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And how many opportunities presented them
selves in the sphere of culture! . . .

The rest of Herr Mataja’s statements do not 
belong strictly to this subject; and I do not wish 
to digress. As to the substance of his remarks, 
particular stress must be laid on two things. The 
first is that perhaps he attaches too much im
portance to certain elements, indicative of the 
mood of the moment, which undoubtedly often 
play a role in international politics. But Hungary, 
made wise by experience, cannot afford to trust 
them, and must find a more definite basis upon 
which to rest her policy.

Of greater importance by far was Herr 
Mataja's startling query which, dealing with the 
minority problem, seemed to establish a connec
tion between territorial principles and the ques
tion of the rights of the minorities. Frankly speak
ing, I have never thought of the two in conjunction. 
I could not do so, for the protection of the 
minority rights of three and a half million Hun
garians is guaranteed in the peace treaties and 
cannot be endangered by any territorial demands 
Hungary may possibly make upon her neighbours. 
The fulfilment of the obligation undertaken to

protect the minorities is a question of carrying the 
peace treaties into effect, while the territorial 
demands belong to the sphere of revision. We 
cannot emphasise too strongly that the question 
of territorial readjustment and that of the pro
tection of the minorities are two entirely distinct 
and independent problems. Hungary can never 
consent to allow the one to be played off against 
the other to the disadvantage of either. I feel con
vinced that the establishment of this illegitimate 
relation between them must be an unwitting error 
on Herr Mataja’s part, and that on closer inspec
tion he will surely be willing to revise his 
opinions.

Finally, as regards the possibility of a con
ference: Hungary was never against friendly con
versations. Officially or unofficially she has always 
been present at meetings of that nature. Her 
suggestions have always been made with a view 
to bridging over difficulties. It is not her fault 
that she has no tangible results to produce. I can 
scarcely believe that in the future, if the other 
side discloses a sympathetic attitude, she will 
alter her attitude and refuse to meet a rapproche
ment half-way.

..............  — y—

THE BATTLE OF MOHACS 
A HISTORICAL EVENT OF DECISIVE

SIGNIFICANCE*
by

Alexis Mdthe

Four hundred and nine years ago, in the year 
of grace fifteen hundred and twenty-six, on August 
29th., which in the Christian Calender figures as 
the day of the martyrdom of St. John the Baptist, 
Hungary was routed decisively on the field of 
Mohacs, a small town (at that time a village) ad
joining the southern frontier of the country situated 
on the shore of the Danube. The battle was a 
catastrophe, not only for Hungary, but for the 
whole of Europe too. It was after this battle that 
the Turks began their formidable penetration west
wards which advanced as far as the walls of 
Vienna. During the century and a half which 
followed Hungary was the chief sufferer: indeed, 
the central part of the country, together with the 
Capital, Buda, remained in the hands of the bar
barian conquerors until the end of the seventeenth 
century.

* On August 29th, the four hundred and ninth anni
versary of the terrible disaster which left Hungary at the 
mercy of the Turks, Admiral Nicholas Horthy, Regent of 
Hungary unveiled a monument to the memory of the heroes 
who fell on that fateful day. This event lend peculias 
interest to the above article.

Prior to the fatal day of Mohacs Hungary had 
been an integral part of the West of Europe. Her 
cultural and political and social life during the 
peaceful period from the eleventh century onwards, 
when the national dynasty of the House of Arpad 
was ruling the country, v/as as advanced as that 
of any of her Western neighbours. Towards the end 
of the Middle Ages, when a French-Italian dynasty, 
the Anjous, who had obtained the throne by marri: 
age, reigned in Hungary, that country lived in per
sonal union with Poland, —  Buda being the Capital 
of the two united kingdoms; and when the great 
Anjou king, Louis I., conquered the whole of the 
Balkan Peninsula, the Hungarian Kingdom ex
tended from the shores of the Black Sea and the 
Adriatic coast as far north as the Baltic.

Later on, in the fifteenth century, Hungary 
was ruled by her great Renaissance king, Matthias 
Corvinus. Eight years before his accession to the 
throne Byzantium had been conquered by the 
Turks; but the Ottomans, who still remembered 
the heavy blows inflicted upon them by the mailed 
fist of John Hunyadi, Matthias' father, respected 
and feared Hungary; and .Europe might have been 
left in peace.
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But after the death of Matthias, in 1490, every
thing changed at once. Unfortunately the great 
king left no heir; his natural son, John Corvinus, 
was not accepted by the nobility, who elected a 
king of foreign origin, Wladislas 11., a Member of 
the Bohemian Jagello dynasty.

The powerful oligarchs were glad that the 
strong hand of Matthias was no more; and they 
wanted a king ” whose beard they could hold in 
their hands". Wladislas Jagello was a monarch 
after their own heart, a puppet and a sad, melan
choly figure. He was nicknamed ” dobshe” —  a 
word which in his own language (Czech: for he 
never learned to speak Magyar at all) means "very 
well", that being the answer invariably given by 
him to questions addressed to him.

In a few years all the wealth and pov/er 
acquired for his beloved country by Matthias, had 
vanished. First the king and then the people were 
reduced to an inconceivable poverty. Only the 
oligarchs and the prelates were rich. The former, 
a real curse to the country at this time, were half 
barbarian, —  worse than the worst of the Italian 
condottieri because they had neither culture nor 
education. They were half-oriental brutes, tragic
ally blind to the consequences of their wicked con
duct towards their own country.

When Wladislas died in 1516, the state of the 
country was worse than ever. In 1514, only two 
years before the king's death, a terrible peasant 
rising had exhausted the last resources of the 
country. Apart from the burgesses of the few towns, 
situated mostly near the frontiers, the peasantry 
were the only working class in the country; and 
they were now suffering in the iron grip of a ruth
less reaction.

Louis II., who successed Wladislas, was a mere 
child of ten. His foreign guardians, the Emperor 
Maximilian and Sigismund, King of Poland, were 
soon got rid of; and the country was really ruled 
by Thomas Bakocz, the mighty Primate, Stephen 
Bathory, the lame Palatine, and Stephen Verbdczy, 
leader of the gentry. The young king developed 
an early maturity which was anything but healthy. 
When not yet sixteen years of age he wedded Mary 
of Austria, granddaughter of the Emperor Maxi
milian, and orphan daughter of Philip the Hand
some. Though only twenty when he fell on the 
battle-field of Mohacs, Louis was as grey as a man 
of advanced age. The ten years of his reign were 
a strange mixture of forced and excessive merry
making on the one hand and of serious conferences 
with his ministers and diplomats on the other 
carried on for the purpose of trying to save his 
country from the danger of a Turkish invasion.

That danger was real enough and was inevi
table seeing that the Ottoman throne was then in 
the possession of Suleiman (Solyman) the Magni
ficent, one of the most bellicose of all the Sultans. 
The first great blow came in 1521, when the fort
ress of Belgrade, the key to Hungary then occupied

by Hungarians, fell before the attacks of Suleiman's 
hosts. The same year Shabatz, another important 
fortress on the southern frontier of the country, 
also fell into the hands of the Turkish conquerors, 
the result being that the southern boundaries of 
Hungary stood practically defenceless.

King Louis and his able priest-diplomats Bro- 
daritch, a Hungarian bishop of Croatian extraction, 
and Burgio, Papal Nuncio to the Hungarian Court, 
began seriously their efforts to save the country by 
the aid of diplomacy. But all the desperate efforts 
made by them proved futile. Both the Pope and the 
emperors and kings of Europe were busy fighting 
wars of their own. There was constant fighting be
tween the Holy See and the King of France on the 
one hand and the young German Emperor, Charles 
V. (elected in 1519 only), on the other hand. The 
bone of contention at this juncture was the posses
sion of Milan. All the time the small Venetian R e
public, a clever intriguer, was watching behind the 
scenes. England was ruled by Henry VIII.; 
but that monarch kept aloof from the troubles of 
the Continent so far as that was feasible: and Eng
land was on the eve of the reign of Elizabeth, when 
she became interested primarily in the sea. The 
Turkish Empire was the great, incalculable force 
behind the European balance of power. Although 
the spirit of the Crusades had died out centuries 
before, the Holy See often felt strongly impelled to 
undertake the defence of Christendom against the 
ever hostile forces of the Mohammedan world. But 
at that time international politics was more a game 
of duplicity than ever; and the Medici Pope, Cle
ment VII., while really anxious to offer Hungary 
assistance in money and troops to help her to de
fend her imperilled frontiers against the menace of 
an Ottoman attack, nevertheless, in 1526 (the year 
of the rout at Mohacs), joined the famous League 
of Cognac, in which the Holy See, the King of 
France and the Sultan combined secretly against 
the Ghibelline forces of the German Empire.

Had all these things happened during the reign 
of King Matthias, Hungary would have had nothing 
to fear. His powerful, well-equipped armies (includ
ing the famous Black Brigade) and his brave gene
rals would have formed an impassable breakwater 
to stem the tide of the onrushing Turkish hordes. 
But Matthias Corvinus had died many years pre
viously; and Hungary, deprived of her inner force 
and politically in a hopeless situation amid a host 
of quarelling European kings and emperors, was 
indeed in a tragic position. Indeed, some of the 
king's counsellors thought it would be better for 
Hungary to make peace with the Turks, who were 
after all to a certain extent racially akin to the 
Magyars, allowing their armies to pass undisturbed 
through the country and thus enabling Suleiman 
to attain his greatest ambition and advance his 
troops to the walls of Vienna. The clever diplomats 
of the Sublime Porte in Constantinople did all 
they could to encourage the Hungarians to accept 
this suggestion; but all their cleverness was in 
vain. Although thereby embracing her inevitable 
fate, Hungary could not renounce the role of 
defender of West against East which she had 
played for centuries.
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Meanwhile the hour of the tragedy was 
approaching. In January, 1526, a Serbian way- 
wode, whose name was Paul, arrived in Buda, the 
Capital of Hungary, and informed the king that 
he had been present personally at the divan 
(secret council of the Sultan) when (it was on 
December 1st., 1525) the Sultan had announced 
that in the coming spring he intended to march to 
conquer Hungary. The information supplied by the 
waywode proved to be true. Suleiman left Con
stantinople on April 23rd. His goal was Hungary 
and Buda. Hungary's frontiers were still unde
fended; the fortresses were little more than ruins, 
most of them empty and unmanned with troops. 
The soldiers had not received any pay, and had 
either returned to their villages or become 
brigands. The saintly Paul Tomory, the fighting 
Archbishop of Kalocsa, did everything he could — 
mostly at his own expense —  to organise some 
kind of defence.

Suleiman's army reached Belgrade on the last 
day of June. It was not till then that the country 
began to realise the nature of the approaching 
danger. The king ordered a general levy; in keep
ing with the ancient custom a bloody sword was 
displayed all over the country as a warning of 
the coming danger. The troops were commanded 
to assemble in camp at Tolna, halfway between 
Buda and Mohacs. But the troops assembled very 
slowly. The king himself left Buda at the head 
of a mere handful of men —  3000 in all —  on 
July 20th., when Suleiman was already knocking 
at the southern gateway of the country with an 
army estimated to contain not less than 70,000 
men.

Should you ever visit Budapest, do not fail 
to have a look at the simple but sombre memorial 
tablet placed on the fourth centenary of the battle 
of Mohacs on a wall just below the status of St. 
Gellert which marks the exact spot from which 
King Louis started for Mohacs and his death at 
the head of his small band of 3000 men. The 
memorial tablet is just a little to the left after 
crossing the Elizabeth Bridge, on the Buda side. 
The simple tablet and the few words it contains 
(someone will always be found ready to translate 
them for you) tell the story of the greatest tragedy 
of the Hungarian nation.

The king reached Tolna on August 6th. At 
that time the troops had begun —  though slowly 
—  to assemble. However there were too few of 
them to stop the advance of the Sultan, whose 
army was at least two or three times as big as 
that gathered round the Hungarian monarch.

The reports from the South were very bad. 
Petervarad, the only stronghold of importance in 
the path of the Turks, had fallen after a heroic 
but hopeless struggle. What was even worse, Sulei
man had built a bridge across the river Save, a 
tributary of the Danube. That was the only point 
where the Turkish army might have been held up; 
and now this last hope had gone too.

The unlucky generals in command of Louis's 
army took no heed of the bad news. They became 
impatient and urged the necessity of immediately 
closing with the Turks. They refused to wait even 
until the arrival of the troops under the command

of John Szapolyai, the unpopular Transylvanian 
chieftain. Only once did they show any fear; that 
was when Tomory, on his arrival from the South, 
told them that Suleiman's army was 300,000 
strong. Later on, however, they recovered their 
confidence when the archbishop explained that 
the Sultan’s host included only 70,000 regular and 
properly armed soldiers. The more sober of the 
generals argued that even so it was hopeless to 
attack 70,000 men with an army of only 24,000. 
But when Tomory, the commander-in-chief, gave 
way, the tragedy became inevitable.

The Hungarian army moved slowly south
wards from Tolna, Mohacs being reached only a 
few days before the battle. At that time the bulk 
of the Sultan's army was also stationed in the big 
open plain of Mohacs, deploying into battle for
mation. Suleiman had no wish to begin the battle 
on the 29th.; his troops were tired and exhausted 
from the great heat of the fine summer day.

It was the Hungarians who attacked. At 2 in 
the afternoon, calling on the name of Jesus, they 
began to storm the Turkish cavalry lines. At the 
outset they were successful in their attack upon a 
surprised enemy. But then the 300 cannon of the 
Sultan's army, hidden behind the lines of the 
retreating cavalry .began to fire at close range. 
Indescribable confusion ensued immediately; and 
within the short space a few minutes the battle 
had been lost and won, the tide turning against 
the Hungarians.

The fighting lasted a couple of hours only. 
There was no one to command the retreating Hun
garians or to stem the tide of confusion and 
disorder. The king himself disappeared and no 
one knew where he had gone.

When dusk set in, the whole field was empty; 
and burning villages illuminated the graveyard of 
a nation. The Sultan’s camp was moved nearer 
to Mohacs .then already in flames. The spahis, 
the Turkish cavalry, went in pursuit of the retreat
ing Hungarians. Both the infantry and the artillery 
of the Hungarian army were practically annihilat
ed. Only one third of the cavalry, some 4— 5.000 
men in all, escaped. Thus Hungary lost about 
20,000 men; but the casualties on the Turkish side 
were at least as heavy, for the Hungarians fought 
desperately and bravely, and the Ottomans did 
not win by any means an easy victory.

The king himself fell in the battle. Also 
Tomory, the commander-in-chief, a large number 
of bishops and noblemen and many thousands 
recruited from the lesser nobility (gentry). Sul
eiman marched on Buda, which he took on Sept
ember 12th. But after a few weeks of plundering 
he returned home; and he left behind him an 
unfortunate country, devastated as by a terrible 
flood.

Louis’s body was found six weeks later. It 
was provisionally interred by pious hands in the 
wet, marshy soil of a small river which crossed 
the battlefield. Later the body was taken to Sze- 
kesfehervar, and was finally buried in the cathed
ral there, the ancient burial-place of the Hungarian 
kings.

That was the last Act of this terrible tragedy.
— y—


