russian approval. Due to its importance the artillery—both Regimental and General—had its own command staff of trained officers and bombardiers who remained with the guns all year round.


  Ukrainian Cossack regiments continued to play a key role in the Russian wars. In 1722 while still a colonel, Danilo Apostol had led 10,000 Cossacks in Peter I’s war with Persia when Baku, Astrabad, and Derbent were occupied, at a cost of many Cossacks who died from pestilence and other disease. Three years later colonels Lizohub, Kandyba, and Horlenko took part in the fighting in Gilan in northern Persia, and in 1729 Cossacks again saw action in the vicinity of Derbent. Many Cossacks and peasants were also drafted on Imperial orders for construction work which interfered with the harvest and weakened Cossack physical wellbeing. Hetman Danilo Apostol died in January 1734, leaving much property behind, both personal and that earmarked for the Cossack Army. We know from an assessment of holdings carried out by the Imperial Government in 1724 that besides their residences Apostol’s family had in their possession 4 towns, 16 villages, 1 freehold, and 10 ranches, in all revenue from 2,678 households.21 Much of the possessions were acquired by Apostol having sided with Peter I against the Swedes and Mazepa’s Cossacks.


  The 14-year-old Peter II had died on 30 January 1730 of smallpox, on the same day as his scheduled wedding to the 17-year-old Catherine Dolgoruky. With his death Peter I’s male line came to an end, but to keep the crown with the Romanovs Catherine I had left a document by which the throne was to pass to Peter I’s niece Anna of Holstein, or her descendants, and then to Peter I’s youngest daughter Elizabeth or to her descendants. The six-man Supreme Secret Council agreed to honor Catherine’s wishes, but two members—Prince Dolgoruky and Baron Osterman—had drafted a document limiting the autocratic powers of the Tsarina to which Anne agreed. She was not to appoint an heir or to marry, declare war or peace, impose taxes, deprive the nobles of their estates, confer higher ranks, or spend state revenues without the Secret Council’s approval. As a Romanov, however, Anne had the support of the Guards Regiments and much of the minor gentry. Ten days after assuming power in October 1731 Anne tore up the document, which if implemented would have introduced a limited constitutional monarchy to Russia and changed the Empire in a fundamental way. Surrounding herself with Baltic Germans, especially her lover Count Ernst-Johan Biron (Bührer) who became the real power behind the throne, she had the Supreme Secret Council replaced by a Cabinet of Ministers with Field Marshall Münnick appointed commander of the armed forces and Osterman put in charge of foreign affairs. Anne’s power rested mainly on the nobility (particularly the new set which had been created by Peter I) whose lot improved while that of the serfs deteriorated markedly when in 1737 they were forbidden to purchase land or pursue commercial activities. She became known for her grotesque sense of humor, an enjoyment of hunting and killing animals, and callousness towards the predicament of the unfortunate members of society.


  The cornerstone of Osterman’s policy was an alliance with Austria, Denmark, and a commercial agreement with England, which were aimed at the Ottoman Empire, Sweden, and Poland (supported by France). A war soon broke out, known as the War of the Polish Succession, when Stanislaw Leszczynski was again elected King of Poland. He had survived Augustus II, Charles XII, Peter I and Hetman Mazepa, and now was opposed by Augustus II’s son (also called Augustus) supported by Russia and her allies. During Leszczynski’s exile in France his daughter Maria had married King Louis XV, who was seeking an ally in the east against the Austrian Hapsburgs. Russian and Ukrainian armies under General Lacey invaded Poland where they staged another election with only about 1,000 nobles in attendance, and on 17 June 1734 Augustus III was crowned in Cracow as the rival king. Lacey’s army was near Warsaw, and Leszczynski fled with several of his regiments to Gdansk which also fell after a five month siege when the expected French relief force did not materialize. Leszczynski fled once more disguised as a peasant, and at King Louis XV’s request abdicated for the Duchy of Lorraine which had recently been occupied by Louis XV’s troops.


  The War of the Polish Succession made it possible for the Zaporozhian Cossacks to reach an agreement with Empress Anne’s government, signed on February 1734 in Lubny, recognizing their petition to return to their “usual places” and the traditional hunting, fishing, and trading rights. They also received a subsidy of 20,000 rubles per year as a retainer for military service and border guard duty. In return Empress Anne I was recognized as their sovereign and the elected “Koshovy Ataman” became subject to the command of the Russian Imperial resident of “Lesser Russia” (Ukraine), although the vast Zaporozhian territory was not made an administrative part of Ukraine. Otherwise, with the Sich established on Crimean-Ottoman territory the Zaporozhians were beyond Russian Imperial influence and moreover they would have joined the Turkish Sultan who was supporting Leszczynski for the Polish throne. In the following year a new Sich was established near the Bazavluk area of the Pidpilna tributary of the Dnipro where it become an autonomous territory of Empress Anne I’s Russia and no longer independent. Nevertheless the Zaporozhian Cossacks preserved their democratic practices and military organization, there would be no serfdom, and refugees were not be turned over to Imperial authorities.


  The “Koshovy Ataman” was the hetman figure of the entire Zaporozhian territory, and he continued to enjoy virtually unlimited power as the military commander and the chief judge of the army, but during peacetime he had to stand for re-election every 1 January. During wartime his word was law and he held the power of life and death over every rank-and-file Cossack and officer. The “Koshovy Ataman” was supported by staff officers who were also elected annually, the second-in-command “osaul” who ran the camp and performed administrative and policing duties, military judges, and a treasurer. These chief officers had junior officers under their disposal to help in the everyday running of the Sich and its territory. The number of terms was not limited, and all could be re-elected year after year. The days when the Zaporozhian Brotherhood could go raiding the Crimea and the Ottoman Empire to gather needed supplies and booty were over, all officers received an income from the Sich Army treasury, and based on the Lubny Treaty of 1734 they were also paid by the Imperial Government. This enabled many to acquire landed property such as extensive grazing lands for horses, cattle, and sheep; but being an officer of the Sich was no easy task, involving the administration of well-armed, free warrior-soldiers. The character of the entire Zaporozhian territory and the “Great Under” was slowly changing, as settlers—some welcomed and others not—began to claim the fertile and free land of the steppe.


  Left-bank Ukraine did not fare as well. Following the death of Hetman Apostol, Empress Anne’s lover Biron once again curtailed Ukrainian autonomous rights by forbidding the election of a hetman. It was also accompanied by a reign of terror in Russia which cost tens of thousands of lives. A governing Council was established, consisting of three Russians and three Ukrainians with the Imperial resident as head. To ensure control of Ukraine and its “loyalty,” 25 regiments of Imperial troops were stationed on the left bank to be supported financially by the local population. The process was observed by General Manstein in his diary:


  
    At present they (the Ukrainian Cossacks) have no longer any privileges and are looked upon in the light of a conquered province. Their last Hetman Apostol dying in 1734, they were not left at liberty to choose another, and are now actually governed by a Russian (Imperial) Regency which resides in Glouchov (Hlukhiv). They can (still) absolutely bring two and twenty thousand men into the field….22

  


  Economically, however, the population was enjoying a measure of prosperity and was not shackled by serfdom as were many of the peasants in Russia proper.


  In the spring of 1735, following on the heels of the war of the Polish Succession, another Russo-Turkish war broke out which would last until the Treaty of Belgrade four years later. Without their hetman the Ukrainian regiments fought half-heartedly under the incompetence of Marshall Münnich in steppe fighting against the Tatars, with high casualties and desertions, and it was only after the Ottoman defeat at Khotin that the Turkish Sultan decided to hold negotiations in which Russia retained Azov.


  Empress Anne I died in 1740, and Biren was soon overthrown by Marshall Münnick and Osterman, who in turn were ousted by Peter I’s only surviving daughter, the 32-year-old Elizabeth. When Empress Anne’s will was read on the day following her death it was revealed that she had left the throne to her niece’s two-month old son, who was anointed and pronounced as Ivan VI with his mother (also called Anne) as regent. Elizabeth had again been passed over for the throne, and on 24 November 1741 she was informed by her French physician, Lestocq, that Anne was going to force her into a convent that very night. At midnight Elizabeth entered the barracks of the Preobrazhensky Guards Regiment, where she was well known, and with several hundred men marched into the Winter Palace. Anne was forced to step down as regent. Elizabeth I was crowned Empress and when Ivan VI turned four, he was imprisoned in Schlusselburg Castle with Anne, her entire family exiled to Brunswick, Germany.


  Fluent in German, Italian, and French, Elizabeth I had no formal education, was highly religious and superstitious and left the job of running the Empire to her friends and favorites. Her engagement to the Lutheran Bishop of Holstein ended with his death, and Elizabeth settled to a life filled with amorous relations with Guard Officers. The Conference of Ten became the highest civil administrative body, with jurisdiction over the armed forces and external affairs, the police and internal security being placed in the hands of the Secret Chancellery. Early in her reign Elizabeth I had introduced some changes, not for the better. The social and economic status of serfs was reduced further by the manifesto of 6 December 1741 issued to announce her ascendancy to the throne, but for the first time serfs did not have to take the oath of allegiance, making them in effect non-members of the realm. Then in March 1746 the nobility received the exclusive right to own land and serfs, with both being confiscated from non-noble proprietors. The final step in the enslavement of serfs was announced by the decree of 15 December 1747 by which they could be bought and sold with or without the land. We know the total serf population in Russia Major from the criminal code of 1754, where they are listed simply as property of the gentry together with cattle and other animals. To facilitate the purchase of land and serfs Elizabeth I authorized the creation of the Gentry Bank in St. Petersburg to provide cheap credit. The decree of Peter II which prohibited serfs from joining the military and seeking freedom was maintained, although serfs could once again register as merchants, with taxes being paid to the owner who also received a portion of the value of all sales. Deeply religious, Elizabeth I abolished the death penalty halfway through her reign.


  The changes introduced by Elizabeth I had little effect in Ukraine, which still differed from Russian Muscovy to a great extent. Most peasants and townsfolk were relatively prosperous, without the stranglehold which serfdom had on the general economy. Manstein referred to left-bank Ukraine as “without question one of the finest countries in Europe…,” still trying to maintain education: “When Peter I ascended the throne he found his people plunged in the grossest ignorance; even the priests could scarcely write…. It was only the clergy of the Ukraine that had some tincture of erudition.” And John Bell of Antermony observed while traveling in Ukraine in 1737 that “they have a university in Kiev of considerable reputation in these parts.”23


  The British traveler Joseph Marshall has left us with extensive descriptions of Ukraine based on his voyage in 1768–70. He was impressed by the “immense tracts of wild country” in Belarus-northern Ukraine, where he felt totally safe. He was especially impressed by Ukrainian agriculture and society.


  
    Czernishen (Chernihiv) is a very well built town … very well fortified and inhabited by about fifteen thousand people … all the track of county which lies upon the River Desna is very rich and well cultivated…. I made enquiries here concerning the danger of traveling through the Ukraine in this time of war, and they assured me that whether it was war or peace, I should not see the least appearance of any danger, that I should find the Ukraine … as well regulated a province as any county in England…. The present race of the Ukraine are a civilized people, and the best husbandmen (farmers) in the Russian Empire…. Ukraine is the richest province in the Russian Empire.24

  


  Marshall expressed amazement at the amount of hemp and flax being grown, the former acting as the “cleaner of the land,” since no weeds could grow in a dense hemp field. Of great interest is Marshall’s description of rural social conditions and the prosperity, which in his opinion was due to the prevalence of free family farms.


  
    The property of all this country is very much divided, here are very few great estates belonging to the nobility. The old inhabitants of the country were very free, and had a great equality among them, and this in possessions as well as other circumstances; and fortunately this continues, though in subjection to Russia, most of the peasants are little farmers whose farms are their own, with ten times the liberty among them that I anywhere else saw in Russia; the government is extremely cautious of oppressing or offending them, for they never will be in want of solicitations from the Turks, to join the Tatars in alliance with the Porte. They pay a considerable tribute (tax) but raise it among themselves according to their own customs; and they also furnish the Russian armies with a great many very faithful troops.25

  


  The maintenance of family farms and ranches may answer in part why so many Cossacks in Ukraine chose to support Tsar Peter I and not Charles XII of Sweden, an ally of Poland whose nobility had re-introduced oppressive serfdom in right-bank Ukraine.


  The agricultural surpluses and revenue provided by free farming were no doubt another incentive for keeping serfdom out of Ukraine. Traveling south towards the open prairie Marshall encountered more estates, which, however, were not as populated or well cultivated as the private farms,


  
    … which is a strong proof that much of the good husbandry met with in the Ukraine is owing to the peasants being owners of their lands, and vassalage almost unknown in the province … but I have seen in other provinces of this empire where (even with good land) enslaved peasantry (serfs) are utterly inconsistent with a flourishing husbandry … in Ukraine the husbandry is much superior to anything that I have seen since I left Flanders.26

  


  Trade between left-bank Ukraine and other countries was also well developed with Ukraine exporting furs, wax, leather, rough linen, fish, and tobacco, while importing some manufactured goods, tropical fruit, wine, and salt.


  Other descriptions of Ukraine and its people were provided by the German writer G. Herder in 1769, and the German physician and scientist S.G. Gmelin. Herder praised “… the beautiful climate of this country, the gay disposition of the people, their musical inclination, and the fertile soil…”27 while Gmelin noticed that Ukrainians were “very diligent, gay by nature and friendly, devoted to music and drink…. They like and cultivate cleanliness; therefore, even the humblest house is much cleaner than the richest palaces of the Russians…. Also their food is much more delicate.”28


  Of interest is Gmelin’s account of a well-developed chemical industry, such as saltpeter. He was particularly impressed by the various chemical medicines that were known in Ukraine, and that inoculation against smallpox was common, an influence of the relatively developed medicine of the Ottoman Empire. Politically Gmelin noted that “the people as a whole recall with pleasure the times when Ukraine was independent, and feel indignant towards the present government which endeavors to curtail their ancient liberties.”


  Like others before him, the German scientist also felt safe while traveling in Ukraine:


  
    In the land of these people one can travel much more safely than in states of the greatest police surveillance. This difference is at once evident upon crossing from Muscovy into Ukraine. In Muscovy, the post stations usually had to warn the passengers of dangerous places, whereas such places simply do not exist in Ukraine.29

  


  The Ukrainian lifestyle tended to produce a healthy people when compared to the serf-bound population of Muscovy. This was noted by the Frenchman C.F. Masson, who was in the service of the Russian Imperial Government for four decades (1762–1802) and knew the empire well.


  
    The warlike nation of the Cossaques is diminishing from day to day. It will soon disappear from the face of the earth, as have disappeared others fallen under the Russian scepter, unless some happy revolution would soon arrive to liberate it from the yoke which it endures…. The Cossaques have nothing in common with the Russians (Muscovites) with the exception of the Greek religion and corrupted (altered) language. Their customs, their mode of life, food, wars—are totally different, if one does not take into consideration certain similarities which always exist in neighboring peoples. The Cossaques are more handsome, taller, more active, more dexterous, more ingenious, and above all, more honest than the Russians, and less used to serfdom. They are sincere and brave and speak their minds. Their appearance is less uniform and the imprint of slavery has not made midgets out of them nor rendered them base…. The Cossaques are cruel and bloody, but only in battle, while the Russians are, by nature, cold-blooded, merciless, and severe.30

  


  Unlike the official government accounts, observations by foreign visitors give us a rare glimpse into the life of the individual on the left-bank of Ukraine, which continued to be very different from the rest of the population of the Russian Empire, even as late as the eve of the 19th century.


  The fact that left-bank Ukraine was mainly spared the evils of serfdom until the close of the century is due in no small measure to two remarkable Cossacks, the Rozumovsky brothers, whose adult lives read like a fairy book. During the reigns of Empresses Anne opportunities began to open in St. Petersburg and Moscow for talented Ukrainians, who generally had better access to education and training while growing up in Ukraine. Empresses enjoyed the theater, the balls, song and dance, and began to hire young singers, most of them Ukrainians who had trained in the Hlukhiv School of Music. Natural talent could also be discovered in church, since Ukrainian Orthodox church services were always accompanied by a choir. In 1731 during Christmas holidays a Cossack colonel by the name of Fedir Vishnevsky was passing through a village in the Chernihiv region called Chemer when he heard the powerful bass voice of a young Cossack, Oleksa Rozum, who was singing with the church choir. The extraordinary voice of the 22-year-old Cossack attracted the colonel’s attention—perhaps he was traveling as a scout agent searching for singers—and on his next trip to St. Petersburg he took the young man with him.


  On arrival in the capital Oleksa Rozum was accepted in the choir of the court chapel which the young and deeply religious Elizabeth Romanov frequented on a regular basis. One day during service she heard a new deep bass voice emanating from the choir, and on closer inspection she discovered the voice belonged to a tall, handsome young man. Elizabeth’s lover, a young officer of the Semenovsky Guards, Oleksy Shubin, had been arrested by Anne I’s Secret Council for allegedly having insulted the Empress, and Elizabeth decided to transfer Oleksa Rozum to her own personal chapel. Besides his good looks the young Cossack was good natured, gentle and kind, and the princess soon fell in love with him. He also had no interest in politics, and the future Empress Catherine II would remember in her memoirs that (then) as a young girl she thought that he (Oleksa Rozum) was “one of the most handsome men I have seen in my life.”31


  There was genuine love between the young couple, and after Elizabeth I ascended the throne the two were married (as rumor had it) in the autumn of 1741 in a private (and secret) ceremony, in a village near Moscow called Perov.32 Unlike a “favorite,” he very quickly made Master of the Hunt, was appointed as Lieutenant-General of the army, and the following year he became a Knight of the Order of Andrew Pervosnany (St. Andrew). In 1744 due to Elizabeth I’s efforts Oleksa Rozumovsky, as he was now known, was made a Count of the Holy Roman Empire by Charles VI, and two months later he became a Count of the Russian Empire. Needless to say he acquired great wealth and became the owner of estates such as Anichkov Palace on the Nevsky Prospect, which was built especially for him. As a Cossack, raised in a tradition of earned merit, he was puzzled by his titles, particularly his appointment as a General of the Army, as he once exclaimed to Elizabeth I: “Your Majesty may create me a Field Marshal but I challenge you or anyone to make even a passable captain out of me.” The marriage was “morganatic,” by which a royal person married a commoner who did not become regent to the monarch nor receive royal status.


  The newly minted Count did not forget his family or his people, and it was due to his request that Elizabeth I agreed to the restoration of the office of Hetman in Ukraine, the removal of Imperial Russian regiments, and the establishment of free trade between Russia and Ukraine. There was to be an election held for Hetman but Elizabeth I stipulated that the only candidate to stand was to be Oleksa’s young brother Kirilo, who was brought to St. Petersburg at the age of 15 to be properly groomed for his future job. The family surname suited Kirilo better than his older brother and in 1743 he was sent abroad for two years to study in Germany, France, and Italy.33 Once back, his studies continued under the supervision of Grigory Teplov, a senior member of the Russian Academy of Sciences. It seems Kirilo liked to attend lectures given by Euler, the German mathematician who had found employment at the Academy in St. Petersburg, where he would establish the Russian School of Mathematics, and become famous throughout Europe. In 1746, Kirilo Rozumovsky married Catherine Naryshkina, the Empress’ niece, and shortly afterwards—and still only 18 years old—he was appointed president of the Academy of Sciences. There he introduced the novel practice that academy members be required to give some lectures in addition to their usual scholarly activities—nine years before the inauguration of the University of Moscow. The young president became known for his support of local members and adjuncts against domination by German scholars. One such protégé was the young M. Lomonosov, who, like Kirilo Rozumovsky, had been a student at the Mohiliv Academy in Kyiv. On a more personal level the two Cossack brothers caused quite a stir at court in St. Petersburg, as was recorded by the then young future Empress Catherine II.


  
    Besides, it was known that all the prettiest ladies of the court and city fought for his (Kirilo’s) attention, and he was truly a handsome man, very pleasant, more intelligent than his brother (Oleksa); who nevertheless equaled him in beauty and surpassed him in generosity and kindness. These two brothers were the best-loved that I ever saw.34

  


  With greater expanded powers, government officials stepped up their corrupt exploitation of Turkic and Siberian tribes, leading to prolonged and bloody uprisings. Cossack regiments were needed again, which helped Oleksa Rozumovsky’s policy to re-establish Ukrainian autonomy, and to ease the financial burden on the people. On 5 May 1743 Elizabeth I signed the order restoring a hetman, but it was three years before the imperial document was brought to Ukraine, by which time Kirilo Rozumovsky had been appointed colonel of the Ismailovsky Life Guards and was probably becoming a Freemason.


  Following the signing of the document, in 1744 Elizabeth I and Oleksa Rozumovsky went on a long tour of left-bank Ukraine where the Empress noticed how different the country was from Russia and other parts of the empire, and was impressed by the general prosperity and order. Arriving in Kyiv Elizabeth I announced her gift, the church of St. Andrew, patron saint of Ukraine. The construction began in 1747 and took twenty years to complete under the supervision of the Italian architect Rastrelli, who seven years later would begin the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg, built at the incredible cost of 2.5 billion rubles.


  In February 1750—in the presence of Elizabeth I’s Minister of Foreign Affairs S. Pisarev, and the Metropolitan of Kyiv Zborovsky—the imperial document arrived in Hlukhiv with much fanfare. The procession was greeted by the Cossack general staff, officers, and thousands of Cossacks who had camped in the streets to await the historic moment, but Kirilo Rozumovsky remained in St. Petersburg. The Bunchuk horsetail ensign, the silver mace and other symbols of the hetman’s office and authority were carried to the great Cossack “rada,” where Elizabeth I’s representative Hendrickov announced that following custom the hetman was to be chosen by a free vote of the Cossacks. The new Metropolitan of Kyiv thanked the “motherly kindness shown to the people of Russia Minor by Empress Elizabeth I,” and when Hendrickov asked the assembled Cossacks whom they would choose as hetman, he received the agreed-upon answer, “Count Kirilo Rozumovsky.” The vote was confirmed two more times between beats of the great drums, followed by a 101 gun salute and thousands of Cossack muskets. By an imperial decree of 5 June 1750, the Zaporozhian Sich also came under the authority of the Ukrainian hetman together with the vast steppe territory of “Down Under.”


  A great liturgy was celebrated in the main church, followed by a great banquet, during which Count Hendrickov was presented with 10,000 rubles by the senior Cossack officers, with 3,000 rubles to be distributed among the Count’s “common people.” The banquet was conducted in Ukrainian style, with all invited, where reportedly 200 pails of Ukrainian “horilka” (vodka) were drunk in toasts. On 13 September Kirilo Rozumovsky swore an oath in the church of the imperial court in St. Petersburg, to be “a faithful and good and obedient slave (of the Empress)…,” to maintain faithful rule in Ukraine, and not to have any foreign contacts. He then received from Elizabeth I’s own hand the symbols of his Cossack authority—the silver mace and other traditional ceremonial items, which had been brought to St. Petersburg for the purpose. In July 1750, the Hetman arrived in Ukraine where he decided to move his capital from Hlukhiv to Mazepa’s old capital Baturin, certainly a symbolic act that was not lost on the population. At the age of 22, Kirilo Rozumovsky had become the Hetman of Ukraine and all of Zaporozhia.


  The Rozumovsky brothers introduced many Ukranian customs to the St. Petersburg court, such as the ornately painted Easter eggs that were widely imitated by the Russian nobility. The imperial court also opened many employment opportunities for Ukrainians who, seeking their fortune, began to make their way north to St. Petersburg. Education in left-bank Ukraine was a long way ahead of the education available in Russia, and Ukrainians began to occupy many of the civil service jobs.35 This included some of the highest positions available such as that of chancellor, occupied by O. Bezborodko; V. Kochubei who became vice-chancellor; D. Troshchynsky appointed as state secretary; and P. Zavadovsky, who developed much of the infrastructure such as education, medicine, and the banking system, moving to the Department of Laws in 1810, two years before his death.


  Other singers from Cossack Ukraine also followed Oleksa Rosum to the imperial capital, among them the young Hrihory Skovoroda, who would become the first east European philosopher, “the Ukrainian Socrates.”36 Born in 1722 in left-bank Ukraine, he received an education at the Kyiv Academy, and we know that he sang in Elizabeth I’s court choir but by 1744 he was back in Kyiv. The depravity and immoral conduct of the Russian nobility (“… a noble’s household—a den of deceit and wickedness”) deeply disturbed the young Ukrainian who witnessed the widespread oppression of serfdom at first hand. After serving as the director of the Russian Imperial mission in Hungary, he taught poetics, syntax, Latin, Greek, and ethics at the Kharkiv Collegium on and off for ten years, but denied a permanent position, he spent the rest of his life writing and traveling throughout left-bank Ukraine, engaging the local villagers in debate as to the source of human happiness. He died in 1794, and it was a full century before any of his works would be published.


  The first impression Skovoroda leaves is that he is a deeply religious man, inspired by the Bible and especially the Ten Commandments, which he considered to be divinely inspired and studied all his life. He was unaffected by the emerging Enlightenment in his quest for an ethical position and rejected whatever he knew of it, since Rationalism, with science as its corollary, also supported opulence and corruption. Man’s main purpose was to achieve happiness, but not only in the sense of Epicurus (one of his most favorite thinkers) or the Stoics, Cynics, and Skeptics, who sought to conquer the passions, but happiness with joy and love, with “the heart’s gaiety.” This, however, could not be achieved in isolation, without commitment, since “to care for nothing, to be disturbed by nothing, means not to live but to be dead….” Especially important was co-operative social labor for which each was chosen based on the individual’s nature. Although Skovoroda upheld the pre-eminence of the Bible he also ascribed wisdom to Greek and Roman sources, particularly to Epicurus, with Jesus Christ as “the Hebrew Epicurus.”


  Skovoroda’s philosophy centers on the individual and is grounded on “Christianity” and nature. The individual, however, was to rise above his physical and social reality, and seek a divine reality and morality in order to produce a harmonious society. As he said of himself, “The world sought to snare me, but it never trapped me.”37 Skovoroda’s God, however, is not one of theology, and his interpretation of the Bible is symbolic: “The entire world consists of two natures: one visible, the other invisible. The visible (nature) is called creation, while the invisible is called God. This invisible nature, or God, permeates and sustains all creation; it was, it is, and will be always and everywhere.”38


  Perhaps an early anticipation of Kant’s world of “phenomena” and “noumena,” the visible world is also perishable, whereas the invisible world (and the human soul) is not. Skovoroda does not mention life after death, Heaven or Hell, or the soul’s existence after death, and denies explicitly any kind of judgment, reward, or punishment in the afterlife. Heaven and Hell are within human beings and exist in this life, and God (nature) provides what is necessary for both life and happiness.


  



  The Last Great Uprisings in Southern Russia


  As time went on Elizabeth I distanced herself from Oleksa Rozumovsky. Her husband was replaced by a “favorite,” Ivan Shuvalov, an intelligent man who like Rozumovsky was also a commoner. He possessed a formal education and was responsible for the first beginnings of the University of Moscow. His cousins Alexander and the corrupt Peter Shuvalov also became prominent, with the latter responsible for the financial policy which, with Elizabeth I’s extravagant spending, caused the government’s and her own bankruptcy. Under the influence of the Shuvalovs and Count Bestuzhev-Riumin, who directed foreign policy, Elizabeth I’s highest governing body became the Conference of Ten established in 1756 with the breaking out of the great Seven Years’ War, probably the first real world war. A new policy was introduced towards Ukraine and Hetman Rozumovsky was forbidden to appoint his own colonels, with all revenues and expenditures of his office to be reported to St. Petersburg. Also in the same year all decisions affecting Ukraine and Zaporozhia were transferred from the Ministry of External Affairs to the Senate, all being moves to reduce Ukrainian autonomy. Elizabeth seems to have kept Oleksa Rozumovsky close to her heart, since when she was on her death bed in December 1761 it was her Cossack husband who remained by her side, singing soft Ukrainian lullabies.


  Elizabeth I died in early January. Before her death she announced the successor to the throne was to be her nephew Peter, one of the few Russian rulers who would come to power legally and peacefully, without the schemings of the powerful family cliques or interventions by the Guards Regiments. He was born in Kiel, Germany, in 1728, the son of Peter I’s daughter and the Duke of Holstein, a nephew to Charles XII of Sweden. His mother died soon after childbirth, as did his father, and when Peter turned 13 his childless aunt Elizabeth I brought him to St. Petersburg to be groomed for the Russian throne.


  Shortly after Peter’s arrival, his aunt chose his future wife. The 14-year-old Sophia Frederica Augusta of Anhalt-Zerbst was brought from Germany to Russia in 1744. In the following year, before she was to be married, her name was changed to Catherine, following a conversion to the Greek Orthodox faith. The marriage made Catherine a Grand Duchess, but it was not a happy one. Peter had contracted smallpox a few months before the wedding, and the already plain looking boy was left pockmarked by the disease. Neither, it seems, found each other attractive, and in spite of the spectacular wedding thrown by Elizabeth I the union was not consummated. Peter would take on mistresses, while Catherine began to have lovers, and nine years later in 1754 she gave birth to her first illegitimate child, a boy named Paul of an unknown father, although common speculation had it that he was sired by Catherine’s chamberlain, Sergei Saltykov, her “favorite” at the time.


  Peter III became Emperor on 5 January 1762, a few days after Elizabeth I’s death, and immediately began to introduce changes. Old Believers were pardoned and released from jail; the salt tax was reduced; the Secret Chancellery was abolished; those on political charges were not to be imprisoned until investigated by the Senate; and all Church land was confiscated and transferred to the Economic College, with the Church serfs given the land they had worked on for a price of one ruble per year. Also, a manifesto issued in February 1762 established a state bank, and all nobles were freed from compulsory state service and allowed to travel abroad without permission.



  The manifesto did not bring Peter III the hoped-for support from the nobility, as he was still considered to be a German at heart who had little regard for the Guards Regiments—to the point that they feared being replaced by his personal Holstein Regiment. The Senate was also pushed into the background and Peter III began to depend on an informal council of advisors headed by one D. Volkov, his privy secretary, while Russian foreign affairs were dominated by Holstein generals and princes. A move which also aroused much suspicion was to commission his close acquaintance General Baron Korf to organize an independent police force. The final straw came during the Seven Years’ War, which began in 1756, when Elizabeth I declared war on Frederick II of Prussia with the demand that East Prussia be annexed to her domain. Now a few months into his reign Peter III issued an order in February 1762 to halt all military action against Frederick II (whom he idolized) including the imminent Russian occupation of Berlin. Worse, all territory which had been captured was restored, in May Peter III placed at Frederick’s disposal a 20,000-man Russian army to fight Austria (recently Russia’s ally), and on 1 June he signed a military alliance with Frederick directed against Denmark to help Holstein regain Schleswig. Ukrainian Cossack regiments were deployed in the fighting against the drilled and regimented Prussians, and in the 1759 Battle of Kunersdorf a small Cossack cavalry squadron came close to single-handedly winning the war. Using their usual mobility and speed they almost captured King Frederick II who barely escaped a carefully improvised ambush.


  In the meantime the situation between Peter III and his wife was deteriorating. In April 1762 Catherine gave birth to a third illegitimate child and following a banquet to celebrate Peter’s alliance with Frederick II, he ordered Catherine to be arrested and taken to Schlusselburg Castle. The order was rescinded following a plea from her uncle, Prince George of Holstein, who was the newly appointed commander of the Russian Imperial Army. Leaving for Oranienbaum to drill his personal Holstein Guards in preparation for the Danish campaign, Peter III ordered his wife to leave St. Petersburg for the estate at Peterhof where she was to remain until further notice. Catherine, however, had other plans. As she wrote later in her memoirs: “Only ambition sustained me. For deep in my soul I had something (I know not what) which never allowed me an instant’s doubt, but that sooner or later my end would be achieved, and I become Empress of Russia.”


  It is not known when the plot to remove Peter III was hatched but the principal actors—Count Nikita Panin, Kirilo Rozumovsky, and the Orlov brothers—decided the time was ripe with Peter III away from the capital. Catherine had to be brought back in public view and on 27 June 1762 her lover Gregory Orlov left St. Petersburg in a plain carriage for Peterhof while the key role in the palace coup was left to Kirilo Rozumovsky, who as colonel of the Ismailovsky Guards drew up his men before the barracks, where the Archbishop of Novgorod took their oath of loyalty to Catherine.39 Next Catherine was escorted by Rozumovsky and his men to the nearby barracks of the Semyonovsky Regiment where she was greeted with equal enthusiasm. All proceeded to the Cathedral of Kazan on the Nevsky Prospect, where flanked by the tall Hetman Rozumovsky and the huge Gregory Orlov she was pronounced as “Gosudarina” (Ruler) with her son Paul as heir. All proceeded to the Winter Palace where they were joined by the Preobrazhensky Regiment whose colonel-in-chief by tradition was the Empress herself.


  Next came the arrest of Peter III, who had returned and had gone to Peterhof to celebrate his name day, but finding no one he took refuge in Kronstadt, which quickly surrendered to Catherine when she appeared at the head of the Preobrazhensky Regiment dressed in the unit’s uniform. Realizing that he had no support, on 30 June “the German Tsar” agreed to abdicate and was arrested and imprisoned. He was strangled by Gregory Orlov’s young brother Alexis and his death announced as being due to natural causes. On 22 September 1762 Catherine was crowned Empress in the Cathedral of Kazan where she placed the newly made crown on her head, tradition holding that she was now directed by the will of God.


  As a reward for his role Kirilo Rozumovsky received an annual stipend of 5,000 rubles, a membership in the Senate and the position of Adjutant General of the Russian imperial forces. In spite of his wealth and position the Hetman did not forget his native Ukraine. All relations between Ukraine and the imperial Government were theoretically null and void with a monarch’s death and had to be renegotiated again. A petition was being prepared in Ukraine which among other changes requested the position of Hetman be made hereditary in the Rozumovsky family, which would guarantee Ukraine to always have a Hetman and its own legal code, which was being completed by Rozumovsky’s jurists. Kirilo Rozumovsky now approached Catherine II with the request in the hope that her personal gratitude would make it possible. He could not have been more mistaken, since gratitude was not something that Catherine was capable of. Once firmly in power, following her coronation the Empress began to distance herself from those who had helped her become Empress and she already had developed a grudge against the hetman’s brother. Catherine II could now marry Gregory Orlov and was searching for a precedent that would enable her to marry a commoner. She recalled the close relationship between Elizabeth I and Oleksa Rozumovsky, and entrusted her Chancellor Michael Vorontsov to inquire discreetly whether evidence existed that the two had been married. Vorontsov called on the aging Oleksa, informing him that all honors befitting the royal family would be his if he could provide proof of his marriage to Elizabeth II. On hearing what the Chancellor had to say, Oleksa Rozumovsky took out a parchment scroll from the cupboard tied with a pink ribbon, made the sign of the cross over it, and kissing the scroll he threw it into the burning fireplace, with the words “tell Her Imperial Majesty that I was never anything more than the humble slave of the late Empress Elizabeth Petrovna.”40



  The Hetman and the Empress also shared different views concerning Ukraine. Kirilo Rozumovsky wanted a self-governing and to a large extent independent Ukraine, with a hetman owing personal allegiance to the Russian monarch. He had probably also caught wind of Catherine’s radical intentions to centralize the Empire with non–Muscovite territories such as the Baltic Region, Belarus, Ukraine and some other Cossack regions to be brought under the central government as “Gubernias” or provinces to be administered in a uniform “Russian” manner. This fundamental shift in policy was expressed in Catherine II’s secret instructions to the General-Procurator of the Senate, Prince Viazemsky, that the provinces as well as Smolensk were to be “brought by careful methods to feel Russian and be tamed.” A part of the plan was the permanent abolition of the Ukrainian Hetmans and Cossack regiments, the destruction of the Zaporozhian Sich, a gradual introduction of Muscovite serfdom, and the opening up of the Ukrainian and south Russian steppe to colonization by loyal foreign farmers. The imperial treasury was empty and Catherine II continued the extravagant spending of her predecessors, much of which can be seen in St. Petersburg to this day.


  The Empress had not forgotten that a Romanov, Ivan VI, was still imprisoned in Schlusselburg Castle and had appointed Nikita Panin to be responsible for the young man’s incarceration. Following the coronation Catherine II decided to eliminate a possible challenge to the throne, and instructions were issued to deny Ivan VI all medical attention. This was followed by unforeseen events that to this day have not been adequately explained. The colonel of the Lubny Cossack Regiment Andriy Markovich had lost all his property as a suspected supporter of Hetman Mazepa and now his destitute grandson, Vasil Markovich, was seeking ways to restore the family estate. He petitioned the Senate and Catherine II but without success, and when he approached Hetman Rozumovsky he was told that his quest was hopeless, and that he should seek his own fortune.


  The 24-year-old Markovich joined the Smolensk infantry regiment, and for some reason was posted to the Schlusselburg Castle where he learned a closely guarded secret; the mysterious Prisoner No.1, or “Ivanushka,” was none other than Tsar Ivan VI. Only the governor of the fortress, Captain Vlasev, and his lieutenant Luka Chekin were allowed to have contact with the prisoner; the guards were never changed, and the two officers were not permitted to leave the prison grounds. Markovich began to hatch a plan with another officer called Ushakov who would arrive at Schlusselburg pretending to bear a message from Catherine II, ordering the release of Prisoner No. 1, and bring him to St. Petersburg. Ushakov, however, disappeared mysteriously following a supposed mission to carry funds to Smolensk and was never heard of again, but shortly afterwards a peasant reported that a drowned body of an officer had washed ashore with Ushakov’s hat and dagger found on the banks of the Neva River.


  Markovich now decided to free the prisoner himself, and in the night of 4 July he took trusted men and attacked the inner stronghold of the castle where Ivan VI was held. The defenders quickly surrendered when a cannon was brought up before the main gate, but when Markovich made his way to the young Tsar’s cell they found him dead on the floor, in a pool of blood. He had been run through by the two officers, who were following the standing order issued by Elizabeth I and known only to Panin, Catherine II, and a few others—that at the first sign of an attempted rescue Ivan VI was to be killed. Seeing the cause was hopeless Vasil Markovich surrendered claiming sole responsibility for the whole affair.


  Although Markovich was a simple lieutenant, he was tried by a special court composed of the presidents of the colleges of war, the navy and foreign affairs, and the Senate, the Holy Synod and certain members of the high nobility. Brought before the court three times, Markovich insisted that he acted alone, while all news that Ivan VI was dead was suppressed on Catherine’s orders. When a member of the court demanded that Markovich be tortured to reveal the truth Catherine intervened and instructed the court to proceed without torture, which indicated to many that the Empress did not wish for the truth to come out. The suspicion was reinforced by the young Cossack’s calm composure during interrogation as if he expected to escape severe punishment. On 9 September Vasil Markovich was condemned to death, charged with a plot to overthrow Catherine II and replace her by Ivan VI. Unknown to him the death warrant was signed by the Empress, the first in 22 years since capital punishment had been banned by Elizabeth I. Eyewitnesses were impressed by his calm demeanor as he was led to the scaffold as if he expected a reprieve at any minute, a feeling which was shared by many spectators including the executioner. None came, as Markovich calmly lay his head on the chopping block, the executioner slowly raised his axe and in a single blow brought it down on the young man’s neck. The two officers who had killed Ivan VI were promoted and each received a reward of 7,000 rubles, a large sum for the day, while the 16 soldiers who were under their command were each rewarded with 100 rubles after swearing an oath not to reveal what they had seen or heard. Catherine II was now secure on the Russian imperial throne, at the cost of having murdered two members of the Romanov family.



  Kirilo Rozumovsky and the young Markovich had met each other, and this gave Catherine a pretext to remove him as Hetman of Ukraine. The Empress demanded and received Rozumovsky’s resignation, which was confirmed by the manifesto of 10 November 1764, and a week later by an order of the Senate. The Hetman’s authority in Ukraine was replaced by the Board of Russia Minor consisting of four Ukrainians, four Russians, and presided over by General Rumiantsev. In the spring of 1776 Kirilo Rozumovsky was allowed to travel abroad into exile where he remained for the next eleven years. He returned to Ukraine in 1794, divided his vast fortune between his six sons and five daughters, and in January 1803 died in his residence in Baturin.


  Farmers on the left-bank territory of Ukraine and the great Zaporozhian region of “Down Under” were still exempt from serfdom and about one third of Ukrainian peasants were free, with the remaining bound by legal (but not onerous) obligations to the bigger landowners. Both served in the Cossack regiments and retained their own arms. Elsewhere in territories under the control of the Polish and Russian states the situation was different. In the Kurpie region of Poland armed resistance against the landlords had been going on since 1700, and during the War of the Polish Succession many peasant-serfs turned against their landlords and it took a substantial Russian and Polish military effort to put them down.41 In the wooded mountain areas of southern Poland and in the Carpathian mountains Robin-Hood style “bandits” continued to raid the nobility’s properties, which in traditional style were often rented and managed by members of the Jewish community.


  The greatest uprisings against the oppressive Polish and Russian empires, however, continued to break out in Ukraine and southern Russia. Peter I had surrendered the right-bank Ukraine to King Augustus II of Poland, and once again a dozen or so of the most powerful magnate families quickly gained possession of the fertile black earth, forcing most of the minor nobility to become simple tenants or seek service with the magnates. Needless to say, all Cossacks who had owned farms, ranches or more major estates were driven from their homes and possessions. To work the land peasants were attracted by offers of 15–20 year periods free from tax and labor service, but during the War of the Polish Succession many of the free terms had come to an end. Having learned nothing from past experience the great Polish nobles began to reintroduce slave-like conditions, reminiscent of the pre–Khmelnitsky era. History was repeating itself, but with a difference. The Zaporozhian Sich was now located on Tatar territory, most of the right-bank Cossacks had crossed the Dnipro River to the serf-free left-bank Ukraine, and only Cossacks who found service with the private armies of the wealthy nobility or in the town militias remained.


  Large parts of right-bank Ukraine and Volin were still covered in forest where runaway serfs could seek refuge, organize armed bands and attack the Polish-held estates. The bands became known as the “Haidamaky” from the Turkic word “haida” meaning “flight” or “to run.” Then in 1734, taking advantage of the presence of Russian imperial forces stationed in western Ukraine, a peasant revolt flared up in the southern part of the Kyiv province which quickly spread to neighboring Podilia and Volin. The peasant forces were led by a Cossack captain known as Verlan who had been the commander-in-chief of Prince Lubomirski’s private army but who with his Cossacks decided to join the peasant uprising. To gain legitimacy Verlan claimed to be following Empress Anne’s instructions to kill all Catholics and Jews and liberate right-bank Ukraine from serfdom. The old hatreds had returned, and the Polish nobility responded by impaling all peasants and Cossacks who fell into their hands.


  With King Augustus installed on the Polish throne by Russian bayonets and Cossack sabers, Empress Anne turned on the “Haidamaks,” ordering her troops to attack Verlan’s 1,000 man force which was easily defeated. Verlan and most of his officers escaped to Moldavia, and when the Imperial troops left they quickly returned to western Ukraine to organize a guerrilla war against the Polish nobility. The hit-and-run resistance was often led by able Robin-Hood type leaders—at times women—and became firmly established in the Kyiv, Podilia, and Volin provinces usually assisted by the local population. In the same year, in 1734 the Sich was permitted to return to its “usual places” on the Dnipro River, and Zaporozhian Cossacks became available to take part in the “Haidamak” movement. Then in 1750 another revolt broke out in Kyiv province and quickly spread to the Bratslav region before it was drowned in blood by the nobles’ private armies supported by government troops.


  

King Augustus II died in November 1763 and the Polish throne became vacant once more. Supported by the powerful Czartoryski family, Count Stanislaw Poniatowski approached Catherine II for military help, and a 30,000-strong Russian imperial army entered Poland to support him. He was duly elected as King in September 1764. The Count was well known to the Empress, since eight years before he had been one of her lovers, when in the service of the British Ambassador in Russia. To increase their influence both Russia and Prussia began to press demands for Greek Orthodox and Prussian nobles to be given rights in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth like those enjoyed by Catholics, such as being able to vote in the Sejm and sit in the Senate. Poland was invaded by Russian and Prussian armies as Orthodox and Protestant confederations sprang up in Slutsk and Torun, respectively. Under pressure the Sejm passed the so-called Fundamental Laws granting full religious freedom, although not all of the laws were enacted in practice.42


  The conservative Catholic nobles reacted quickly by forming the Confederation of Bar to unseat Poniatowski, and rescind the rights for the Orthodox and Protestant nobility. The persecution of the Greek Orthodox Church in western Ukraine was stepped up, with the Metropolitan of the Uniate (Greek Catholic) Church demanding vicious measures of torture and capital punishment to force conversions of Greek Orthodox priests. In 1768 a “Haidamak” uprising broke out in the southern part of Kyiv province more intense and bloody than before, but with an anti-feudal character it also assumed a religious and political dimension. The leadership of the Zaporozhian Sich received Imperial orders not to participate in the uprising, which caused a violent reaction from the rank-and-file. In January 1769 the “Koshovy Ataman” Kalnishevsky was attacked as he began to read the Imperial instructions, and all “Haidamaky” who had been taken prisoner on Imperial orders were released. Some officers were killed in the fighting and others, including Kalnishevsky, were jailed. The “Koshovy Ataman” managed to escape in a monk’s disguise and had to seek substantial Imperial support to restore his authority.


  Hundreds of Zaporozhian rank-and-file Cossacks ignored orders and moved out with Maksim Zalizniak to join the “Haidamaks.” Messengers were sent out calling for a general uprising against the Polish nobility and the two Catholic Churches, and major revolts broke out led by Zalizniak’s “atamans,” and supported by 1,000 Zaporozhian Cossacks. The bulk of the Zaporozhian Army followed the Imperial government’s instructions and refused to support the “Haidamak.”43 The “Koshovy Ataman” had been placed under Hetman Rozumovsky’s authority who in turn could not disregard Empress Elizabeth I’s wishes if he was to maintain Ukrainian autonomy. Zalizniak’s call to arms was directed against both the Polish government and the nobility of the Confederation of Bar and found wide support as the traditional right-bank Cossack towns of Cherkassy, Korsun, Kaniv, and others fell to the insurgents. The fighting quickly spread to Bratslav, Podilia, and Volin growing into the movement that became known as the “Kolivchina,” after the home-made pikes or the “Koliji” (“stickers”) carried by the peasants. The objective of the uprising was to restore freedom from serfdom and to drive out the hated Polish nobility and the Jews out of the right-bank Ukraine. The Jews were mainly targeted by virtue of their service to the Polish nobility—what Stone has called the magnate–Jewish symbiosis44—but there were also Jews amongst the “Haidamaks,” and it is known that there was at least one Jewish “Haidamak” band.45


  By the end of June the main “Haidamack” army had reached the strongly fortified town of Uman which was full of Catholic and Jewish refugees who had fled the violence of the uprising. The town garrison was under the command of a Cossack captain called Ivan Honta, who was born into a peasant family and rose in rank in the service of the Potocki family, earning land and property. As Zalizniak’s force approached Uman, Honta refused to defend the city and with his men went over to Zalizniak. The fortified town of Uman was left virtually defenseless and quickly fell into the hands of rebels who began a terrible massacre of Catholic and Jewish men, women, and children—it is said that Honta killed his own son, who had converted to Catholicism.


  The Russian Imperial forces which had been sent into Poland and western Ukraine to put down the Confederation of Bar had not interfered with the “Haidamaks” who were officially their allies. But now Zalizniak’s and Honta’s men began to turn against Catherine’s puppet King Poniatowski, and the 30,000-man Imperial army was ordered to move against the insurgents. Rather than risk heavy casualties the Russian commander Krechetnikov resorted to treachery. Pretending to support the anti–Polish insurrection, Krechetnikov invited the “Haidamak” leaders to his camp for a feast. There they were attacked and overpowered, but some fought their way out and told of the betrayal. The Russian army was joined by the private forces of the Polish nobility and the rebels stood little chance. Some 6,000–7,000 peasant prisoners were impaled or massacred in cold blood. Zalizniak with 250 Zaporozhian Cossacks was tried in a show trial near the Moldavian border by Russian authorities and condemned to death, but once he was brought to Kyiv a secret order issued by Catherine II commuted the sentence to hard labor in Siberia. Honta and 900 of his captured right-bank Cossacks were handed over to Polish authorities, and following torture all were put to death. Honta himself was brought to Warsaw, tortured, dismembered and his body parts hung throughout Warsaw for public display. The right bank of Ukraine was re-occupied by Polish troops with the usual religious persecution and serfdom as the guerrilla warfare continued, and no landowner felt safe behind his walled fortified estate. Zalizniak went down as a hero of the people with ballads composed in his honor: “Kozak Maksym Zalizniak, Kozak from Zaporogia, Hey he rode into Ukraine as a red, red rose.”


  The overpowering self-interest of the wealthy Catholic magnates and nobility was bringing about the downfall of the once powerful Polish-Lithuanian empire, as neighboring states began to eye its vast territory. Prussia occupied Royal Prussia (without Gdansk and Torun), Austria took Galicia, and Russian forces moved into northern Belarus. On 30 September 1773 the Polish-Lithuanian Sejm was forced to approve what would become the first partition—some 30 percent of its territory and 35 percent of the population.46 Two other partitions would follow, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth would disappear from the map of Europe, and western Ukraine would be incorporated into the Russian empire.


  No sooner was the Haidamak movement put down by the overwhelming Russian and Polish forces than a new uprising erupted in the far-off region of the Yaik Cossacks, along the Yaik (Ural) River and the northern shore of the Caspian Sea. By 1600, Cossacks from the Don had moved east to the Volga and beyond to the Yaik River in search of better hunting, fishing, and grazing territory. In 1648, to bolster their defensive line running from Orenburg along the Yaik River to the Caspian Sea, the Cossacks accepted a contingent of Imperial troops on their territory, in return for a few rubles per year for each Cossack and for the annual shipments of grain, gunpowder and shot, which they exchanged for fish and sturgeon caviar. Soon government corruption was spreading to the Cossack officers with misappropriation of the Cossacks’ pay and unequal justice administered to the poorer and defenseless members of the community.47 The wealthier Cossacks with the larger herds were favored by government officials and were invariably elected by a rigged process, and once elected their fortunes would increase through theft of funds intended for the annual payments to the rank-and-file and the community.


  Petitions sent to St. Petersburg were of no avail—were in fact against the law—and Cossacks sent to the capital with the grievances were beaten and arrested, often on Catherine II’s direct orders. The final straw came in January 1772 when a peaceful Cossack protest with women and children was fired upon by General Von Trauenberg’s imperial troops. The Cossacks responded with a saber charge, in which many soldiers were killed including Von Trauenberg, “ataman” Tambovtsev, and his corrupt officers. Catherine’s government responded by sending more troops and on 1 May, 2,500 dragoons and 1,000 mercenary Kalmyk cavalry commanded by General Freimann faced the Cossacks across the Yaik River. The Cossacks crossed the river, the dragoons dismounted and formed squares and several cavalry charges were unable to break the formation. The Cossacks retreated, and taking their families many began to head towards Ottoman territory to seek refuge. They were intercepted by Russian troops and most surrendered under a promise of being pardoned, which as usual turned out to be a trick. Records show that 2,461 Yaik Cossacks were pardoned but had to pay a “fine” of 20,000 rubles, 1,774 were found guilty of “treason,” and 54 “atamans” were sentenced to death. Six eventually were pardoned and the rest had capital punishment commuted to flogging, slit noses, or hard labor in Siberia.48


  The whole Yaik region continued to be in a state of turmoil as rumors were arriving that they were to be converted to regular army hussars. The rumors were not recent since already in 1748 Elizabeth I had thought to create an Imperial Yaik Army consisting of seven regiments to garrison the Orenburg Line against Muslim Kazakh tribesmen. The rank-and-file Cossacks were vehemently opposed to being regimented, “disciplined” by the degrading parade square drilling, the abusive treatment reserved for army privates, and to be herded like sheep for cannon fodder. Many of the Yaik Cossacks were Old Believers whose ancestors had found refuge on the frontier and they particularly objected to what they considered to be the sinful practice of shaving their beards.


  The Yaik Cossacks were not the only ones who were on the verge of rebellion. Under Elizabeth I’s and Catherine II’s reigns the peasant-serfs were deprived of all rights, and their owners could dispose of them as they wished without being encumbered by complaints, it being a serious offense for a serf to launch a complaint against a landlord or an owner of serfs! In 1762 during his brief six-month reign Emperor Peter III had passed decrees which gave the serfs hope. Peter III had given the Old Believers freedom of worship while those imprisoned had been released, and the decree of 21 March deprived the Greek Orthodox Church of its lands and transferred Church serfs to easier state service. When Peter III was murdered his reforms were brought to a halt and even reversed, which was greeted with widespread disapproval as rumors began to fly that Peter had been overthrown because he was going to free the serfs and restore Cossack rights.


  Peter III’s reforms had captured the popular imagination in Russia and between 1762 and 1773 there were more than half a dozen revolts whose leaders claimed to be Peter III, such as Bogomolev who led an unsuccessful Cossack revolt in the Astrakhan region. Then the greatest imposter of all, a Don Cossack called Emelian Pugachev, appeared in the summer of 1773, a refugee from the Russian authorities. He was born in 1742 on a farm to a traditional Cossack family, married at the age of 17, and with horse and weapons provided by the family Emelian rode off to fight the Prussians in the Seven Years’ War. He acquitted himself well and was appointed as Colonel Denisov’s orderly, and soon had a taste of military “discipline.” The colonel’s favorite horse had bolted during heavy action and the young Cossack who had been entrusted with its care was whipped. With the end of the war Pugachev headed home to farm and to work in a river hauling business which he owned with another Don Cossack, but all came to naught when he was called up again in a war against the Ottoman Empire. He acquitted himself well once more and was promoted to cornet for bravery during the siege of Bender, but falling ill with body sores he was granted leave for a year. He had still not recovered when the order came to report for duty, and together with his brother-in-law he decided to seek refuge from the heavy hand of the government.


  Emelian Pugachev was now a refugee. Arrested several times, he managed to escape, finally finding employment with an Old Believer in Polish-held territory where he learned that the Russian government was accepting previous heretics as settlers in the unpopulated eastern territories. In August 1772 the 30-year-old Pugachev was issued with papers identifying him as an Old Believer and granting him permission to settle in the Orenburg region, north of the Caspian Sea and near the lands of the Yaik Cossack Army. His persecution, however, continued. By December he had arrived in a village called Malinovka, and as a suspicious stranger he was arrested, tortured, and sent down the Volga River to Kazan where he was thrown in jail. He was helped once again by the Old Believers, who staged his escape and advised him to head to the land of the Yaik Cossacks.


  Outrage at Catherine II’s authoritarian policies was also reaching the breaking point on the Don. Besides the petty restrictions on hunting and fishing the Cossacks were being forced to relocate to outlying areas around Azov and Taganrog, and rumors flew again that Cossack regiments would be converted to regular army units. There was also a growing poverty as Cossacks were increasingly unable to purchase horses and weapons which threatened their Cossack status. When in 1774 the Russian General Cherepov was sent to convince the assembled Cossacks to cooperate he was beaten and almost drowned, and was only saved by the efforts of Ataman Yefremov. Then, with the cooperation of some Don Cossack officers and the better off Cossacks, a detachment of dragoons staged a surprise raid and arrested Ataman Yefremov, who was spirited away to Rostov and then further north before the Cossacks could come to his rescue. Without a commanding officer the Cossacks dispersed to their homes, Ataman Yefremov’s property was confiscated, and he was sent into exile. There would be no revolt on the Don.


  Having escaped from Kazan Pugachev headed towards the Cossack town of Yaitsk and hide on a farm owned by the Cossack Tolkachev. On his way north he had passed through the Volga region and heard of Bogomolev’s revolt and his impersonation of Tsar Peter III. Most of the Russian Imperial land forces were tied up with the Turkish War, and it was a good time to rise against the oppressive system. As word got out that a revolt was being planned, Yaik Cossacks began to trickle in to Tolkachev’s farm and by 17 September 1773 Pugachev was ready to proclaim himself as Emperor Peter III.


  
    From the Emperor Autocrat, our great lord Peter Fedorovich of all the Russias … (and so forth). This is my decree issued to the Yaik (Cossack) Army. Just as your fathers and grandfathers served the former Tsars to the last drop of their blood, so you too my friends will serve your fatherland and me, the great Lord Emperor, Peter Fedorovich. Your Cossack glory will not die if you serve your fatherland to the very end, and so it will be with your children. I, the Great Tsar, will reward you—Cossacks and Kalmyks and Tatars. I, the Lord Peter Fedorovich, do forgive those who have sinned against me … and I grant you the rivers from the (Ural) mountains to the (Caspian) Sea, and the land and pastures, and payment of money and lead and powder and of food.49

  


  Pugachev now had some 200 Cossacks and more were on the way. Informed of the disturbance the government commander of Yaitsk sent a detachment of 500 Cossacks in imperial service to quell the revolt but approached by Pugachev’s men they quickly joined the rebels. Unable to capture Yaitsk with their still small numbers, Pugachev’s men led by the elected Ataman Andrei Ovchinnikov began to occupy the frontier outposts. By now more Cossacks sent to arrest “Peter III” were joining the rebel force and officers denounced by their men for corruption and theft of public funds were hanged. Fresh Cossack, Kalmyk, and Tatar reinforcements also continued to arrive as word of the revolt spread, and government outposts began to fall. Ozema capitulated when the wooden stockade was set on fire with its garrison of 600 men joining “Tsar Peter”; Samara fell next, and the great stronghold of Orenburg defended by 3,000 men and 70 guns under General Reinsdorf was surrounded and laid under siege. Pugachev pitched his main camp a few miles from the fortress with a force grown to 10,000 men, as the entire region from the Tobol River in the east to Tsaritsyn on the Volga erupted in a great uprising, with thousands of peasants and serfs flocking to Tsar Peter’s banner. Pugachev was also joined by the enserfed workers from the metallurgical factories and mines of the Ural Mountains and by October 1773 his army had swollen to 30,000 men and women.50 The revolt had become a revolutionary uprising.


  Many of the new recruits were poorly equipped with only bayonets, pitchforks, axes, homemade pikes, and at times with only cudgels. Nevertheless, by the end of 1773 the provinces of Orenburg, Perm, and parts of Simbirsk were in Pugachev’s hands including 92 steel mills in the Ural Mountains. The revolution was also spreading to areas in Kama-Vyatka, Pensa, Voronezh, and to up the fringes of Don Cossack country but the Don Cossack Army itself refused to move, although hundreds of the poorer and younger Cossacks were joining Pugachev. The poor of Moscow and St. Petersburg were also waiting for his arrival—“I know full well that the poor people everywhere will welcome me with joy,” Pugachev exclaimed to one of his lieutenants.51 The slogan “land and freedom” was everywhere as Pugachev’s men spread out to the villages to agitate for support, and warn the serfs not to work for their landlords. Everywhere Pugachev went he announced the extermination of government officials and landlords, declared freedom from serf slavery, taxation, and the abolition of the compulsory 20-year military service; and everywhere elections were held for administrative positions.


  The Russo-Turkish war was still in full swing and it wasn’t until a year later that General Alexander Bibikov arrived in Kazan to take command of operations and prevent the uprising from spreading to the more populous western territories. Local militias of the nobility were organized to reinforce his troops and by February 1774 Bibikov had retaken Kurgan and Yekaterinburg while General Mansurov’s army advanced to Samara, and joining General Golitsin marched to relieve Orenburg. Many of the imperial troops were seasoned veterans of the Polish and Turkish wars and were facing poorly armed peasants, Bashkir, Kirghiz, and Tatar mounted archers, with only a hard core of well-armed Cossacks and regular troops that had joined the uprising.


  As Golitsin approached with his men, Pugachev decided to take him by surprise and mount a night attack on the enemy camp. Although outnumbered the Imperial Army possessed heavy firepower, particularly artillery, while most of Pugachev’s cannons were facing the besieged walls of Orenburg. Suffering heavy casualties the rebels withdrew, dug in and waited for the Russian troops. They were soon attacked and besieged by Golitsin’s army, but resistance was hopeless against the massed artillery and on 22 March the imperial troops broke through the rebels’ defenses. Pursued by Golitsin’s cavalry, Pugachev’s forces were virtually destroyed with some 2,000 dead and 4,000 wounded or taken prisoner. Many others fled and Pugachev himself escaped with most of his lieutenants and 60 Cossacks to Berda where they waited for stragglers to arrive from the battlefield. On 26 March the siege of Orenburg was broken by Golitsin’s men, Pugachev at the head of 2,000 well-armed cavalry was defeated outside of Sakmara, and Yaitsk was relieved by General Mansurov’s force. Although Pugachev managed to elude the pursuing enemy, all seemed lost.


  But even with Pugachev on the run the revolution was not yet over. It was widely believed that he was Peter III come to bring a better world, and the uprising flared up again. With the coming of spring in May a new rebel force of 10,000 men and 30 guns attacked and captured Troitsk, although the stronghold was retaken by Generak Dekalong’s men two days later in bloody fighting. Pugachev was wounded but managed to escape with 500 of his Cossacks, to harass the enemy with hit and run tactics. He was soon reinforced by 3,000 Bashkir horsemen, the Osa fortress fell into his hands as the 1,000 man garrison went over to his side, and soon Pugachev was again at the head of some 20,000 men and women. A strong imperial cavalry force under General Tolstoi was destroyed, the General was killed and the great city of Kazan lay open. On the third day following the great victory the rebel commander Beloborodov led his peasant force into the city’s suburbs, other divisions closed in, and what was left of the defending force locked itself in the inner stronghold leaving the wealthy city to the fate of fire and sword.


  Great clouds of smoke billowed into the sky as news of the fall of Kazan spread and Pugachev’s force continued to grow with new recruits arriving daily. General Mikkelson arrived with a large force to relieve Kazan, and unable to dislodge the Russian army from its position, “Tsar Peter” decided to march on Moscow, assume the throne as Tsar and begin a reign of peace and justice. On 31 July 1774, a manifesto was published outlining Pugachev’s political, economic, and social program.


  
    By God’s grace We, Peter III, Emperor and Autocrat of all the Russias … with royal and fatherly charity, grant by this Our personal “ukaz” (instruction) to all who were previously peasants, and subjects of the “pomeshchiks” (landlords), to be true and loyal servants of our throne, and We reward them with the ancient cross and prayer, with bearded heads, with liberty and freedom and be forever Cossacks, demanding neither recruit enlistment, poll tax, or other money dues, and We award them the ownership of the land, of forests, hay meadows, and fishing grounds, with salt lakes, without purchase and without dues in money or in kind, and We free peasants and all the people from the taxes and burdens which were previously imposed by the wicked nobles, and mercenary urban judges. (The landlords had) violated and abused the ancient tradition of Christian law, and having with harmful intent introduced an alien law taken from German traditions, and the impious practice of shaving and other blasphemies contrary to the Christian faith.52

  


  The men’s pay was increased threefold and the price of salt was set at the low price of two kopeks per stone, and was made free for the poor. All property-owning gentry were to be hanged, after which all would enjoy “peace, tranquility, and a quiet life.”


  As Pugachev advanced south towards the Volga the serfs and peasants of the landed estates joined in a great uprising. Saransk fell, several hundred landlords and their entire families were hanged, and Pensa and Saratov were captured with the aid of the garrisons. Pugachev’s main force, the peasants, were uncoordinated and poorly armed, and to recruit more trained fighting men he began to advance towards the Don and the Zaporozhian steppe. There he was joined by hundreds of Don and Volga Cossacks, and a mounted detachment of Zaporozhians, who had taken part in the “Haidamak” uprising. The main Don, Zaporozhian, and Ukrainian Cossack Armies, however, refused to lend their support, perhaps convinced that the rebels would not be able to defeat the main Imperial Army. Thus an opportunity was missed in the struggle for liberty, and it was due to the lack of unity between Pugachev and the other Cossack armies that Tsarist totalitarianism triumphed once more.


  The situation was rapidly changing in the empire’s favor. The war with the Porte came to an end in the summer of 1774 with the signing of a treaty at Kutchuk-Kainarji, and battle hardy troops became available for domestic duty. General Bibikov had died and overall command went to Count Peter Panin, Catherine’s most able general. To ensure the loyalty of the Don Cossacks, imperial troops were stationed on their territory, and more began to arrive on the Volga. As Pugachev retreated he was attacked by Mikhelson’s army and in a bloody battle his men were routed and suffered heavy losses in manpower and supplies.


  With a large number of troops in pursuit and realizing that victory was no longer possible, the surviving Cossacks began to disperse and head home to the Yaik, to seek safety for themselves and their families. The Bashkir, Kirghiz, and Tatar tribesmen melted away into the vast wilderness of eastern Russia and Kazakhstan where for the time being they would be safe from domination and forcible conversions to Greek Orthodox Christianity. On 14 September Pugachev and his Cossack company reached the Old Believer settlement of Uzen, where his men deserted and also headed home to join their families. To make the best of a bad situation, Pugachev’s lieutenants Trofim, Ivorogov, and Chumakov decided to arrest the Prender and throw themselves on the mercy of the imperial government. As a failed leader Yemelian Pugachev owed his followers this much. On the next day he was brought bound to Yaitsk and handed over to Colonel Simonov. Locked in a cage like an animal he was taken to Simbirsk for questioning and several days later with his close associates he was brought to Moscow. Catherine II could not believe that such a long extensive uprising under the leadership of illiterate Cossacks could have occurred without foreign involvement, and Pugachev and his comrades were questioned for days and nights, but no foreign alliance came to light. As observed by a well-known historian: “Alienated from her people, sheltered always from the seamy sides of Russian life, Catherine simply could not credit that the revolution had been born of grinding poverty, and by the evil cruelties inflicted on the great mass of the Empire’s inhabitants by the Russian gentry, with her connivance.”53


  Pugachev’s trial began 30 December 1774, and by the day’s end he was sentenced to a cruel death to have his arms and legs chopped off and then to be quartered and decapitated, with his body parts exhibited in public as a warning to others. The sentence which was handed down by a court of 29 judges was not unanimous as four members of the Holy Synod asked for “Christian mercy” and did not sign the warrant for the execution. This hardly mattered and on 10 January 1775 Pugachev and his loyal lieutenants were led to the scaffold erected on the Beautiful (Red) Square, where as a sign of mercy Pugachev was beheaded first before being dismembered. His comrades suffered a similar fate, and although Pugachev’s wife Sofia was found innocent she was imprisoned with her two daughters, who even after their mother’s death were held captive for 52 more years!


  The Pugachev legacy, and even his name, had to be removed without leaving a trace of the revolution. A manifesto was issued in January 1775, which banned the name “Yaik,” and the Yaik Cossacks became the Ural Army, the Yaik River the Ural, and Yaitsk was renamed as Uralsk. Pugachev’s village on the Don where he was born was razed to the ground and rebuilt on the opposite bank with the given name of Potemkinskaya, after Catherine’s current lover. By a second edict of March 1775, Pugachev’s church records and all that bore his name were destroyed. Pugachev became a non-person, but his memory was kept alive by the people with fondness and respect, as borne out by the symbol-laden Cossack ballad:


  
    There is a cliff on the Volga,

    Overgrown with moss

    From the top to the very bottom.

    Only the eagle weaves there his nest,

    Tearing his prey apart.

    Only one dared to climb it…

    Remember the eventful life of the Ataman!”

  


  



  The Ukraine Enslaved


  Following the suppression of the Pugachev uprising the Cossacks of the Yaik—now the Ural Army—together with those of the Don Cossacks became a part of the Russian Imperial Army, allowed to retain their traditional laws and customs, local self-government, and a measure of autonomy. Their land was granted in perpetuity (“forever”), and serfdom or foreign settlements were not allowed. In return Catherine II gained loyal fighting men who provided their own horses, weapons, and equipment. The Cossacks of the Volga and Zaporozhia Ukraine, however, were not so fortunate. The imperial government had been eyeing their fertile land since the reign of Elizabeth I, and in 1763 Catherine II established the Office of Foreign Settlers, which began to bring in farmers to colonize the Volga region. Five years later there were 12,000 German families who had received extensive land grants, were exempt from all taxation for thirty years, and were guaranteed freedom of worship and local self-government. Soon after in 1770 a Christian communist farming colony of Hutterites from Wallachia was allowed to settle in Chernihiv. The lands of the Volga Cossacks was confiscated and those who wished to continue the Cossack lifestyle were transported to the Terek region in the foothills of the Caucasus Mountains to occupy territory of Muslim tribesmen.


  Due to extravagant spending and a large military force the imperial government was chronically short of funds and continued to search for new sources of revenues. By Elizabeth I’s reign St. Petersburg was eyeing the vast fertile territory of the Zaporozhian Army, larger in area than even the Hetman’s left-bank Ukraine. Armed conquest, however, was out of the question as the Zaporozhian Army consisted of a crack force of at least 20,000 men, who moreover could call on the Crimean Khan and the Ottoman Sultan as allies as well as on the 10 Ukrainian Cossack regiments, whose loyalty was not certain in the event of an attempted invasion of Zaporozhia. The territory of Zaporozhia was undergoing a change since the establishment of the New Sich in 1734. Although the Sich was still out of bounds for women and children, and many single Cossacks earned their livelihood from hunting and fishing, more married men were settling in the eight districts known as “palanky,” each headed by a colonel. Peasant refugees, mainly from right-bank Ukraine, were also arriving to practice farming and animal husbandry, as were many Zaporozhian Cossacks, with some amassing herds of thousands of horses and livestock. All land, however, still belonged to the entire Zaporozhian Brotherhood. By the time Catherine II ascended the throne there were 37,000 Cossacks, and over 150,000 peasants who had found refuge in the serf-free territory.


  Some border regions of Zaporozhia, however, were co-opted by the imperial government to be settled by other Ukrainian Cossacks and foreigners who came as defensive military units and were responsible directly to the government. In 1751 Elizabeth I settled several hundred Serbs from southern Hungary led by General Khorvat in an east-west strip bordering right-bank Ukraine (still under Poland), and a year later they were joined by Serbs from the Balkans and Bulgarian, Greek, and Rumanian Greek Orthodox settlers. Three years later to reinforce the settled territory—now named New Serbia—more Zaporozhian land was expropriated in another strip off New Serbia, which was settled by 6,000 Cossacks from Sloboda Ukraine. Also, on the northeastern corner of Zaporozhia more Slavic Orthodox settlements were opened under the name of Slavo-Serbia, with its center at Bakhmut. As the Zaporozhians began to clash with the newcomers a number of Serb settlements were wiped out and the colonization came to a halt. Then in 1764 the Russian Government undertook a major revision of land boundaries and issued decrees on 2 April, 22 June, and 2 August which reclassified New Serbia and the territory given to the Sloboda Ukrainian Regiment as New Russia (“Nova Rossiya”) and placed under Catherine II’s General Melgunov.


  Another war with the Ottoman Empire and the Crimea was looming on the horizon, and the imperial government was careful not to alienate the powerful Zaporozhian Army and their brethren in northern Ukraine. With the outbreak of war in 1768 most of the discord and conflict in Zaporozhia over the Haidamak uprising came to an end as Cossack regiments began to move out against the Crimean Tatars and Turks. The Zaporozhians quickly proved themselves to be indispensable against an enemy they knew so well. Russia did not possess a single warship on the Black Sea and the Zaporozhian “tchaika” wolf packs once again proved their worth against the Turkish men-of-war when in 1770 they destroyed an Ottoman fleet at the mouth of the Danube.54 On land the Zaporozhian cavalry and infantry often fought as the avant-garde of the Imperial troops and their daring and accomplishments once again spread far and wide. The Crimean Khan had sent a letter to the Sich reminding the Zaporozhians of their recent alliance and inviting them to turn against Catherine II. On receiving a refusal the Khan began the war in January 1769 by overrunning the Zaporozhian detachment at Bar to support the army of the Polish Confederates and engage in the usual plunder. Crossing the Buh River and avoiding the St. Elizabeth fortress, the Tatars succeeded in devastating a great area, up to the Polish Galician border.


  In the meantime Catherine’s generals were assembling two large armies consisting of regular troops and Ukrainian Cossack regiments. During the summer of 1769, “Koshovy Ataman” Kalnishevsky received instructions from Peter Rumiantsev, the governor-general of Ukraine, to join the Russian army under his command, and taking 10,300 Zaporozhians and 38 boats he moved out towards the Buh River to form a defensive line against the great Turkish fortress at Ochakov. Not content in playing a passive role, atamans Holovaty and Nosach conducted deep scouting raids for which they received rewards from General Rumiantsev. Also, both Azov and Taganrog were captured, followed by Kerch, which gave the Russian forces control of the Sea of Azov and the entrance to the Black Sea. The Zaporozhian force facing Ochakov continued to engage in heavy fighting, distinguishing itself no fewer than 20 times, particularly by the victories of 5 July, 26 September, and 20 October.55 In the campaign of 1770 Rumiantsev captured Kilia and Ismail, where the Cossacks played a key role, and at the battle of Larga on 7 July 1770 he defeated a 70,000 man Ottoman army with his 40,000 men. Two weeks later he routed an enemy army twice his size at Kagul, and in 1771 in a Danube campaign his forces occupied much of Wallachia including the capital Bucharest. During the campaign the Zaporozhian Army of 10,700 men was divided into three groups; the main force of 7,350 cavalry was led by the “Koshovy Ataman” Kalnishevsky, the second a fleet of 40 vessels and 2,400 Cossacks, under Danilo Tretiak, while ataman Porokhia with 1,000 Cossacks was attached to General von Berg to conduct steppe patrols and guard outposts.


  During the summer of 1770 the great storming of Akkerman (Aslan Kerman) took place in which Kalnishevky’s men and Tretiak’s sailors played a prominent role and were recognized by General Panin in a letter of 17 August of that year. As the Tatars were escaping westwards many were intercepted by Tretiak’s Tchaika boats and taken prisoner. The Nogai Tatars, who lived between Ochakov and Akkerman on the lower Dnipro, decided on a peace agreement with General Panin and agreed to support the invasion of the Crimea under Dolgoruky, who had replaced Panin as commander of the southern army which was to invade the peninsula. Dolgoruky was also supported by Kalnishevsky’s 6,000 Zaporozhian cavalry which had gained fame in the fighting at Ochakov with 500 of “the best” Cossacks who knew the Perekop area and were chosen for special duty under Ataman Kovpak. Their job was to spearhead the general advance into the Crimea, provide all the necessary patrols, and gather the crucial military intelligence on which the campaign depended. The main force attacked and captured Perekop at the entrance to the peninsula, followed by Gozleve (Evpatoria), while Kalnishevsky’s Cossacks stormed and took Kaffa with its hated slave markets. By July 1771 all the Crimean fortified cities such as the khan’s capital Bakchisaray, Simferopol and Alma were under control of General Dolgoruky’s forces.


  By 1774 both sides of the conflict were ready to cease hostilities. The war was going well for the Russian forces but the Pugachev uprising was threatening the very existence of Catherine’s empire. The death of the Ottoman Sultan Mustafa III brought a new ruler of the Porte to the throne, Abdul Hamid I, who was willing to negotiate. A peace treaty was signed on 21 July 1774 in the Bulgarian village of Kuchuk-Kainarji, by which Catherine II’s treasury received an indemnity of 4,500,000 rubles. The Crimean Khan was declared to be independent of the Ottoman Sultan, the Azov and Black Sea ports of Kinburunu, Yenikol, and Kerch were occupied along with the entire Black Sea coast between the Dnipro and Buh rivers, and Russia acquired commercial navigation rights in Ottoman waters.


  The Zaporozhian Cossacks and the Ukrainian Cossack regiments had played a key role in the Crimean, Wallachian, and Moldavian campaigns. On 16 January 1771 imperial envoys arrived from St. Petersburg bringing a gold medal for Kalnishevsky from Catherine II, studded with diamonds and stamped with her image with the inscription “(to) our true subject, Koshovoi Ataman Kalnishevsky of the Zaporozhsky Army, and all officers and the whole Army.” Sixteen “kuren” atamans and officers received gold medals, and awards were handed out to all members of the Zaporozhian Danube flotilla, 19 vessels in all, for their exceptional bravery during Rumiantsev’s Danube campaign of 1771. Special merit was also received for the survey of the currents, water depths, the prevailing winds and other variables required for navigation. The commanding colonel Yakiv Sudlovsky and his officers were awarded silver medals and almost 1,000 of the men received monetary bonuses. Furthermore, the entire Zaporozhian Brotherhood was presented with traditional regalia such as horsetail “bunchuk” standards and maces studded with precious stones for the senior officers. The entire Zaporozhian Sich also received glowing written commendations including at least one signed personally by Catherine.


  Another indication of Zaporozhian prestige was the honorary affiliations requested by Russian commanders. General Gregory Panin became an honorary member of the Zaporozhian Irklivsky “kuren” and Catherine’s young lover Gregory Potemkin, the Governor General of New Russia (Zaporozhia), was assigned to the Kushchivsky “kuren,” and given the Brotherhood name of Hritsko Nechosa by which he would be known amongst them.56 Henceforth in his correspondence with Kalnishevsky, Potemkin would address the “Koshovy Ataman” in the respectful manner as “batko,” the Ukrainian word for “father.” Other Russian commanders such as Kutuzov and Prozorovsky were also given honorary memberships in the Irklivsky “kuren,” and a number of prominent civilians became honorary members of the Zaporozhian Brotherhood such as the great German mathematician Euler, who greatly admired their freedom-loving culture and democratic traditions. The Russian generals had committed themselves to protect the Brotherhood by their honorary memberships of the Sich, a responsibility which they would betray. The Ukrainian Cossack contribution to the war effort was particularly crucial since a great dissatisfaction had spread amongst the Don Cossacks, and twenty regiments of the Army refused to go on campaign. When a special regiment was mobilized it, too, refused to move to the front.57


  The Zaporozhian Cossacks had refused to join the Crimean Khan in 1768 in an anti–Russian alliance, a decision they would come to regret. On 23 April 1775 in a secret meeting Catherine II and her advisors decided to occupy and destroy the Zaporozhian Sich, the only obstacle which stood in the way of the imperial expansion to the Black Sea and control of the fertile black earth of the Zaporozhian steppe. It was barely a year since the end of the war and most Zaporozhian units were still deployed against the Turks or had returned to their “palanka” hunting and fishing grounds. In the summer of 1775 Russian imperial troops began to be pulled back from the Danube and the southern steppes and concentrated around Fort St. Elizabeth while Don Cossack regiments were ordered to move west towards the Dnipro River. General Peter Tekeli, a relative of Governor Khorvat of New Serbia, was put in charge of the gathering army that was to be directed against the Zaporozhian Sich. The Russian military was well aware of the Zaporozhian intrepid fighting abilities and was not taking any chances. By the end of May, 66,000 men were surrounding the Sich: eight regiments of regular cavalry, twenty squadrons of hussars, seventeen squadrons of pikemen, ten regiments of regular infantry, and thirteen regiments of Don Cossacks.58 Another force under Prince Prozorovsky was to leave Sloboda Ukraine and advance to the left bank of the Dnipro River to complete the encirclement.


  General Tekeli divided his force into five groups, which were to strike simultaneously in different regions of the steppe. Four were to occupy the “palanka” settlements while the fifth and largest group advanced against the Sich stronghold on Khortytsia Island. The treacherous plan was to catch the Cossacks by surprise, quickly surround the island, capture the Zaporozhian flotilla, and gain control of the outer walls and the artillery. The Sich was garrisoned by some 3,000 Cossacks and defended by twenty guns of small caliber, while the “palanka” settlements had even less. The Zaporozhians woke up in the morning to find themselves surrounded by what they thought at first were friendly forces, but all became clear when General Tekeli demanded they throw down their weapons and surrender. Retreating to the inner fortification the Cossacks split into two factions—surrender to what were overwhelming forces or to stand and fight. Popular tradition has it as recounted by old Cossacks that the rank-and-file and some officers wanted to fight, but “Koshovy Ataman” Kalnishevsky and the senior officers came out against what they saw was a foolhardy gesture in the face of such overwhelming odds.


  Kalnishevsky and his officers convinced most of the rank-and-file that their only option was to surrender, and the Church Archimandrite also came out in favor of not shedding “Christian blood.” On the next day 5 June 1775 the Khortytsia Sich gates were opened to the Russian army without a shot fired, but perhaps resistance would not have been futile. Pugachev was still fresh in people’s minds, and a Zaporozhian stand against Tekeli’s troops could have brought many Don Cossacks to their side followed by Ukrainian Cossack regiments. Certainly the combined Cossack strength would have been a match for Tekeli’s imperial army and could have ignited another revolutionary uprising in Ukraine and southern Russia to end tsarist despotism.


  With the surrender of the Sich, Russian infantry poured through the gates to relieve the Cossack garrison of weapons, many of exquisite Ottoman craftsmanship captured during the war. It turned out some of the osauls, colonels, and atamans were complicit in the surrender and had been approached by General Tekeli in exchange for imperial officer status and land grants. Other officers in higher authority such as the Army judge, the Secretary, colonels and atamans were arrested on the spot. Peter Kalnishevsky was also arrested and taken away, and it was only determined later that he was imprisoned in a monastery on the northern Solovetsky Island, without a trial or an enquiry. Other captive Zaporozhian Cossack officers were also dispersed throughout Russian monasteries without trial and were never heard of again. Locked up and under constant surveillance, Peter Kalnishevsky, a hero of the Turkish War, survived for 25 years in the monastery prison until 1796, when he was freed by Catherine’s son Paul following her death. He chose to remain in the monastery, however, until his death in 1803 at the age of 113!


  Following the surrender of the Sich, on 14 August 1775 Empress Catherine II issued a decree, which must stand as one of the most treacherous and hypocritical documents in history:


  
    We desire to announce by this means throughout Our entire Empire … that the Zaporozhian Sich has already been totally destroyed, together with the eradication for all time, of the very name of Zaporosky Cossacks, for no less reason than the outrage of Our Imperial Majesty at the behavior and audacity of these Cossacks in disobedience of Our Supreme commands.59

  


  There followed a list of six “transgressions” which the Zaporozhian Cossacks were supposed to have committed, without a word of their loyal service during the Turkish War. As for Catherine’s lover Potemkin, who had betrayed his Cossacks, he too would become a victim of Catherine’s treachery. Out of favor, he died 5 October 1791 of malaria in an open field at the age of 52 with his one eye covered with a 5 kopek coin provided, ironically, by a Cossack in his escort. Potemkin’s last words to the Empress in a letter were, “I do not know what is to become of me.”


  The great territory of the Zaporozhian Army, now New Russia, was distributed amongst Catherine’s favorites, the nobility, and foreign colonists. Some individuals such as the newly appointed Procurator-General of Ukraine (now “Little Russia” and “New Russia”), Prince A. Viazemsky, were given 550,000 acres, Potemkin received 400,000 acres, and notables such as the deposed Ukrainian Hetman Rozumovsky got up to 100,000 acres. Others received less, but every noble was allowed at least 3,000 acres of fertile black-earth soil.60 Many brought their serfs with them, while the free peasants, who had been under Cossack protection, were converted into serfs by Catherine’s son Paul I just before his murder in 1801 by a clique of nobles. Half of the Zaporozhian lands, however, some 12 million acres, were reserved for Greek and Serb Greek Orthodox colonists as well as German-speaking Catholics and Protestants. Some of the first to arrive were the pacifist Mennonites from Prussia, 230 families who in 1789 received 160 acres each on Khortytsia Island where the last Zaporozhian Sich had stood. All settlers received money grants, freedom of religious worship, and an exemption from taxation for a fixed period of time, and Mennonites were guaranteed an exemption from military service. By 1845 there were some 100,000 non–Ukrainians on the steppe, although Ukrainians remained in the majority.61


  Before his death Potemkin’s last act of service to Empress Catherine was his leadership in a new Turkish-Crimean war, in which Ukrainian Cossacks would again play an important role.62 Many Zaporozhian Cossacks had dispersed following the fall of the Sich but some were allowed to settle on their old territory, now renamed “New Russia.” A hard core of some 5,000 men would not accept imperial Russian rule and sought refuge with the Turkish Sultan. They were received with open arms, and were granted land between the Danube delta and Bender where they could fish and build a Sich. The Zaporozhian Cossacks were soon finding themselves in a difficult situation as the Sultan began using them to put down unrest among the Moldavian Orthodox Christian population.


  War with the Russian Empire was again looming and they would have to fight against other Ukrainian Cossacks. When a revolt broke out in occupied Crimea in 1783 Potemkin recruited a corps of 1,000 former Zaporozhians led by Anton Holovaty, and in the following year many other Zaporozhian Cossacks left Ottoman territory to settle between the Buh and the Dnister rivers, where they became known as the Cossack Army of the Buh. In 1787 the Ottoman Sultan declared war on Catherine II, who now reversed her decision and authorized the formation of a new Cossack army, so long as the name “Zaporozhian” was not used. With Sidor Bily as the ataman, all flags and army regalia confiscated from the Khortytsia Sich were restored, together with the ranks of many former officers in what became the Cossack Army of the Black Sea.


  The war began with an inconclusive naval engagement on 5 June 1787 in the 38 mile wide Liman estuary of the Dnipro River, and the following unsuccessful Turkish attack on the Kinburunu fortress. The Buh Cossacks took part in the naval engagement under the newly appointed Admiral John Paul Jones, the Scotsman who had commanded a battleship against the British Crown during the American Revolution. In May an army of 50,000 men under Potemkin’s command, which included thousands of Ukrainians, besieged the great fortress of Ochakov for the entire summer, without daring to storm the walls for fear of suffering high casualty rates. Finally, on 6 December 1788 with General Alexander Suvorov in charge, at 4:00 in the morning six columns of 5,000 men each attacked the walls. By sunrise the assault, in which the Cossack Black Sea Army took a prominent part, was over, ranking as one of the bloodiest slaughters of the war with tens of thousands of men killed on both sides. In the following year the heavily garrisoned Ottoman strongholds of Akkerman and Bender surrendered without a fight, while Belgrade and Bucharest fell to the Austrians, who had declared war on Turkey. No troops were better than the Cossacks at storming fortifications, for which they were well known.63


  The road to the Danube lay open and by the fall of 1790 the imperial Russian and Ukrainian troops, with the Black Sea Cossacks, were before the walls of Ismail, one of the greatest citadels in Europe and reputed to be impregnable. The massive walls and towers were surrounded by a deep moat and defended by 35,000 Ottoman troops, with 265 pieces of artillery. Before the fortress stood the Russian Imperial force of 30,000, with a massive battery of 600 cannons, but commanded by three generals, the besieging army was making little headway. All attacks were repulsed, and by November Potemkin decided to send for Suvorov and place him in overall command of field operations. In early December Suvorov informed the defenders that if they did not surrender, in five days an assault would begin in which no one would be spared when the citadel fell. The offer was rejected and the attack began at dawn. Avoiding the massive walls and towers Suvorov’s men launched a Cossack-style concentrated attack on the gates and broke into the fortification, which fell in bloody hand-to-hand fighting with quarter neither asked nor given. Due to its formidable walls Ismail was a storehouse of great wealth, military equipment and other supplies, much of which fell to Suvorov’s men, who as promised were allowed a three day sack of the wealthy fort and its town. The gateway to the Danube had fallen, and the Turkish Sultan capitulated with a treaty signed on 31 December 1791, at Jassy, Moldavia. The mouth of the Dnipro River with the great fortress of Ochakov, the coast and territory between the Buh and the Dnister rivers, and the Crimean peninsula were ceded to the Russian Empire, with Sebastopol to become the permanent Imperial Black Sea naval base and Odessa the main Black Sea port.


  Many Zaporozhian Cossacks had refused to serve Empress Catherine II and remained under the Turkish Sultan’s jurisdiction on the Black Sea delta of the Danube. Most returned to fight the Turks as the Army of the Buh, which in 1792 was renamed the Black Sea Cossack Army. In 1791 following the end of the war Colonel Anton Holovaty put a request to Catherine II for land in the contested territory between the Don Cossacks and the Caucasian Mountains. Not wishing to lose valuable fighting men, and seeking to enlarge her territory, the Empress agreed to allow the Black Sea Cossacks to move into the region and carve out the territory inhabited by the warlike Muslim Chechens and other tribes. That the Ukrainian Cossacks were fighting men to be reckoned with was observed by one of Napoleon’s marshals, General A. Marmont, who was forced into exile following the revolution of 1830. He spent some time in Ukraine in 1834 and while traveling along the shores of the Black Sea observed the lifestyle and training of the Cossacks which began early in a boy’s life: “The Cossacks provide troops which have no equal in Europe…. Their value lies in special areas as a result of their mode of life before entering the (Imperial) service.”64


  Anton Holovaty was preceded by Colonel Sidor Bily with 4,000 Cossacks who had landed on the eastern shores of the Sea of Azov in August 1792, and soon there were some 13,000 men in the newly acquired lands, many with families. By usual practice they settled along a river, the Kuban whose delta separates the Sea of Azov from the Black Sea, and were given a degree of self-rule. To provide more wives, thousands of young Ukrainian women agreed to be shipped to the new territories, where they were joined by other migrants from Ukraine. During the Napoleonic invasion of Russia in 1812 Tsar Alexander I had authorized the formation of Cossack regiments on the left-bank Ukrainian provinces, with the promise their Cossack status would remain after the war. Fifteen cavalry regiments were formed at the men’s own expense, but in 1816 in the usual fashion the Tsarist government reneged on its promise. The newly formed Cossack regiments were given the option to disband or leave Ukraine, and most agreed to be shipped to join the Zaporozhian Cossacks on the Kuban River. In 1861 following the Crimean War the Ukrainians were joined by others including some Don Cossacks and were renamed the Kuban Cossack Army, with their capital in Katerinodar (today Krasnodar) near today’s Black Sea port of Sochi. Their Ukrainian distinctiveness was recognized by the German medical doctor Moritz Wagner, who passed through the Kuban region in 1843. He observed that unlike other “Russian” Cossacks, those of the Black Sea Army were beardless, grew mustaches, and had neither Greater Russian, Tatar, nor “Circassion features.”65


  During the Crimean War of 1853–56 the Black Sea Cossacks distinguished themselves in action, particularly during the French, British, and Ottoman siege of Sebastopol. Officially referred to as the Black Sea Scouts (“plastuny”) to avoid the use of the name “Cossack” or “Ukrainian,” they earned 4 out of 5 Crosses of St. George (the highest award for bravery in the Russian Imperial armed forces) in Sebastopol, which was under the command of Admiral Paul Nakhimov himself, also a Ukrainian.66 The naval quartermaster Peter Kishka became a particular celebrity for his exploits, an ability to penetrate enemy lines and trenches during nighttime to gather intelligence and prisoners for interrogation. Kishka’s greatest feat was when he captured ten British soldiers single-handedly and brought them back to Sebastopol. One of the greatest descendants of the Kuban Cossacks, however, would be a man of peace who played such a prominent role in bringing the Cold War and the Soviet Union to an end, leading to the creation of an independent Ukraine—Mikhail Gorbachev.


  Victory in the Turkish War of 1768–75, the suppression of Pugachev’s uprising and the destruction of the Zaporozhian Sich established the imperial government as the unchallenged authority within its borders. There still remained autonomous countries such as Ukraine, with its different political system, its own laws, and ruled by a Hetman who was in command of the Ukrainian armed forces. To consolidate Imperial rule, Catherine II introduced a new centralized and more uniform administrative system by which it would be easier to gather more tax revenue, and in which everyone could feel “Russian.” This was explained by Catherine II to the newly appointed imperial Procurator-General A. Viazemsky following Hetman Rozumovsky’s forced resignation:


  
    To call them (Ukraine, Latvia, Finland) foreign … and to deal with them on this basis is more than a mistake, and can accurately be called stupidity. These provinces, and Smolensk (Belarus) too, must be brought … to the point where they Russianize and stop looking like wolves at the forest…; when there is no Hetman in Little Russia (Ukraine), then we must ensure that the age (period) and the name of the hetman disappear, not only that one person or another be elevated to this dignity.67

  


  This was because, as was pointed out to the newly appointed Governor-General of Ukraine S. Rumiantsev in 1764: “…until now Russia (i.e., the imperial coffers) has had very little benefit and revenue from this (Cossack Ukrainian) people, and in the time of the last Hetman’s (Rozumosky’s) administration almost none at all.” The Empress then listed the fundamental “problems” which Rumiantsev would have to overcome, and in particular he should keep in mind “(the) deep-seated and equally noticeable inner hatred on their (the Ukrainians’) part of things Great Russian.”68


  The Ukrainian Cossack territorial regimental system was abolished in 1782 and replaced by three provinces, Kyiv, Chernihiv, and Novhorod-Siversk, each under an appointed Russian governor, and the integration of Ukraine into the Russian administrative system brought Ukrainian autonomy to an end. The Cossacks were reorganized into ten imperial cavalry regiments, and in return for six years of service the troopers were given small freeholds. All other Cossacks were either enserfed or fled, usually to Siberia, when by a decree of May 1783 known as the Charter of the Freedom of the Nobility most peasants became attached to landed estates and converted into serfs. The decree also granted nobles inviolability of person and property (except for treason, theft, robbery, or “deceit”), the right of trial by one’s peers, exemption from forced state service and payment of taxes, ownership of serfs with all their property, and exemption from the quartering of state troops. The decree also deprived Jewish communities (the “kohals”) in Ukraine and Belarus of all internal authority, except for fiscal and religious matters.69 Following the death of Catherine II, her son Paul I abolished the system in Ukraine when he was crowned in 1796, and introduced an administration along the lines of the Hetmanate—probably under the influence of powerful Ukrainians at court. But in 1802 under Alexander I, following Paul’s assassination by a clique of nobles, the process of integration resumed.


  The most socially divisive outcome of Catherine’s imperial policies in Ukraine was the creation of a native ruling class on the left bank, something which had not existed since the 16th century under Polish rule. Cossack officers (and those who could prove noble ancestry) were given the same rights and privileges as those possessed by the Russian nobility. This included the sole right to possess landed estates, which began to be formed by the frequent expropriations of the lands of rank-and-file Cossacks, and forcing them into serfdom. A popular folk song-ballad from the Poltava Province has come down to us which begins as: “Hey, bethought the Basilevskys/The whole world to take,/And send free Cossacks into slavery.” A description follows of a violent revolt in which family members were killed. For a second time in their history since the 16th century, the people of Rus-Ukraine were abandoned by their elite leadership.70


  More Ukrainians came under Russian imperial rule during Catherine II’s last years of rule. In May 1792 Russian Imperial troops crossed the Dnipro River into Polish-held right bank Ukraine, and despite initial minor victories the 65,000-man Polish army led by King Stanislaw Poniatowski sued for peace in June of the same year. In the following year Prussia attacked Poland from the north and west, joining Russia in the second partition of the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom, in which Prussia acquired some 21,000 square miles while Russia annexed 90,000 square miles of right-bank Ukraine with parts of Volynia. The occupation provoked a strong resistance among the Catholic Polish and Lithuanian population, and in 1794 an uprising broke out under the leadership of Tadeusz Kosciuszko, a military engineer who had served in the American Revolutionary Army. With a force of 70,000 troops and 70,000 local militias the uprising achieved initial success, particularly in Lithuania where Vilnius fell into rebel hands, but Kosciuszko was defeated and Vilnius fell on 11 August of the same year. The imperial Russian authorities were supported by the Ukrainian population, particularly on the right-bank provinces where much of the land-owning nobility was Polish.


  King Stanislaw Poniatowski abdicated on 12 February 1795 and the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom disappeared from the map as the third and final partition took place, with Prussia taking the rest of Greater Poland and Mazovia while Russia occupied the rest of Ukrainian Volynia, Belarus, and Lithuania. Although the Polish poet Ignacy Krasicki described the partition as a lamb being devoured by two wolves, in reality they who lived by the sword perished by the sword. It was simply that the sword of the Polish-Lithuanian nobility was not wielded as well as that of their foe, particularly the Ukrainian Cossacks.


  Not content with the abolition of the Cossack administration and Ukrainian autonomy on the left-bank provinces, Moscow embarked on the destruction of all traces of a Ukrainian identity as Russian nationalistic chauvinism began to take hold of the imperial government. First, churches and monasteries were ordered to surrender their estates together with the peasants working on Church land. Unlike monasteries in Russia, those in Ukraine were involved in education, ran printing presses, and often had the best schools. Now freedom of speech through the printed word was sharply curtailed, as was the Mohila Kyiv Academy with its associated colleges, which were turned into theological seminaries for priests. Then in 1783, Russian was introduced as the exclusive language of instruction, which allowed the Academy to be dominated by Russian students and teaching staff. The establishment of a Ukrainian university, which was one of Hetman Rozumovsky’s favorite projects, was forbidden, and most village and parish schools in the previous seven Cossack regimental administrations were closed—they had numbered about 1 per 1,000 inhabitants, without counting schools run by monasteries. The village schools had been maintained by local inhabitants and elected authorities hired teachers on a contractual basis. Now virtually the entire Ukrainian educational system was destroyed, and we know that even a century later the nine Ukrainian provinces on both sides of the Dnipro River had only 1,320 elementary, secondary, and higher schools attended by 67,000 students or .50 percent of the population. This contrasts with the three largest regions of Chernyhiv Province for example, which in 1768 had one elementary school per 746 inhabitants.71 By the middle of the 19th century, the Minister of the Interior Count Peter Valuev could boast that “teaching in all schools (in Ukraine) is without exception conducted in the common Russian language and nowhere is the use of the Ukrainian language permitted.”72


  The elimination of schools in Ukraine was a conscious policy followed by Empress Catherine II, as she pointed out to a naïve Russian noble in a letter: “The day the peasants learn how to read and write, my dear Count, is the day you and I lose our positions (in society).”73 Following Catherine’s death a sustained policy to destroy Ukrainian culture and history was stepped up and became paramount. The Ukrainian language was declared to be simply a peasant dialect of “Russian” and its use in print and public functions was also made illegal, while Kyiv-Rus and its entire history became “Russian.” The first major crackdown came with the arrest of the ten members of the secret Brotherhood of Saints Cyril and Methodius in 1847 in Kyiv for advocating the abolition of serfdom, the return of education in Ukraine, and its introduction in the rest of the Empire. The most prominent member of the Brotherhood was Taras Shevchenko, who would become Ukraine’s revered national poet and one of the greatest literary figures of Europe. Although Ukrainian historians commonly assume that he was arrested and banished from Ukraine for his membership, O. Andriewsky pointed out that the official government investigation concluded there was no evidence for Shevchenko’s membership in the Brotherhood. Rather, he was sentenced for the “seditious spirit and impertinence” of his popular and influential Ukrainian poetry. The cynical government report reveals the oppressive and self-serving laws of the Russian Imperial Government, according to which Shevchenko


  
    … expressed a lament for the imaginary enslavement and calamities (suffered) by Ukraine; he proclaimed the glories of hetman rule and former freedoms (enjoyed by) the Cossacks, and with unbelievable depravity slandered the members of the imperial family, forgetting that they were his personal benefactors.74

  


  Born a serf whose freedom was bought by the Russian Karl Bruellov in 1838, Taras Shevchenko was exiled to Siberia for ten years following his “trial,” after which he settled in St. Petersburg being exiled from Ukraine for life, where he died in 1861 at the age of 47.


  The first general prohibitions against the Ukrainian language, both spoken and written, came in 1863 following the humiliating defeat of the Russian Imperial army in the Crimean War, where most of the infantry consisted of mobilized serfs. The ban came when on 18 July 1863 the Minister of the Interior Peter Valuev issued the following circular in which


  
    … the minister of the interior, pending agreement with the minister of education, the chief procurator of the Holy Synod, and the chief of police, has deemed it necessary to issue an order on censorship concerning the publication of books in the Little Russian (Ukrainian) language. Only those works which are in the category of belles-lettres are permitted; the approval of books in the Little Russian language that have religious content, as well as those of a pedagogical nature, or that which are intended for mass consumption is to cease…. A Lesser Russian language has not, does not, and cannot exist, and that its dialects as spoken by the masses are the same as the Russian (Muscovite) language with the exception of some corruption from Poland.75

  


  A totalitarian decree, mired in wishful thinking and ignorance. It was followed by the Ems Ukas (Order) in 1876 from the Ministry of the Interior intended to “suppress the dangerous activity of Ukrainophiles,” which further banned the import of Ukrainian books, such as original publications, lyrics, the use of Ukrainian in the theater, and translations of foreign books with Ukrainian. There followed an order to the Ministry of Education to remove all Ukrainian books from school libraries and monitor all Ukrainian teachers: “With regard to disloyal or questionable (Ukrainophile) teachers, they should be transferred to provinces in Great Russia and replaced by new teachers from Great Russia.”76 The repressive “Ukas” was in fact nonsensical in nature, since it banned the use of the “Little Russian dialect” which the Commission on Ukrainophile Propaganda in the southern Provinces of Russia (on which the “Ukaz” was based) claimed did not exist! Clearly logic was not a strong point of the Russian Imperial commissions.



  Thanks to the gross inefficiency of the Imperial civil service both edicts were not always observed, but nevertheless many individuals found themselves harassed and persecuted. We have the report of an anonymous correspondent who wrote in 1863:


  
    If you think that Ukrainians at least have freedom in private life, then you are mistaken. If you wear Ukrainian clothes, you will be taken to the police or beaten up on the street. If you speak Ukrainian, you will never be taken into (government) service, but instead will be placed under police surveillance…. If you sing Ukrainian songs, you will be thrown into jail. If an officer overhears you on the street, he will take you to the police station and say, “Stop speaking khakhol.”77

  


  Although in Muscovy a “khakhol” originally referred to the Cossack hairlock, by the 19th century it was used as a derogatory term for a Ukrainian. Peasants were frequently charged with “disturbing the peace” and taken to court for singing Ukrainian folk songs. We know from court records, for example, the case of 18-year-old Ukrainian Volodymyr Sinehub who was thrown in jail in 1863 for teaching old Cossack folk songs to the boys of the village!78


  The drastic Russian policy to eradicate all traces of Ukrainian identity was ultimately unsuccessful as there were too many differences between the two cultures, as admitted in 1845 by the Russian intellectual Mikhail Pogodin:


  
    The Great Russians live side by side with the Little Russians (Ukrainians), profess one faith, share one fate and, for many years, one history. But how many differences there are between the Great Russians and the Little Russians! In certain respects, we (the Great Russians) have more in common with the French than with them! … What is the nature of our similarity? That is a very difficult question….79

  


  Although some of the ennobled Cossack officers became Russified (as did many city dwellers) most remained conscious of the fact they were descendants of Ukrainian Cossacks, which was aided by genealogical research since to obtain noble status they had to prove Cossack officer ancestry. In the absence of a national ideology such as nationalism personal motivation was usually family-oriented. Although an idealized sort of pride was maintained through memories of their Zaporozhian ancestors, the attainment of noble status was seen as something of value even if it meant serving an alien system and culture.


  Those with an intellectual and literary bent began to write histories of Ukraine, pointing out its unique features born in the Cossack movement. The first to appear which had a big influence on future histories was the political and violently anti–Polish and anti–Russian “Istoria Rusov ili Maloi Rossii” (History of Rus or of Little Russia), written in Russian by an anonymous (and to this day unknown) author. Probably written early in the 19th century it first appeared privately in manuscript form in the late 1820s, and was published in 1846. It embraces republication principles such as the concept that no government can rest on tyranny without the consent of the people, who have a right to overthrow it when deprived of their natural rights to life, liberty and (personal) property. The “Istoria Rusov” praises Hetman Bohdan Khmelnitsky for liberating the people, as well as Hetman Polubotok for standing up to Peter I for which he paid with his life. It contrasts the Ukrainian love of freedom with the Russian subordination to despotic rule where “serfdom and slavery in the highest degree reign among the Muscovite people … it is as if (Russia’s) people were created only that they might become serfs.”80 Even before the appearance of the book, support for tsardom was thin—for example travelers reported that the Marshall of the nobility in the Poltava district of Pyriatyn, Vasil Lukashevych, proposed toasts to Napoleon with the local gentry, and all drank to “the republic.”


  Many Ukrainian soldiers in the Russian army had also become politicized during their stay in occupied France in 1813, and reports were coming from the Pereiaslav region of demobilized serfs declaring that if called up again they would fight the Russians rather than the French. As serfdom took hold the Ukrainian countryside erupted in violence and hardly a week passed without a landlord’s manor going up in flames, with members of the family killed. Many men, rather than submit to serfdom, began to resort to highway robbery, a favorite act being the kidnapping of noble families’ daughters for ransom. In 1854 peasant attacks increased threefold and many had to be put down by military force. In Vasylkivsk County in the Kyiv Province, for example, serfs armed with pitchforks, axes, and homemade pikes besieged a detachment of troops which had been sent to guard the village of Bykova Hreblia. In the negotiation which followed the Russian commander advised the serfs to return to their homes and wait for the Tsar’s mercy, which would surely come. As recounted by an eyewitness, the serfs did not lend much credence to the officer’s promises, and besides, there was not much to go back to. As described by a peasant during the trial which followed, the landlord, who owned 30,000 serfs, kept 12 purebred Dutch cows to provide milk for his pack of English dogs, but he the peasant did not even have a spoonful of milk for his child.81 The largest known revolt broke out in 1855, again in the Kyiv Province following Tsar Nicholas I’s call to form Cossack regiments to fight in the Crimea and the Caucasus Mountains in exchange for freedom. The declaration was badly understood by the peasants whose knowledge of Russian was limited, and when informed of their error tens of thousands of peasants revolted, and it took sizeable Russian forces to suppress the revolt using great brutality.


  The Crimean War shook tsarism to its foundations. The fighting against modern French and British troops exposed Russian military backwardness, not only in weaponry and general technology but especially the low morale and fighting spirit of the drafted serfs. The exception was the siege of Sebastopol, whose defense was in the hands of a Ukrainian, Admiral Nakhimov, who treated his men with respect, listened to their views and observations, and frequently visited them in the trenches and the firing lines. When Tsar Nicholas I died in 1855, the throne passed to his son Alexander II, who decided to implement reforms in the usual Russian manner—from above. By the Imperial Manifesto of 19 February 1861 the serfs were set free (“emancipated”) but the problem of land ownership and its availability to the peasants was mainly ignored. Tsardom in Ukraine, however, continued to be highly unpopular as was observed by the German scientist J.G. Vohl following his travels in Eastern Europe during 1838–41. Love and adoration of the tsar so common amongst the Russians was completely alien and incomprehensible to the Ukrainians: “The Ukrainians obey the tsar because they are forced to, but they consider his authority alien and imposed … the Ukrainian is aware of the fact that his country concluded a treaty with Muscovy, only to be deceived by the latter.”82


  Ukraine would suffer Tsarist despotism for more than half a century, until the outbreak of World War I in August 1914 during which, reminiscent of the great anti-tsarist Cossack uprisings, the Imperial structure came crashing down to reveal a strong Ukrainian self-identity.




  Epilogue



  



  The Birth of the Ukrainian State


  



  By the winter of 1917, cracks began to appear in the integrity of the Russian Empire, and by March Tsar Nicholas II was forced to abdicate the Romanov throne to the liberal Provisional Government led by A. Kerensky. This was a signal for Ukraine, and several days later a steering committee for a legislature was formed in Kyiv, led by the renowned historian M. Hrushevsky. The object was to set up a Ukrainian government by calling delegates from all the Ukrainian lands, and on 19 April 1917 some 1,500 district representatives took part in the Ukrainian National Congress to elect 150 members of the Central Rada as the Ukrainian parliament. It quickly grew to almost 900 delegates from peasant bodies and the soldiers’ units which were leaving the rapidly disintegrating front lines. Then, without opposition except for minor skirmishes, on 6 November 1917 the Provisional Government was overthrown by the Bolshevik wing of the Social Democrats led by Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin. Two days later the Central Rada denounced the coup as undemocratic, provoking a minor insurrection during November 11–13 by pro–Bolshevik Russian workers in Kyiv, which was easily put down by Ukrainian troops. A week later on 20 November the Central Rada issued the Third Universal proclaiming the Ukrainian People’s Republic, which was to consist of what had been Russian imperial provinces of Kyiv, Poltava, Chernihiv, Kharkiv, Podil, Volynia, Katerynoslav, Kherson, and Taurida. Ukraine was to be federated with a Russian Republic and implement socialist measures such as distribution amongst the peasantry of Church lands and the large estates, the introduction of an eight-hour work day, nationalization of the banks and major industries, and social autonomy for Russian, Jewish, and Polish minorities with Russian and Yiddish to become official languages alongside Ukrainian. The death penalty was also abolished and a call was made to end the war. The Third Universal was met with general support by rural communities and urban centers, with the exception of the Bolshevik Kharkiv Soviet which together with the main cities of the Don Basin (the “Donbas”) and its large Russian working class sided with Petrograd’s Soviet government. The disagreement erupted into open conflict, and following the Bolshevik invasion of Ukraine initiated by Joseph Stalin, the Central Rada issued the Fourth International on 25 January 1918 proclaiming Ukraine to be an independent republic. The declaration was carried by the ethnic Ukrainian members but was opposed by the Russian and Jewish delegates, in spite of the blocks of seats which they were guaranteed under proportional representation. In spite of its popularity the Central Rada had failed to form military units, being influenced by pacifist views, and as the Bolshevik forces advanced on Kyiv it could rely mainly on 300 high school students, who were massacred at Kruty in a hopeless defense of the newly proclaimed Ukrainian capital.


  World War I ended early on the Eastern Front, when following Lenin’s instructions the Soviet government announced a truce, bringing the fighting to an end. The front had already collapsed in Ukraine, and on 9 February 1918 the Central Rada signed a separate peace treaty in Brest Litovsk with the Central Powers that allowed Germans and Austro-Hungarian troops to be stationed in Ukraine. The Central Rada was recognized as the legitimate Ukrainian government, and was to be responsible for supplying the Germans and Austrians with food produce. The Rada had announced the breaking up of large estates and land distribution to the peasants, many of whom had already helped themselves. Now the requisitioning of food produce was grinding to a halt as widespread armed opposition from the peasants broke out in Ukraine. The Central Rada was deposed by the German High Command, which installed the wealthy Tsarist General Pavlo Skoropadsky, a hero of the Russo-Japanese war of 1905 and World War I. He was duly applauded as Hetman by a body of wealthy landowners, the Congress of the Landowners Alliance, held in Kyiv on 29 April 1918.


  The Installment of Skoropadsky as Hetman was not the only resurrection of the Cossack past. Whole trainloads of food produce began to roll towards Austria and Germany, and as requisitioning parties roamed the countryside the peasants began to form Cossack-type cavalry bands and attack the invading troops, including Galician units in Austrian uniforms. Virtually all able-bodied Ukrainian men were veterans of the war, and the country was awash with weapons as armed peasant bands appeared overnight particularly in the southern steppes, such as Hryhoriev’s Cossacks and Makhno’s Anarchist army, each with about 20,000 men. As the war on the western front came to an end, on 14 November the Ukrainian People’s Union led by the playwright Vynnychenko and the journalist Simon Petliura called for a general uprising, to be coordinated by an executive body known as the Directory. Hetman Skoropadsky was easily overthrown, and with some 100,000 men under arms in support the Directory announced the return of the Ukrainian People’s Republic. The crucial question facing the Directory was land distribution, without which no government could have popular support. Many local village authorities had already enacted land distribution, such as in the southeast controlled by the powerful anarchists led by Nestor Makhno, who refused to accept any government or “statist” rule.


  The expelling of German and Austrian troops by the Ukrainian mass uprising was a signal for a Russian invasion by both the Soviet Red Army and Denikin’s reactionary Volunteer (“White”) army, which was seeking to overthrow the Soviet and Ukrainian governments. Both Lenin and Denikin realized that Russia not only needed Ukraine’s agricultural output but also depended on the vast coal deposits of the Donbas. Ukrainian Bolsheviks were divided on whether to merge with the Russian Communists or to form a separate Ukrainian Party, and during a congress held in Moscow the ethnic Russian majority voted to form a unified party. The newly formed Directory of the Ukrainian Republic had liberated Kyiv on 19 December 1918 from the Germans and Skoropadsky, and this signaled a Bolshevik attack from Kursk. The Directory under Petliura had shifted to the right and was not implementing the land reforms for which everyone was waiting, and the small Bolshevik invading force soon grew in numbers as it was joined by troops deserting the Directory. On 3 January 1919 Kharkiv fell, and by 5 February the red flag flew over Kyiv. In the south the Directory was easily defeated by a Bolshevik-Anarchist alliance which forced Petliura to retreat westwards to Volynia. With the exception of the Anarchist controlled territory with its capital at Hyliaj Polé most of Ukraine was in Bolshevic hands.


  The second Bolshevik government announced itself as the Ukrainian Socialist Rada (“Soviet”) Republic, and a Russified Bulgarian, C. Rakovsky, was appointed by Lenin as Chairman. The Bolshevik government organized two Ukrainian Red Armies of 50,000 men each and all banks, railways, and several large enterprises were nationalized, previously having been made private by Skoropadsky. Rakovsky’s government proved itself to be Ukrainian in name only. It refused to use the Ukrainian language in administration and education or to support Ukrainian culture. Food had become scarce in Russia and thousands of workers were sent to Ukraine to help in the forced expropriation of foodstuffs and other items in what became looting expeditions, as trainloads of goods headed north to Moscow. Rakovsky’s Bolshevik government also failed to distribute land, as large estates were converted into state farms and local village markets were closed so as not to encourage “capitalism.” Meeting widespread resistance, the Bolsheviks unleashed the Red terror as the Cheka political police began mass arrests and executions without trial. By the summer of 1919 Rakovsky’s “War Communist” government had lost support, as the militarily self-sufficient peasants rose up in revolt often led by independent Ukrainian Socialist and Communist political parties such as the rural-based Borotbists. Like Petliura’s Directory and Skoropadsky’s dictatorship the Soviet government had failed to understand the simple fact that no support in Ukraine was possible without the distribution of land amongst those who worked it. Rakovsky’s government was recalled to Moscow, and in an attempt to gain local support Lenin invited the Borotbist Communists to enter a newly formed government but it was too little, too late.


  Taking advantage of the anti–Bolshevik sentiments, the Directory’s 15,000-man Ukrainian army, jointly with some 30,000 Galicians of the self-styled “West Ukrainian Army,” advanced on Kyiv from the west, while Denikin’s 100,000 Russians with Don and Kuban Cossacks, having occupied the northern half of Ukraine, moved on the Ukrainian capital from the east. As the White cavalry approached the Dnipro River it found the bridge had been left open and was undefended by the Galician detachments which had entered Kyiv first. Abandoned by their allies and heavily outnumbered, the Directory’s Ukrainian units had little option but to abandon the Ukrainian capital. The betrayal became evident when the Galicians went over to the Whites and formally became a part of Denikin’s Russian army.


  Britain and France were also supporting Denikin and supplying him with equipment and weapons in order to defeat “the plague of Bolshevism” which was emerging as a direct threat to the capitalist system. Following the war most of Europe had become radicalized, with many becoming highly critical of the privilege and wealth which capitalism bestowed on the few, and Bolshevism was becoming popular especially amongst the industrial working class. The Entente allies also agreed with the reactionary Whites that Russia was to remain “one and indivisible” and refused to recognize Ukrainian independence. It was the turn of the White Russian army, however, to suffer the wrath of the people as it advanced through eastern Ukraine spreading repression, Jewish pogroms, and looting of the population. Attacked by the Ukrainian peasant Cossack units, Makhno’s Anarchist detachments, and Trotsky’s Red Army from the north the Whites suffered total defeat, and on 4 April 1920 Denikin resigned as commander of the southern White Russian forces. The White cause, however, was not over. Baron Peter Wrangel took over command of the 70,000 man army, and in the summer of 1920 with renewed discipline instilled in the ranks Wrangel began to score victories against the Red Army and Makhno’s peasant Anarchists who were driven out of their headquarters at Hulaij Polé.1 The Bolsheviks and the Anarchists agreed on a political and military alliance and by November 1920 Wrangel’s men were seeking refuge in the Crimea, from where they were eventually evacuated by the French and British navies.


  By 1919 the Directory, now under the command of Simon Petliura, had shifted more to the right, hoping to gain French and British sponsorship and recognition as head of an independent Ukrainian government, as well as to acquire much needed military supplies. Betrayed by the Galician government, attacked by the Red and White armies, and opposed by his own people, Petliura had found himself isolated, and turned to Poland, a French ally. The talks had been going on for several months as the Galician dictator Petrushewich broke off all relations with the Ukrainian Republic. A treaty was signed in Warsaw on 22 April 1920 following Denikin’s resignation by which the Directory was recognized as the official government of Ukraine. In return, Petliura agreed that Galicia, western Volynia, and Polissia were to become a part of the Polish Republic. The line separating Polish Galicia and Ukraine was to run along the Zbruch River, the old border between the Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires, but Volynia and Polissia were Ukrainian Tsarist territories with a Greek Orthodox population. Like the rest of the Polish territories the eastern regions had a large Jewish population, which 20 years later would come to a tragic end. Poland’s treaty with Petliura was also a military alliance against the Bolsheviks, who, supported by Makhno’s Anarchists, had gained the upper hand in Ukraine, and three days after the agreement a 65,000-man Polish army under Pilsudski and 15,000 Ukrainians led by Ataman Petliura invaded Ukraine. The attack was also to be coordinated with the White army, which under Wrangel’s new command was beginning an offensive against the Bolshevik-Anarchist forces in southeastern Ukraine.


  In a surprise attack the Polish-Ukrainian forces brushed aside the Red Army and on 7 May Petliura entered Kyiv. The rapid advance, however, had exposed the allies’ flanks, Petliura was losing men deserting to the Red Army, and a powerful Red cavalry force under Semen Budenny struck the exposed Polish flank. Facing encirclement the Polish Army and what was left of Petliura’s men went into a rapid retreat as Kyiv fell on 11 June, and by August the Red Army stood before Warsaw. Seeing that the collapse of the Polish army was imminent, the French had rushed supplies and advisors, and soon an opening was discovered in the Red Army’s lines. General Joseph Stalin had pulled out to support the Hungarian Communist revolution, and taking advantage of the breach the Polish army counterattacked and it was now the turn of the Red forces to be outflanked. Driven back into western Ukraine both sides agreed to an armistice, allowing the Polish army to occupy western Volynia and Polissia. On 18 March 1921 the protagonists signed a treaty in Riga (Latvia), which recognized a sovereign Ukrainian Socialist Rada Republic as a successor to the Directory of the Ukrainian National Republic.


  With the anti–Bolshevik uprising in Ukraine and the total failure of the repressive second Soviet government under Rakovsky and Denikin’s White army occupying Kyiv it was becoming clear to Lenin that drastic changes were required if the Bolsheviks were to get the support of the armed Ukrainian rural population, without which no government was possible. Probably influenced by talks with Makhno who had gone to Moscow during the Bolshevik-Anarchist alliance, Lenin opened the 8th Congress of the Communist Party by a denunciation of what he identified correctly as the “primitive Russian chauvinism” which had spread throughout the Russian Communist Party. A new policy for Ukraine was announced by the new third Ukrainian Soviet (Rada) government formed on 21 December 1919 in Kharkiv which brought the Red Terror, War Communism, and the food expropriations to an end. The Russian-style land collectivization and the state forms were to be abolished, and a commitment made to land distribution for family farms. In accordance with the popular Borotbists and other Ukrainian Communist and Socialist Parties, Ukraine was to become a sovereign state with powers to manage its internal affairs, and with Ukrainian Divisions to be formed within the Red Army. The change in policies was met with widespread support for the new Bolshevik government, and by November 1920 the Red Army commanded by Frunze and Makhno’s Revolutionary Insurrectionary Army had driven Baron Wrangel’s white forces into the Crimean Peninsula, from which they were evacuated by the French and British navies.



  Russia and Ukraine with the Caucasus region had emerged as the only countries where socialist and communist ideas had received wide support. On 29 December 1920 the Russian Soviet Socialist Federated Republic and the Ukrainian Rada Socialist Republic signed a treaty agreeing to a military and economic union which annulled all Tsarist claims on Ukrainian territory, with Ukraine recognized as a sovereign republic subject to international law. Ukraine was legally recognized by Poland, Czechoslavakia, Austria, Germany, Italy, Turkey, and the three Baltic states of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, and received factual recognition from Rumania, Bulgaria, and the League of nations, and between 1920 and 1923 the Ukrainian Republic concluded 48 international treaties.


  Following the civil war in Ukraine Makhno’s Anarchists refused to accept the Ukrainian Communist government’s authority or to merge their forces with the Red Army. With the defeat of Baron Wrangel’s Whites, in January 1920 Trotsky ordered the Red Army to move into southeastern Ukraine and attack the Anarchist forces, which following stubborn guerrilla fighting by August 1921 were finally defeated. Also in the winter of 1920 several thousand of Petliura’s men led by Otaman Tyutyunik entered Ukraine from Polish-occupied Volynia, but failing to obtain popular support, were also defeated by the Red Army, with Petliura and Makhno joining other refugees in Paris.


  In the meantime, the Russian Communist leadership in Moscow was doing what Russians do best—centralizing authority and power. In 1922 Communist delegates met in Moscow to decide on the nature of the state that would replace the Russian Empire. In February 1922 three sovereign socialist republics under Communist rule—Ukraine, Belarus, and Transcaucasia (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia)—delegated their authority in foreign relations to the Russian Soviet Federation, and on 9 May Russia removed their rights in foreign trade. Then, on 30 December 1922 the four republics entered into a treaty with unified policies, giving birth to the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (U.S.S.R.). The arrangement was formalized on 31 January 1924 when a Congress of the Communist Party ratified Lenin’s constitution, by which all four republics were to be equal, with the Communist Party assuming supreme authority by Article 6 of the Constitution.


  Although Russia provided most of the territory of the newly formed Soviet Union and had the largest population, it was Ukraine that in the 1950s became the key member both politically and economically, with its agricultural and industrial production. It was Ukraine that to a large extent paid for Stalin’s 5-year plan when the man-made famine of 1932–33 claimed 3.5–4 million rural lives, while during Hitler’s Fascist invasion the country provided the resistance and manpower for the Red Army, without which the Soviet Union would have been doomed to genocidal destruction. By the Treaty of Yalta in 1945 the distinct Galician and Carpathian regions were incorporated into the Ukrainian Republic, which was accepted as a member of the United Nations. Its diversity increased when Khrushchev, supported by the ruling Presidium of the Communist Party, attached the Crimean Peninsula to Ukraine, making it the largest country in Europe after Russia.


  Independence and political freedom had to wait several decades for the coming to power in March 1985 of Mikhail Gorbachev as the General Secretary of the Soviet Communist Party, and the explosion of the Chernobyl nuclear plant on 26 April of the following year. Although the plant was owned and controlled by Moscow, it was the Ukrainian authorities that were stuck with the bill to pay for the massive cleanup and resettlement programs. The leadership of the Ukrainian Communist Party was further alienated from Gorbachev when in spite of his mostly Ukrainian origins, he had halted the flow of Ukrainians to influential positions in Moscow. Khrushchev had been the longtime Party boss of Ukraine; Brezhnev was born and raised in Ukraine and although of Russian ethnic origin he officially identified himself as “Ukrainian.” Many other Ukrainians were also distancing themselves from Russia due to its faltering economy. Ukraine was more prosperous and food products were still available at cheaper prices, encouraging Russians to flock to Ukraine on shopping sprees. The problem was getting out of hand, forcing Ukrainian authorities to forbid Russians from disembarking at Ukrainian railway stations.


  With the economy worsening day by day, the Communist leadership was beginning to realize that fundamental economic changes and liberal democratic policies were required if the situation was to be turned around. Gorbachev and American President Reagan were starting to bring the Cold War to an end as the Soviet Army pulled out of Afghanistan and the Warsaw Pact countries, with the dramatic and symbolic fall of the Berlin Wall. The new directions were being reinforced by Gorbachev’s policy of “Glasnost” (Transparency), which ended Communist censorship as explained in his book Perestroika (Rebuilding), and at long last the threat of nuclear destruction hanging over mankind was coming to an end. The new policies were primarily intended to inject new life into the Soviet system, and they succeeded only too well but not in the manner in which they were intended. In a typical Russian fashion the reforms were initiated from the top with little public input, and Gorbachev was probably the wrong man for the job, as he oscillated between reform and repression. The system was also beyond salvation and events began to overtake the leadership of the Communist Party, which until then had provided the cement for the Soviet Union, but was now losing its grip on power. To make matters worse, the loss of political authority was accompanied by a catastrophic downward spiral of the economy from which the Soviet Union would not recover.



  The first cracks appeared in the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania when in the fall of 1988 Estonia declared sovereignty, and by the summer of 1990 all Soviet republics including Russia had declared sovereignty as well. This meant that the laws of each republic would take precedence over those of the Supreme Soviet, greatly weakening the central authorities. Then on 3 March 1990 the Supreme Soviet repealed Article 6 of the constitution that had made the Communist Party the only legal political organ, and eight days later the newly elected Lithuanian parliament declared independence. It would face an oil embargo and military aggression on Gorbachev’s orders, but the declaration would not be repealed. The Caucasus republics followed suit as fighting broke out between Christian Armenia and Muslim Azerbaijan over disputed territory.


  The anti–Communist and anti–Soviet campaign had its beginning in Russia when Boris Yeltsin began to criticize what he thought was the slow pace of Gorbachev’s reforms, which in November 1987 earned him the dismissal by Gorbachev as head of the Moscow branch of the Communist Party. Both individuals, however, would assume positions of dual power. On 25 April 1989, in the wake of the loss of the Communist Party’s leading position, Gorbachev was elected President of the U.S.S.R. by the Supreme Soviet, while a year later in May the Russian parliament made Yeltsin Speaker of the House, the top position in the republic, which widened even further the breach between the Soviet Union and Russia.


  The rapid and fundamental changes taking place were watched with dismay by the conservative members of the Communist leadership and on 18 August 1991 Mikhail Gorbachev and his wife Raisa were placed under house arrest while on vacation in the Crimea. The attempted coup quickly collapsed and greatly undermined the authority of the Ukrainian Communist Party which still had a majority in the Rada parliament. A popular national democratic opposition had sprung up in 1989 known as Rukh or “Movement,” an umbrella organization led by popular dissidents such as the lawyer Levko Lukianenko, Viacheslav Chornovil (the elected head of Lviv’s city administration) and the poet Ivan Drach, the overall head of the movement. All three had spent many years in the Gulag labor camps and were held in high esteem by the public.


  The composition of the Ukrainian Rada was tilted against Rukh, which held 125 seats out of a total of 450 compared to 239 Communist members. The Communist Party, however, no longer held executive power, and in the summer of 1990 a former secretary of the Communist Party, Leonid Kravchuk, was elected Parliamentary Speaker, the highest position in the country. With the collapse of the coup and Gorbachev’s return to Moscow on 22 August, Kravchuk called an emergency session of the Rada before leaving the next day to meet with Gorbachev, Yeltsin, and other Soviet leaders. He was back in Kyiv on 24 August where he was greeted by a hostile crowd of tens of thousands of people who had gathered in front of the parliament building, thinking Kravchuk had entered into an agreement with Moscow.


  During Kravchuk’s absence, events had moved rapidly as is described by Serhii Plokhy. Moved by the academician Ihor Yukhnovsky, the liberal democratic opposition of the Rada decided to raise the question of independence and the writer Volodymyr Yavorivsky rose to read a brief draft of the declaration. The principal author was the head of the Ukrainian Republican Party, Levko Lukianenko, who had spent more than a quarter of a century in the Soviet Gulag labor camps and was highly respected.2 The Communist members of the Rada were still a dark horse but with the Party’s activities sharply curtailed and its position in doubt they called for a recess to consider the resolution. The vote which followed was a resounding victory for the declaration, with 346 of the attending members voting for independence, 2 opposed, and 5 abstentions. The Speaker of the house Leonid Kravchuk was asked to read the declaration:


  
    Proceeding from the mortal danger that threatened Ukraine as a result of the coup d’etat in the U.S.S.R. on 19 August 1991:

  


  
    —continuing the centuries-old tradition of state-building in Ukraine;

  


  
    —proceeding from the right to self-determination envisioned by the United nations Charter and other international legal documents;

  


  
    —acting in compliance with the Declaration of State Sovereignty of Ukraine, the Supreme Rada of the Ukrainian Rada (“Soviet”) Socialist Republic declares the independence of Ukraine, and the formation of a Ukrainian state, Ukraine.

  


  
    The territory of Ukraine is integral and inviolable. From this moment, only the constitution and laws of Ukraine are applicable on its territory.

  


  
    This act comes in force from the moment of its approval.

  


  
            The Supreme Rada of Ukraine,

  


  
            August 24, 1991.

  


  A referendum was also declared, to be held on 1 December, to coincide with the presidential elections, and with an 84 percent turnout Ukrainian independence was approved by an astounding 92 percent of the vote, with no oblast (province) voting against, including the autonomous Crimea (Table 17.1). The vote surpassed by a wide margin the 70 percent support which Gorbachev had received in Ukraine in the March 1991 referendum to form a renewed Union with Russia and the other republics. As expected, Kravchuk won the presidential election at 61 percent of the vote, trailed by Chornovil at 23 percent who received a majority in the three Galician western oblasts of Lviv, Ivano-Frankivske, and Ternopil. Ukraine was the first republic to declare independence with a parliamentary Communist majority, and this was a signal for other republics to follow suit, bringing the Soviet Union to its end.3 On 2 December Boris Yeltsin recognized Ukrainian independence, and following failed attempts to renew a union Mikhail Gorbachev offered his resignation on 25 December, considered by many to be the best Christmas gift possible.


  With Russian dominance slipping away, and a growing Ukrainian assertiveness, Mikhail Gorbachev had revealed himself to be what he was, more Russian than Soviet. His conflict with Boris Yeltsin was put aside as both launched threats against the Ukrainian Republic. Soviet troops were moved to the Ukrainian border with warnings that if Ukraine declared independence, then questions would be raised concerning the territorial integrity of the republic, as Yeltsin declared he no longer considered the Russian-Ukrainian treaty on borders to be valid. Before the December referendum took place, Gorbachev had issued a warning of rising ethnic conflict, suggested by his advisor Georgii Shakhnazarov in what amounted to blackmail: “It should be stated plainly and clearly, without constraint that those regions (Crimea, The Donbas, and Southern Ukraine) are historical parts of Russia, and it (Russia) does not intend to renounce them if Ukraine should wish to cease being part of the Union.” Particular attention was to be paid to the Crimea: “The whole population of the republic should know that if Ukraine announces its exit from the Union, the Crimea will cease to be part of Ukraine the very next day and will be annexed to Russia.”4


  This was another expression of the traditional Russian practice of confusing political expediency with historical fact, which continues to this very day, together with the blatant disregard for international law, and treaties which are discarded when no longer convenient.


  Table 17.3. Percentage of Votes Cast in Favor of Independence in the Referendum of 1 December 1991 in 24 Administrative Districts (“Oblasts”) and the Crimea, with an 84 Percent Participation Rate
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  Preface


  1. The name “Ruthenian” is a misnomer, since the term refers to a Gaelic tribe which inhabited the Carpathian Mountains.


  2. See for example R. Magocsi (1996), O. Subtelny (1994).
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  70. The Ukranian ranking system only became compatible with that of Russia in 1835. Also, Ukrainian common law with the Lithuanian Statutes lasted until the 1840’s, after which time Ukrainian autonomy disappeared completely.


  71. R. Magocsi (1996), 285, 371. O. Subtelny (1994), 300.
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Hittite/ Luwian  Slavic (Ukrainian)

pakhur (fire) pojar (conflagration)

lakhu (to pour) liati (to pour)

hostai (bone) kosti (bones)

vartama (to turn) vertati (to turn back)

salli (great) sila (strength)

attas (father) ottets (one of two words for father)
karum (trading ~ kram (merchandise)

office)
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