“Spurred on by the Fear of Death”: Refugees and
Displaced Populations during the Mongol Invasion
of Hungary

James Ross Sweeney

A contemporary witness to the military collapse and destruction of the
kingdom of Hungary at the hands of the Mongols, the Dalmatian
chronicler Archdeacon Thomas of Spalato, described the arrival of a
disordered mass of refugees before the walls of Spalato in the following
terms:

“Then at all the city gates there was a great throng of people fleeing
behind the walls. They had left behind horses and animals, clothing and
tools; not even waiting for their own sons, they ran for safer shelter,
spurred on by the fear of death.™

Thomas of Spalato’s Historia pontificum Salonitanorum atque
Spalatensium (History of the Bishops of Salona and Spalato) contains
extensive references to the plight of refugees in 1241 and 1242, when
Batu Khan and his able lieutenants led several large Mongol armies
through the Carpathian Mountains into the great Danubian plain. But
Thomas is not our sole source. We possess several other equally valu-
able testimonies. The Italian-born Roger of Torre Maggiore, archdea-
con of Nagyvérad in eastern Hungary, wrote a detailed account of the
Mongols in Europe, known as the Carmen miserabile super destructione
regni Hungarie per Tartaros (Song of Lamentation on the destruction of
the kingdom of Hungary by the Tartars).> Like Thomas, Roger saw the
Mongols first hand and had wide contacts with other well-informed
observers, but equally important Roger was himself first a refugee
from, and then a captive of, the Mongols. His Carmen miserabile is thus
in part an autobiographical memoir of a thirteenth-century refugee.
Beyond these two narratives our information is rounded out by episto-
lary evidence, royal charters, and monastic and urban records.

Sensitized by the grim headlines which daily announce the appalling
plight of twentieth-century refugees in eastern Europe, I was motivated
to investigate the behavior and conditions of medieval refugees fleeing
the Mongols. In reviewing the sources I was struck by the abundance
and vividness of the surviving evidence. My original plan was to study
the Hungarian situation in comparison with similar experiences of
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other peoples who had been invaded by the Mongols, then to follow
this with a comparative treatment of Hungarian refugees with parallels
elsewhere in medieval Europe. This had to be discarded when I learned
that the presumed secondary literature on this topic was meager and
peripheral. The systematic historical study of medieval refugees is yet
to be written. The question of what were the experiences of medieval
refugees appears seldom to have been raised and even less often
answered.

Nonetheless, one of the most visible by-products of the expansion of
the Mongol Empire in the thirteenth century was the displacement of
vast numbers of people. Thousands of persons sought to escape
enslavement or a brutal death as the Mongol frontiers pushed outward
in all directions. Sometimes whole tribes migrated, or army contin-
gents withdrew to more secure territory, or political leaders found
asylum in neighboring regions where they formulated plans for their
hoped-for return. Many examples could be cited, but for our purposes
three geographically dispersed cases may serve as illustration.

The history of the Mongol conquest of the Khorezmian Empire in
Transoxiana in 1220 is rich in illustrative detail of refugee rulers and
soldiers. Mohammed Shah died a lonely and miserable death on an
island in the Caspian Sea (1220). His son Jalal-ad-Din fled beyond the
Indus and then to Azerbaijan whence he wreaked havoc on the Moslem
world until his murder by a Kurdish peasant (1231). Thousands of lead-
erless Khorezmian troops found service in the armies of various
Moslem rulers. In 1244, ten thousand Khorezmian soldiers hired by
Sultan Aiyub of Egypt played a key role in the final capture of Jerusalem
from the Christian Franks. Nearly two decades later Khorezmians in
the employ of the Mamluks avenged the Mongol destruction of their
empire by sharing in the victory over the Mongols at the battle of Ain
Jalut (1260).3

The invasion of Kievan Russia, beginning with the battle of the
Kalka River (1223) and attaining full force more than a decade later with
Batu Khan’s systematic reduction of the Russian principalities of
Susdal, Ryazan and Vladimir, created a host of Russian refugees. Prince
Michael of Chernigov and, later, his rival Daniel of Galicia found shel-
ter in Poland at the court of Conrad of Masovia. Upon Daniel’s arrival
Michael left for Lower Silesia and the court of Duke Henry II in Breslau
(Wroctaw). This proved to be an unfortunate choice for in April 1241, a
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Mongol army defeated the Silesian duke at the battle of Liegnitz.
Thereafter, Russian and Polish refugees streamed into Saxony,
Thuringia and Meisen.*

The third example drawn from the Mongol conquest of China in the
second half of the thirteenth century offers a slightly different point of
comparison. North China under the Chin dynasty was overrun by the
Mongols under Ogedei Khan in 1234, but Sung China in the south
proved more enduring. Not until 1276 did the young Sung emperor,
Hsien, and his grandmother, the Empress Dowager, surrender their
capital at Hangchow to the armies of Khubilai Khan. Thereupon Sung
loyalists spirited the emperor’s two half brothers to the south coastal
- region where one of them, Shih, was crowned emperor. Pursued by
troops loyal to Khubilai, the ten-year-old emperor and his court
boarded a ship which promptly sank in a sudden storm. The sickly
emperor survived the accident only to die a few months later (8 May
1278). The remaining Sung prince, Ping, was next acclaimed emperor
by his entourage. As Mongol pursuers came ever closer, the Sung court
made preparations to flee to the kingdom of Champa (southern
portion of Vietnam). But this last boy-emperor’s death by drowning in
a naval battle with the Mongols extinguished the Sung line.
Nonetheless, Sung court officials pressed forward their plans to escape.
They found refuge in Champa and neighboring Annam where for the
next decade they fruitlessly nurtured plans for their return to China.
Unlike the Khorezmian and Russian instances which modern scholars
have treated only in passing, the Sung refugees have been the subject of
a single, ten-page, article in a modern historical journal.®

The scholarly picture for the study of refugees in medieval Europe is
barren. Military historians have little interest in these non-combatant
groups. Social historians, insofar as I have been able to discover, rarely
if ever consider refugees. At first this may seem surprising, but upon
reflection we can find several reasons for this. Unlike women or guilds,
prostitutes or gays, shepherds or roof thatchers, refugees were not
perceived by contemporaries as constituting a persisting or enduring
human grouping, association, status, or occupation; rather they were
persons of all ranks and sorts who found themselves in a temporary
condition. Modern scholarship appears to share this perspective.
Although the Middle Ages were violent and warfare was endemic
throughout, by the time of the Mongol invasion European society had
become relatively orderly. The only other prior historical experiences of
massive refugee-generating invasions had occurred centuries earlier
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with the Germanic migrations of the fifth and sixth centuries, and with
the Viking and Magyar invasions of the ninth and tenth centuries.
Similar conditions were created in the later Middle Ages with the
Ottoman invasion of the Balkans. Despite abundant documentation
for refugee groups and movements in connection with these invasions,
the phenomenon has been little studied.® No one has to date articulated
a methodology for analyzing the medieval refugee condition.

In light of these circumstances the aim of the present paper is to
discover in the historical landscape those features which permit us to
construct in outline the paradigm of the medieval refugee. Was the
fugitivus the stranger, the foreigner and “bringer of the unknown and
of disquiet” who was regarded with suspicion at best, and more often
with rejection?” Or was he the innocent victim- of cruel fate? Was the
fugitivus, therefore, the deserving object of Christian hospitality and
charity? From the perspective of the fugitivi, what factors prompted
them to leave their land, their “horses and animals, clothing and tools,”
and even members of their close family? Where did they seek and when
did they find shelter? Were pre-existing social distinctions preserved or
erased during the refugee experience? Is it legitimate to identify the
emergence of a refugee outlook or mentality? What violence and depri-
vation did the refugees experience? What were the sources for the
provision of food and shelter? There can be little doubt that the histor-
ical evidence documents many shattered lives, but were the effects
temporary or long-lasting in personal, social or material terms? How
was the refugee condition brought to an end — by a return home
(exactly the same place or a new location in the original homeland), or
by taking up residence in the host location either retaining previous
identity or assimilating to the host society? Answers to these questions
(and many more which could be posed) may permit us better to under-
stand the medieval Hungarian fugitivus in the mid-thirteenth century
and more broadly the medieval refugee condition in general.

The following discussion is organized into four sections. The first
examines the migration and settlement of several thousand Turkic
nomads, the Cumans, in Hungary on the eve of the Mongol invasion.
They provide an example of a people displaced by the Mongol advance
who ultimately remained in Hungary and retained their ethnic ident-
ity. Second, we will document the different efforts of Hungarian
refugees to search for safer shelter. In a country with few walled urban
settlements and less than ten stone castles the task was especially ardu-
ous. Third, the king and the royal court in the course of the invasion



38 Nomadic Diplomacy, Destruction and Religion

constituted a special category of refugee seeking shelter first in Austria,
then in Zagreb and finally in Dalmatia. The royal family was not
shielded by rank from the personal suffering and tragedy that marked
the lives of refugees in general. Finally, we will look at how the refugees
were treated once they arrived in Dalmatia in an effort to identify the
providers of charity. The evidence suggests that after more than a year
exposed to the danger of the Mongols and the rigors of flight some
refugees in Dalmatia were psychologically wounded to the extent they
spoke and behaved measurably differently from their hosts when the
Mongols arrived on the shores of the Adriatic Sea.

The Cumans

Before the Mongols advanced into Central Europe they defeated and
subjugated the nomadic peoples of the Eurasian plain, the Kipchak
Turks, known usually as Cumans. John of Plano Carpini travelling
through Cumania in 1245 described the country as “very large and
long” which took eight days to cross, changing horses five to seven
times a day and “riding hard.”® For John Cumania which begins at the
eastern slopes of the Carpathians in the region north of the mouth of
the Danube is “flat and contains four large rivers”: the Dnieper, the
Don, the Volga (“a very large river”), and the Ural.® The Cumans were
pagans who neither “cultivated the land, but lived off their animals, nor
did they build houses but dwelt in tents.”® Since the early twelfth
century the Cumans had replaced the Pechenegs (Patzinaks) in this
region forming a loose political confederation led by several khans, and
controlling the economically strategic trade routes between the Russian
principalities to the north and the Black Sea, and between the Crimea
and the Orient.” When Ghengis Khan sent a scouting expedition into
Transcaucasia and the Crimea, the Cumans at the urging of the Khan
Kotony (Kotyan/ Kuthen), the father-in-law of the prince of Novgorod
and Galicia, formed an alliance with the Russian princes of Kiev,
Chernigov, and Volynia.'” “Today the Tartars [i.e., Mongols] have
seized our land,” Khan Két6ny is reported to have told the princes,
“Tomorrow they will take yours.”” In 1223, the Russo-Cuman army was
roundly defeated at the battle of the Kalka River.

Despite the Cuman alliance with the enemies of Hungary, the
Hungarians sought to bring them within a Hungarian orbit by convert-
ing them to Christianity. The preferred agents of evangelization were
newly arrived Dominican friars. Six years after the organization of the
Hungarian Dominican province in 1221, the provincial of the
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Dominicans was chosen to be the first bishop of the Cumans. The
newly erected see at Milké (Milkov) on the eastern slopes of the
Carpathians was placed under the jurisdiction of the Hungarian arch-
bishop of Esztergom.'* In the next decade several groups of
Dominicans were dispatched to the Eurasian plain to evangelize and
collect information about the peoples living there including Cumans
and Mongols. One of these, Brother Julian, traveled to the middle Volga
region and returned in 1238 with alarming news that Mongols were
subjugating the occupants of this region and had begun the conquest
of the Russian principalities.” Brother Julian reported that one of the
three advancing Mongol armies fell upon the Cumans who retreated
toward Hungary.'® He also transcribed the contents of a letter from
Batu Khan to the Hungarian King Béla IV which he had carried back to
Hungary. The letter, described as composed in the Tartar language but
written in heathen script, is the first documented letter of a Mongol
leader to a European prince. In it Batu said, in part, that he had learned
that the Hungarian king had taken under his protection the Cumans
who were Batu’s “slaves” and he warned Béla not to retain them and
not to make the Mongol leader an enemy.” Thus the sheltering of these
displaced Turkic nomads served as a justification for the Mongol inva-
sion.

Since his coronation Béla IV had styled himself king of Cumania
(rex Cumanie) among his many other titles,'® by which we understand
the lands east of the Carpathians along the Sereth, the Prut and the
Dniester. Here presumably was where Khan Ko6tény and a portion of
the Cuman people initially found refuge after the Mongol attack. But as
the Mongols drew nearer the Cumans in 1239 appealed to the
Hungarian king for permission to settle in Hungary proper and for
instruction in the Christian faith. Roger of Torre Maggiore, who is our
principal source for what follows, says that Béla was filled “with a great
joy” at the prospect of winning so many souls for Jesus Christ. He
promptly granted the Cumans’ request and sent personal envoys and
several Dominican friars to them."” When later a reported forty thou-
sand Cumans under the leadership of the aged Khan Kotony took up
residence in Hungary they were immediately plunged into a complex
web of antagonisms.

The king granted the Cumans the right to settle along the banks of
the middle Tisza and its tributaries (the Maros and the Kéro6s), an area
that was sparsely populated. Nonetheless, the nomadic Cumans who
were said to have “herds of cattle beyond measure,” were accused of
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destroying Hungarian “meadows, gardens, fields, orchards and vine-
yards.” The newcomers were clearly involved in a clash of cultures,
nomadic versus sedentary, which fostered a hatred of them.%
Furthermore, some Hungarian landowners claimed that they had
unjustly been deprived of their property which the king gave to the
Cumans. Still others, for the most part Hungarian magnates,

complained that Khan Kétony and other Cuman princes had ready -

access to the sessions of the royal council where they gave the king bad
advice. Others again complained that when Hungarians brought suit in
the court of the king’s chancellor against Cumans, Hungarians were
not compensated for the damage done by Cumans to their lands. Some
Hungarians further held a grudge against the Cumans who two decades
earlier had, as allies of the Russians, destroyed property and deprived
Hungarians of lands held in Galicia. While some of these complaints
may be legitimate grievances arising from the settlement of a displaced
population of foreigners, the intensity of anti-Cuman feeling must be
- explained against the background of internal Hungarian politics. After
his accession to the throne Béla IV had embarked on a recuperation
policy intent upon restoring crown lands alienated to the magnates,
barons and great prelates during the reign of his father. He removed
from office the principal counsellors of his father and demanded the
return of alienated property. The higher nobility, therefore, became the
political opponents of the ruler. As the Cumans were the king’s new
allies, the campaign of vilification was in part politically motivated.
Hungarian public sentiment had thus turned against the Cumans,
and indirectly against the king, just as the Mongols were about to
breach the barricades constructed in Carpathian passes. The
Hungarian animosity toward Cumans became more venomous as the
Hungarians accused the Cumans of being Mongol spies who intended
in the space of a year to learn the lay of the land, to acquire the
Hungarian language, and upon news of a Mongol invasion to seize the
person of the king.* What gave credence to these false accusations was
that some Cumans had been allies of the Mongols and others as a
subject people were then in Mongol military service. Anti-Cuman fever
was further inflamed by reports from the frontier that Cumans were
fighting side by side with Mongols.”> Béla hurriedly convened an
assembly of magnates and prelates outside of Pest in the hope of paci-
fying the opposition and organizing a consolidated front to resist the
Mongols. The event was a disaster. No harmony was achieved. Then the
news of the collapse of the frontier defenses created panic. The
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Hungarians accused Khan Ko6tony of being responsible for the defeat.
A crowd chanted: “He must die, he must die! He it is who is responsi-
ble for the fall of Hungary.”®® Then they burst into the khan’s residence
and murdered him. The Cumans thus became scapegoats and victims
in the midst of hysteria.

The dénouement of this episode was to compound the disaster. In
revenge for their khan’s murder the Cumans ravaged the countryside
along the Tisza. They encountered and defeated an army raised by the
bishop of Csandd to assist the king against the Mongols. Without meet-
ing further resistance they moved south of the Danube plundering and
burning numerous villages, eventually crossing over into Bulgaria.* In
his discussion of the Cumans John of Plano Carpini travelling through
former Cuman territory in 1245 commented: “The Tartars killed these
Comans; some did in fact flee from before them and others were
reduced to slavery. Most of those who fled however have come back to
them.”” Thus for some Cumans the refugee condition was brought to
an end by a return home and an acceptance of Mongol hegemony. But
for others the outcome was different. After the Mongol withdrawal in
1242, Béla IV invited the Cumans back. Some accepted the invitation
and settled again in the middle Tisza region where they retained their
political and legal identity at least until the sixteenth century or
beyond.?

To Defend “in the Italian Manner”
Five Mongol armies broke through the Hungarian frontier defenses in
1241. The ensuing slaughter of the population was brutal and massive
in scale. News of the killing, plundering, raping and burning spread
quickly, but our sources rarely identify the news bearers.” Eastern
Hungary was especially vulnerable. Without strong fortifications or
protecting garrisons Hungarians in this part of the country, according
to Roger of Torre Maggiore, could only defend themselves “in the
Italian manner” (more italico), that is, by fleeing.?®

The refugees of 1241-1242, were always in motion. To remain in a
fixed location could expose a person to the danger of Mongol captivity
or death. As the invading armies entered the country from the north
and east, the direction of flight was toward the west and south.
Occasionally, a source will tell us the route of flight as in the case of
Archdeacon Roger who fled from Nagyvérad into the adjoining woods
and then southward in the spring of 1241, apparently intending to reach
the town of Csandd via Tamdéshida (Thomasbriicke). As the German
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settlers who controlled the bridge over the Black Koros river refused to
permit access to the span, Roger and his companions were obliged to
detour to find another crossing point. Ultimately they arrived at
Csandd the day after that city fell, so they had little choice but to turn
north to the Kérds once more. Here in this region at harvest time the
archdeacon fell into Mongol hands. A year later when the Mongols left
the country Roger ceased to be a captive, but found himself again to be
a refugee. Whereas before his captivity his flight was assisted by a horse,
Roger’s later migration was on foot. He reports of his second refugee
experience:

“For us the bell towers of churches served as guideposts from place to
place. They signified a route that for us was horrible enough. For the
roads and ancient by-paths were totally overgrown with weeds and

thornbushes.”®

In such circumstances refugees were obliged to improvise a route from
steeple to steeple.

The perils of flight were numerous. Foremost was the chance that
the invader would capture a place of refuge. Roger’s capture was
emblematic of the quick and complete conquest of all of eastern
Hungary in only a matter of weeks (March-April 1241). No doubt
Thomas of Spalato exaggerates, but only somewhat, when he reports:

“[T]he Tartar army ... depopulated all of Transylvania by killing and
putting to flight the Hungarians from the areas beyond the Danube.”3°

If a refugee succeeded in evading the Mongols his most serious prob-
lem was a lack of food. Roger describes the powerful, gnawing hunger
that tortured him when hiding in the woods. He begged his compan-
ions for food: “Those to whom I had given much, granted me scarce(l}/
any charity” He was compelled in the dead of night to enter a settle-
ment that had recently been destroyed by the Mongols to pick over the
corpses of the inhabitants in search of concealed “flour and meat or
anything else edible.” In the fall of 1241, the Mongols had permitted
the peasants to gather in the harvest, then took all they required for
themselves and their horses, and burned the rest. Hunger was perva-
sive.

In the spring of 1242 after the Mongols left, Roger despaired that he
and his companions could “neither eat the forest plants nor drink their
sap as animals do.”** What little food they finally found came from
peasant garden plots: “leeks, purslane, onions, and garlic” This meager
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diet so characteristic of the “hungry gap” — that interval of rural time
between the end of the winter’s stores and the first crops of spring — was
augmented, as Roger reports, by eating “mallows, houseleeks and
hemlock roots.”** Somewhat later when Roger was warmly received by
a community of refugees in Transylvania, all they could offer him to eat
was some black bread made from flour and crushed acorn shells.®

Refugees often sought and found shelter in settlements, villages and
towns, monasteries or temporarily fortified sites which we will exam-
ine in detail below, but shelter while on the road also called for some
improvisation. “I hurried together with my servant into the dense
forest,” wrote Roger, “and sought shelter in a stream bed under twigs
and leaves.”®® Later he says: “No rest was given to the exhausted,
because we had no roof, no ceiling with which to cover our head when
we slept at night”™ The dangers of the road were exacerbated by
frequent instances of extortion and robbery. Those German settlers
who denied Roger access to the bridge had demanded that he and his
companions assist them in fortifying their village (Tamadshida/
Thomasbriicke), but the refugees wanted to put as much distance as
possible between them and the Mongols. So they did not yield to these
extortionate demands. Two members of Roger’s household, after their
failure to find safety in Csandd, stole Roger’s horse, money and clothes.
It is with some satisfaction that he reports they were later discovered by
the Mongols and slain.?® Since in more orderly times the highways were
frequented by robbers who concealed themselves in the woods, in the
crisis and panic of 1241-1242 Roger’s experience with robbery must have
been common.

In flight the refugee sought to turn to his use whatever feature of the
landscape could offer an advantage. We have already noted how several
times Roger resorted to the woods as a place of shelter. But the woods
were not a place to find food. Hunger repeatedly drove the refugees
from the woods. Mountain tops, especially those that could be fortified
— as we shall see later — were favorable refuges. But in the great
Danubian plain they were non-existent. Rather water and land adjacent
to water afforded — or was thought to afford — protection. The
advance of the Mongols was halted at the Danube in the fall of 1241.
While the Hungarians may have taken some comfort in the river’s
supposed protection, we know from the earlier history of the Mongols
that they had little difficulty crossing such great rivers as the Volga or
the Don.*® As it happened, however, the winter of 1241-1242 was so cold
the Danube froze and the Mongols rode across on horseback.*°
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The fortified bridgehead over the Black Koros (Tamdshida/
Thomasbriicke) was easily overrun by the Mongols. Nearby a tempo-
rary settlement built and fortified on an unnamed island in the river’s
flood plain was also no match for the Mongol arrows and siege engines.
The turreted gate constructed on the island was easily overrun.*" But
islands in the Adriatic Sea were more secure. The town of Trat (Trogir)
was protected by a narrow canal and even more by a saltwater marsh
on the mainland side of the canal. The Mongol commander (Qadan)
reportedly thought an attack on Tral to be too difficult “owing to the
superabundance of mud.”** In another case the citadel at
Székesfehérvar successfully withstood Mongol attack, although the city
itself was destroyed, because attack on the citadel was made difficult by
the surrounding swamps.® Swamps and some islands, then, offered the
hope of security.

Man-made shelters were preferred to life in the woods or on the
road. The sources provide us with six different types of man-made
refuge. We have already noted that in fleeing the provincial town of
Nagyvarad, Archdeacon Roger sought to reach the more southerly
provincial town of Csanad. Neither of these towns, despite last-minute
efforts to strengthen their fortifications, had the capacity to resist.
Thomas of Spalato recounts the efforts of the residents of Pest and a
“great number of common people who had assembled there from at
home and abroad” to fortify the town and mount resistance.** The
Hungarian army had earlier suffered a massive defeat at the battle of
Mubhi (11 April 1241) and the king’s brother, who had fought in the
battle, fell back to Pest where he cautioned the people against resis-
tance. Instead “he advised them to disperse to other places of shelter
and to seek their own protection.”* When Pest ignored his warning,
the king’s brother withdrew southward beyond the river Drava.
Meanwhile the townspeople and refugees busily fortified the city “by
digging a ditch, constructing ramparts, [and] surrounding it with
wooden palisades.”# Like Nagyvarad and Csandd, Pest fell amid bloody
fighting. Archdeacon Thomas, who could never resist a pun, tells us
“total pestilence settled down upon Pest” (“in Pestio tota se pestis
immersit”).¥ Refugees flocked to other Hungarian towns but none of
them was capable of effective resistance.*’

County castles were no more successful. By the late twelfth century
Hungary was divided into 72 administrative regions or counties with a
royally appointed governor, the count, as administrator. Each county

ey
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possessed an administrative center, a county castle (oppidum). These
were almost all earthenwork constructions using wooden palisades and
wattle ramparts — what one nineteenth-century Hungarian medieval-
ist called “mudpies that used to be called castles”* Unless the county
castle had some additional natural advantage, it was no match for
Mongol siege warfare.

Other pre-existing structures served as refugee shelters — especially
fortified monasteries. The Cistercian abbey at Egres in the diocese of
Csandd was fortified and provided shelter for a large number of
soldiers and noblewomen, but the Mongol siege engines knocked down
the walls thereby opening the way for a great slaughter and numerous
atrocities.”® On the occasion of the fall of Pest after the Mongols
breached the ramparts, families of the town fled to the Dominican
convent hoping to be protected by its walls only to be burned to death
in a great conflagration.” But at least one or more fortified monaster-
ies provided a safe haven. It is known that the venerable Benedictine
abbey dedicated to St. Martin at Pannonhalma (Martinsburg) owed its
survival to the fact that it is built atop a volcanic cone dramatically
dominating the surrounding plain.5

Perhaps because these three pre-existing forms of man-made shelter
— towns, county castles, and fortified monasteries — were so insecure,
refugees concentrated in three other types of refuge. The late Erik
Fiigedi of Budapest has analyzed the implications of a letter from the
Hungarian bishops addressed to the new pope written in 1242 which
gives a list of the most important castles then still in Hungarian hands.
Among these seventeen, a handful can be identified as a new type of
stone castle sited on high ground usually guarding trade routes. Other
documents permitted Professor Fiigedi to estimate that prior to 1241
fewer than ten such structures existed in Hungary, most of them situ-
ated along the Austrian and Bohemian frontiers. None of these includ-
ing the lone stone castle in Transylvania is known to have fallen into
Mongol hands. When the Hungarian queen fled to Dalmatia, despite
the numerous entreaties of the citizens of the walled city of Spalato, she
preferred to reside in the stone castle high on a mountain fastness in
the interior at Klis.

The Mongol invasion prompted the creation of new habitations
formed from the combination of villages in the countryside. Two are
specifically cited in the Carmen miserabile but others may well have
been organized at the same time. The first was that refugee community
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made up of residents of several villages along the Black Koros river
established on the unnamed island mentioned earlier. It is clear from
the source that most of this refugee community were country folk.
Their leader appears to have been a local military captain (waidam/
vajda) from one of the villages. What sort of internal administration
the community possessed is difficult to determine, but the existence of
such organization is clear. The refugees erected three turreted gates and
surrounded the island with a wooden abbatis. Moreover, we are
informed that they had a regulation — devised by what authority we are
not told — that they would receive anyone who first requested admis-
sion, but would deny entrance to a person who left and then returned.”
At about the same time residents of a reported seventy villages gathered
at a site north of the town of Csanad. Here at Pereg (Kaszapereg),”* the
refugees fortified the settlement. We know that they dug a ditch, but
what other defenses they constructed are not mentioned. When the
Mongols surrounded Pereg, they besieged it day and night for a week
and filled in the ditch. So the defenses they built must have been exten-
sive.5 There are few clues to the leadership of the refugee community
at Pereg. Roger says that after the Mongols captured it they led out onto
a field first many warriors and noblewomen (milites et dominas) and
then all the peasants (rusticos) in order to rob, torture and kill them.
Presumably then, fortification and defense were directed by a group of
local nobles.

In his discussion of castles and castle-building in Hungary Professor
Fiigedi drew attention to another sort of temporary manmade shelter
created by the invasion, namely the mountain refuge-fort. The Carmen
miserabile-reports the existence of such a retreat in the mountains of
Transylvania built on the summit of “a marvelously tall mountain with
an awful rock on its top. A great many men and women fled there,”
Archdeacon Roger reports.’® From later royal documents Fiigedi was
able to identify two more refuge-forts constructed on mountains. By
comparison with the refugee communities on the plain — those on the
island and at Pereg, for example — mountain refuge-forts successfully
survived the invasion. For this reason later generations would maintain
and extend them.”

Flight of the Royal Court
After the disaster at the battle of Muhi (11 April 1241), King Béla IV
himself became a refugee. The king, royal family and court fled before
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the advancing Mongols from one uncertain shelter to another. The
experiences of the royal court in flight thus paralleled to some degree
those already described, while certain other events pertaining to the
royal family must also have been shared by other refugees. Prior to the
battle, the king had sent his Byzantine queen, Maria Lascaris, and their
children to the greater safety of the western provinces along the
Austrian frontier.”® This policy of separately sending the queen and
royal children, especially Stephen the heir to the throne, to regions
thought more secure, would be consistently followed throughout 1241
and 1242. When later the king withdrew southward to Zagreb, the
queen and her entourage were sent further to the south to Spalato on
the Dalmatian coast. Since Queen Maria avoided the city, however, she
came to reside at the fortress of Klis perched high on a spur of the
Dinaric Alps. When King Béla later arrived on the Adriatic coast, he
and the queen removed to the island of Bua (Ciovo) beyond Trau. And
when the Mongols arrived at Trat, the queen and her party were put
aboard ships which set sail for an unspecified destination.”

On the eve of the Mongol invasion, King Béla had requested aid
from his cousin the Babenberg duke of Austria, Frederick II, who in
person came briefly to Hungary with a small contingent of troops. But
Duke Frederick returned home before the full force of the Mongol
onslaught was felt. After Muhi, Béla in the company of a small group of
supporters took shelter in the woods. Then intending to join with the
queen at the Austrian border, the king’s party traveled through Upper
Hungary (Slovakia) until they reached Pozsony (Pressburg/Bratislava)
on the Danube. At the invitation of Duke Frederick the king crossed
into Austrian territory taking up residence most likely at the massive
Austrian fortress at Hainburg.6° Once in Austria, however, Béla learned
Duke Frederick’s intentions. The duke took the king and his party into
custody and refused them liberty until the king paid a ransom. It is no
wonder that this Babenberg, who fought with all his neighbors, earned
the sobriquet “Friedrich der Streitbarer,” Frederick the Quarrelsome.
The ransom was paid in money and territory. Frederick received half of
the 2,000 marks he demanded in coin and the other half in gold and
silver vessels and jewels. Possibly as many as five western counties of
Hungary were ceded to him, but because of popular uprisings
Frederick was able to retain only three.®"

Once King Béla was free he raced back to Hungary where he joined
the queen. Then together they moved southeast to Segesd, in county
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Somogy, where the king’s brother Kdlman earlier had taken refuge after
Muhi.® Here the royal court remained only a short time, preferring to
withdraw to Zagreb where Thomas of Spalato says:

“Everyone who had been able to flee from the sword of the Tartars
gathered around him [Béla], and there [in Zagreb] they stayed through-
out the summer, awaiting the outcome of events.”®

In Zagreb the king’s thoughts were concentrated more on the need of
even further flight rather than on the organization of military resis-
tance.’* Béla dispatched lieutenants to the coronation city of
Székestehérvar to retrieve the sacred relics of the founder of the king-
dom, St. Stephen, and to gather up the treasures of the local churches.®
In preserving these relics and treasures, the king proved more fortunate
than many of his fleeing subjects who, as the Carmen miserabile
reports, tried to take with them gold and silver utensils, silk cloth and
luxury goods of all sorts only subsequently to strew them over field and
forest “without their ever finding a new owner.”5 Once his treasure was
in hand, the king entrusted it to the queen and sent her to Dalmatia.

At Zagreb the royal family lost to death the first of several of its
members. The king’s brother K4lman, whose physical constitution had
never been robust, died and was buried in the neighboring Dominican
convent at Csdzma. But in order to avoid possible later detection by the
Mongols who had a reputation for desecrating princely graves, the
friars interred him “in a concealed tomb”® During the following
spring when the royal family was in Dalmatia, two daughters of King
Béla and Queen Maria died and were buried in the mausoleum of
Diocletian which centuries earlier had been converted to use as the
cathedral church of St. Domnius at Spalato.®® The loss of children and
close family members must have been common among refugees of all
social classes. Burial in unfamiliar territory was an additional bitter
necessity.

Dalmatia

Upon learning the news that the Mongols had crossed the Danube and
were besieging Esztergom and Székesfehérvir, King Béla fled to
Dalmatia. The royal entourage was only one, albeit an honored one, of
many refugee groups that flooded the Adriatic shore. How many
refugees in all fled from the Mongols is difficult to estimate.
Conceivably they could have numbered as many as half a million
persons, but not all of these would have reached Dalmatia.® According
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to Archdeacon Thomas, “in all the maritime cities, whichever seemed
the nearer, all manner of people fleeing in every direction sought refuge
and were scattered.””® Thus men and women, laymen and clerics,
nobles and peasants crowded into Dalmatian cities chosen on the basis
of proximity. In scattering into these towns bands of refugees formed
earlier in flight on the roads or in the woods now broke up seemingly
randomly. While our source tells us that “all” the coastal towns took in
the refugees, and there is no reason to doubt that, apart from the
special case of the fortress at Klis, we have specific evidence for four
Dalmatian towns: Zara, Nona, Trali and Spalato.

Probably sometime in early 1242, Zara admitted five Hungarian
Dominican nuns from the convent of St. Catherine in Veszprém: the
noblewoman Sister Egizia, along with Sisters Christina, Helena,
Margarita and Maristella. They received the protection of the
Dominican brothers in Zara. Later in the year, presumably with the
brothers’ assistance, the sisters established two new communities for
women, one in Zara and the other in nearby Nona.”* As the two new
foundations can be dated to October and November 1242, hence after
the withdrawal of the Mongols, this evidence not only documents Zara
and Nona as places of refuge, it also records how in one instance the
refugee condition could be terminated. At the time when the five sisters
became founders and residents of new mendicant communities, they
ceased their flight. They had taken up a new life in a new land.

When the king and his entourage arrived on the coast, the towns
competed to serve as royal residence. At the approach of the royal party
to the gates of Spalato, so Thomas reports:

“all the clergy and people came out in procession to receive him,
dutifully rendering their highest respect and extending to him their
hospitality within the walls for however many he wished.””

The podesta and citizens entreated the king to stay with them, but he
preferred to move to Trait. Thomas explains the king’s decision as the
result of royal anger at Spalato for refusing to place a galley at the king’s
disposal to facilitate his possible further flight by sea.”> A modern histo-
rian has plausibly suggested that, in addition, Tralr’s island location and
access to even more distant Adriatic islands gave it an advantage over
mainland Spalato.” Therefore, from March to May 1242, the king and
numerous other refugees crowded into Trati where the king installed
his treasure and recalled his wife from Klis. In actual fact while most
refugees resided within the walls of Trau, the king and court settled on
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the more seaward island of Bua (Ciovo) separated from Trau by a
narrow strait. While our sources report details of the military stand-off
between Mongols and Hungarians at Tral, no information is provided
about the conditions for refugees there.””

We are, therefore, fortunate to have Archdeacon Thomas’s vivid
narrative of events in Spalato to which he was an eyewitness. We learn
from him that Spalato received refugees in three waves. First, Queen
Maria arrived with the royal children. She had with her “many noble-
women who had been widowed by the Tartars [Mongols].””® As we
observed earlier, despite the supplications of Spalatans and their
“numerous gifts and offerings,” the queen preferred the fortress of Klis.
The second wave was marked by the arrival of the royal party several
weeks later. The king’s entourage was made up of some church leaders
“and even more great magnates and lords” who arrived at Spalato “all
with their families and households.””” While the king and the court
moved to Trat1 some lesser magnates must have remained at Spalato. At
the same time during this second wave, Thomas relates that “the peas-
ant refugees of both sexes and all ages were almost innumerable.””® The
third wave arrived at the city gates when the Mongols descended from
the mountains onto the narrow coastal plain around the city. These
were the refugees who had abandoned their animals, tools and even
their children seeking a “safer shelter, spurred on by the fear of death.”

This mass of uprooted people were received in Spalato with great
kindness and charity, according to Archdeacon Thomas:

“The Spalatans, in fact, showed them considerable human kindness,
extended hospitality toward them, and, insofar as they could, eased their
want. But there was so great a multitude of refugees that they could not
be lodged in the houses of the citizens, but stayed in the streets and
alleys. Even noble matrons lay down in the open air around the seven
churches [of the city]. Some hid themselves in the darkness of the bake-
ovens; others, once the filth was removed, in passageways and under-
ground vaults; still others, when they could, lived together in tents.””?

This informative passage relating how refugees were treated deserves

careful examination. By extending human kindness and hospitality, |
and by easing wants, the Spalatans may be interpreted to have showed

a charitable demeanor, and to have provided shelter, food and clothing.
Shelter, the passage tells us, took many forms. Some refugees were
taken in by citizens of the town, but private houses were inadequate for
the large number in need. Presumably noblewomen would have been
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accorded the better accommodations but these were in short supply,
hence the presence of noble matrons obliged to sleep out of doors on
the streets.*® The reference to the dark “bake-ovens,” “passageways and
underground vaults” must be understood in the context of the history
of Spalato. The walls were co-extensive with the perimeter of the fourth
century palace of Diocletian. The subterranean passages of the palace
were for centuries used as a dump by the citizens. Only within modern
times have these extensive underground corridors been completely
cleaned out of centuries of debris.* My suspicion is that the reference
to “bake-ovens” should be understood as another allusion to some
feature of the ancient palace, possibly to one of the Roman baths. In a
town filled with refugees, the bakers of Spalato would have been so
busy their ovens would never have been dark. When neither houses,
nor streets and alleys, nor the recesses of the palace would provide shel-
ter, tents were pitched in the main square in front of the cathedral and
in other open spaces within the walls.

A clue to the system of providing for the refugees is given in the
reference to the areas “around the seven churches [of the city].” Our
source does not tell us what role if any the civil government played in
dispensing charity, but the clustering of refugees around the urban
churches points to the churches as the principal agency in ministering
to the refugees’ needs. Medieval social tradition and canon law
prescribed that the church should extend hospitality and dispense
charity to the poor, the weak, the vulnerable, to widows and orphans.®
In addition to the cathedral which was the largest and wealthiest
church, the churches of Spalato included a convent of Benedictine nuns
and a recently established community of Franciscan friars. Outside the
city walls several houses of Benedictine monks were among the major
landowners of the region.® It is reasonable to conclude that the monas-
tic and mendicant clergy, in particular, played a significant role in
caring for the refugees.

Thomas of Spalato’s narrative contrasts the responses of the resi-
dents of the town and of the Hungarian refugees to the same event —
the arrival of a Mongol army outside the urban walls. In these different
reactions we obtain some insight into the refugees’ psychological state.
To the town dwellers the Mongols were a sort of distant menace. Even
after the Mongols had crossed Croatia and descended the mountains
“it still seemed incredible to the Spalatans,” Thomas says.** When the
Mongols appeared before the city walls the Spalatans did not recognize
them at first “believing them to be Croatians”!®® When the Hungarian
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refugees saw the Mongol battle standards, on the other hand, they were
terrified. Some fled to the church trembling with fear of imminent
death. “Others wept as they rushed into the embrace of wives and
sons.” Into their mouths Thomas has placed a lamentation:

“Woe wretched ones! What is the use of having made such great
efforts to flee only to-be battered to pieces? Why should we have labored
to traverse so great an expanse of land if we are unable to escape the
swords of the persecutors, and if we await being murdered here?”%¢

The sense of desperation and the seeming futility of all previous exer-
tions are both palpable and wholly believable. With the city
surrounded and the sea at their back, here surely for them would be the
end of flight, the end of the refugee experience, the end of life.*”

The historical outcome, however, was unpredicted. The Mongols did
not besiege Spalato, but moved north to attack the king at Trall. But no
battle occurred there either. Rather, the Mongols rode south along the
Adriatic coast pillaging and burning the countryside all the way to
Albania.*® Ultimately all Mongol armies abandoned Central Europe
and returned to the Eurasian plain. The Hungarians had no idea what
the earthly reason for their deliverance was, but rejoiced that in the end
God had spared them. We today know that the death of the Great Khan
Ogedei in distant Kharakorum precipitated a succession crisis in which
Batu Khan unsuccessfully advanced his candidacy for the throne. The
Hungarians at first not believing the Mongols to have left remained in
their places of refuge and sent out scouts to see where the Mongols were
hiding.*® In May the king left the Adriatic coast for Hungary, but the
queen, the royal heir and their attendants remained at Klis until
September. Except for the case of the Dominican nuns at Zara and
Nona, all our evidence points to the fact that most of the refugees
returned to Hungary.

What they found in their homeland upon their return was also a
part of the refugee experience. The towns and villages had undergone
nearly complete physical destruction. The wholesale slaughter of the
population left vast areas virtually uninhabited. The destruction of the
harvest of 1241, and the failure to plant crops in the spring of 1242,
created widespread famine. Many of those who returned home having
escaped death at the hands of the Mongols, died of starvation. Thomas
of Spalato comments that death from starvation after the departure of
the Mongols was so endemic “that it is uncertain whether more of the
Hungarian population was wiped out by this bitter calamity of starva-
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tion or by the pestiferous savagery of the Tartars [Mongols].”*° Some
returning refugees did not go back to their pre-invasion habitation, the
devastation being so great. One example was our guide and informant
Roger of Torre Maggiore who exchanged the war-torn eastern
Hungarian archdeaconry of Nagyvarad for the unscathed archdeaconry
of Sopron in western Hungary. In 1249 Roger was, coincidentally,
elected archbishop of Spalato, a see which he occupied until his death
in1266.”" Béla IV, meanwhile, confronted the enormous task of rebuild-
ing his ravaged and impoverished country while also constructing
better defenses in the likely event the Mongols should return.®> There
can be little doubt that the Mongol invasion was a “defining moment”
for those who survived.®® Further research is needed to determine how
for persons of all ranks the experience of having been a refugee shaped
their later lives.

The preceding discussion has shown that the textual sources identify a
broad range of fugitivi seeking to escape the Mongol advance. In
general their dispersal was toward the western and southern regions of
the country. The duration of the refugee experience extended from the
time when news of the approach of the Mongols was received until well
after the Mongols® departure. The threatened populations of towns,
villages and small rural communities took flight regardless of age or
gender. They were joined by members of the clergy — bishops,
archdeacons, other prelates and persons from religious houses both
monks and nuns. To this number were added displaced populations,
such as the Cumans, who retained their cultural and political identity
and who in the early stages of the invasion became the scapegoats and
victims of the defending Hungarians. Lastly, the defeated joined the
ranks of the refugees. The king, the royal family and court, warrior aris-
tocrats, and noblewomen widowed during the attack, sought refuge
mostly in Dalmatia.

The problems of flight were numerous. When the Mongols invaded
the public highways were clogged with refugees; after they left these
roads had become overgrown and impassable. In both instances routes
of escape were uncertain and perilous. The refugees were vulnerable to
serious injuries from foe and friend alike. They experienced great losses
of real and movable property and were uprooted from family and
community. The Mongols took few captives but as Archdeacon Roger’s
case reveals the termination of captivity could mean a return to the life
of a refugee. The sources suggest that more refugees were killed by the

o
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Mongols than were taken prisoner. They further document the refusal
by fellow refugees of pleas for food and the practice of extortion by
those who had greater advantages. Robbery was an equally grave threat.

The most immediate need of those in flight was to obtain shelter and
food. In the search for shelter the evidence provides sufficient infor-
mation to develop a preliminary typology. Natural features afforded at
least temporary refuges. Woods, mountain peaks, and islands, whether
in rivers or in the sea, were avidly sought out. Man-made constructions
appear to have been even more desirable if not especially more effective
as places of refuge. Fortified or re-fortified towns, fortified monaster-
ies, newly formed refugee communities enclosed with a palisade, stone
castles, and crude mountain refuge—fdrts were each thought to be
places of safety. Within the newly formed refugee communities impro-
vised methods of internal organization are suggested by the evidence
and in at least one case we are informed of regulations restricting
admission of new refugees to these communities. The need to assuage
hunger and avoid starvation was equally critical. To obtain scarce food
refugees were compelled to eat comestibles which were not normally a
part of their diet such as mallows or houseleeks or acorns. To find food
they were obliged to engage in behavior which in other circumstances
would have been thought distasteful or repugnant such as picking over
corpses.

In studying the refugee experience further research should consider
the extent to which differences in social status and gender were main-
tained. In the foregoing discussion it is clear that aristocrats continued
their privileged status and that women in general and aristocratic
women in particular were given preferential shelter when possible.
Whether this pattern would have persisted over time is a question
requiring comparative analysis in light of the relatively short duration
of the Mongol occupation of Hungary. In the same way the provision
of charity to refugees should be further explored. The residents of
Spalato shared their houses and the clergy of that town, in all likeli-
hood, ministered to the refugees’ needs. In isolation this piece of infor-
mation can serve neither as the basis of a generalization nor as an
exception. The sources report on the large number of refugees, but at
present only estimates of the aggregate number of persons can be
offered and these are difficult to verify.

Better documented, however, is the development of a recognizable
refugee psychology. The initial flight was motivated by widespread fear
which in some communities intensified to the level of general panic.
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Those refugees who saw the Mongol battle standards approach the
walls of Spalato were plunged into great despair at the sight while the
equally threatened residents of the town who had never before seen a
Mongol did not share this reaction. The progression from fear and
panic to loss of hope and a sense of futility characterized the outlook of
the refugees. The different ways in which the refugee experience was
terminated are also suggested by the evidence. Some persons remained
in their places of refuge and were presumably assimilated into their new
surroundings. Others returned home but not to the locations they had
once lived in, while others took up their lives in those places they had
formerly occupied. Whatever the way in which the refugee condition
came to an end, the experience of having been in flight must have been
enduring. Additional research into the post-invasion period offers the
best way to shed light on the lasting psychological and other effects
upon the survivors.

The Hungarian example examined here points to the need for multi-
ple, comparative studies on how the creation of the Mongol world
empire led to the displacement of whole populations and to the disper-
sal of refugees throughout the Eurasian continent. The pattern
discerned here and the questions posed constitute only a preliminary
and admittedly tentative attempt to sketch the refugee paradigm. This
study has been concerned exclusively with the war refugee, but politi-
cal and economic conditions also prompted individuals and groups to
seek a means of escape from their circumstances. Persecution, espe-
cially of those holding unorthodox or suspect religious beliefs, and the
spread of disease, particularly the bubonic plague, created other classes
of refugees. European medievalists who in the past have given attention
to the place of the stranger, the traveler, the wanderer and the exile in
medieval society need systematically to explore the widespread pres-
ence of the medieval refugee.
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2nd. ed. (Trieste: Edizioni Lint, 1974), pp. 401-407.

Thomas, Historia pontificum, ed. Ra&ki, p.173.

Ibid.

Strakosch-Grassmann, Einfall, p. 165.

On 18 March 1242, Béla IV confirmed the rights and privileges of the bishop of Trau
and those of the magistrates and people of Trai1 explicitly in return for their hospi-
tality during the Mongol invasion; T. Smi iklas, Codex Diplomaticus Regni Croatiae,
Dalmatiae et Slavoniae, IV (Zagreb, 1906), p. 146, n0.133; Szentpétery and Borsa, Reg.
Arp. no. 715.

Thomas, Historia pontificum, ed. Ratki, p. 172. Strakosch-Grassmann notes that
Prince Stephen was then also in the care of two counts, Einfall, p. 161.

Thomas, Historia pontificum, ed. Racki, p. 173, ennumerates some of the aristocratic
refugees: Stephen, bishop of Zagreb; Stephen, bishop of Vic and archbishop-elect
of Esztergom; Benedict, provost of Székesfehérvar, royal chancellor and archbishop-
elect of Kalocsa; Bartholomew, bishop of Pécs; “and other bishops”; Hugrinus,
provost of Csdzma; provosts Achilles, Vincent, Thomas “and numerous other
prelates” Among the magnates were Dionysius, ban of Slavonia; Vladislaus, the
count palatine; Matthew, the royal treasurer; Orlandus, the royal steward;
Demetrius, the judge royal; and Maurice, the royal butler. A similar, but not identi-
cal, list of personages may be found among the witnesses to three royal privileges
issued at this time, Szentpétery and Borsa, Reg. Arp., nn. 715, 718 and 719.

Ibid. On the problem of scale see above note 68.

Thomas, Historia pontificum, ed. Ratki, p. 175.

In general, women appear to have been treated differently from men and accorded
greater security wherever possible. The case of Queen Maria and the aristocratic
widows who traveled with her was noted above. Roger reports that during the
Mongol siege of Nagyvarad in 1241, aristocratic women and girls were sheltered in
the cathedral church, while other women were lodged in the other churches of the
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N.Y.: The Franciscan Institute, 1983), p. 459.
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