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Summary :

The battle of Varna (10 November 1444) was an outcome of the last great “crusade”, undertaken by Western powers, particularly Hungarians, Serbs, Venetians and the Pope, in order to stem the Ottomans’ advance into Europe. This particular
“crusade” included a series of expeditions in the wider Danube area during 1443-1444, negotiations (truce of Adrianople, July 1444), aswell as the campaign culminating in the battle of Varna (September-November 1444), which was decisive for the
geopolitical balancein the Balkans.

Date

10 November 1444

Geographica Location

Plain on the Black Sea shore near Varna (Bulgaria)

1. Historical framework

The fifteenth century was a period of radical change in the balance of power in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Balkans in general. The aggressive appearance of the Ottomans and the
concomitant shrinking of the Byzantine state made necessary the mobilization of neighboring states that were directly threatened by Ottoman expansion and, consequently, a change in their
political goals. Already since the end of the previous century the advance of the Ottomans in to Hungary (1394) marked a new danger threatening the West from the east and the Nicopolis
“crusade” (1396) revealed a shift in crusading objects, no longer the conquest of the Holy Land, but the suppression of the Ottoman threat. Indeed, from 1430 onwards the Ottomans adopted a
clearly offensive policy, pointed against the Byzantines (attacks against Constantinople), the Venetians (attacks against Venetian bases in Greece and Albania) and the Serbs (attacks against Serbian

strategic positions in order to expand into Transylvania) and aiming at Ottoman expansion and domination over the Balkans (cf. their efforts to maintain control of Wallachia).*

The Varna “crusade” (1443-1445) falls within this framework.? The idea of a “crusade” was born during the negotiations for the Union of the Churches in the Council of Ferrara - Florence (1439),
where the Byzantines proposed a plan of attack against the Ottomans. There followed diplomatic actions on the part of the Byzantines and the Pope, aiming either at causing distractions (e.g.
revolts in Anatolia, Albania and elsewhere), or securing allies, as well as preparations for organizing and conducting the “crusade” (procuring funds, arms and troops, forming a war plan).3

2. The Varna “crusade”

The initiative for organizing the “crusade” came from pope Eugenius IV and cardinal Giulio Cesarini, who took to task Ladislaus III, king of Hungary. After the Ottoman invasion of Serbia
(1439/40), because of which Hungary was exposed to the Ottoman threat, Ladislaus seemed willing to take the offensive against the Ottomans and placed a distinguished general, Janos Hunyadji, in
charge of his military forces. The Venetians, who aimed at maintaining their economic hold on Romania, decided to participate by furnishing a fleet.* Other participants in this coalition also
included George Brankovi¢, ruler of Serbia, and Philip, duke of Burgundy, who aimed at pushing back the Turkish threat.? The “crusade” plan called for an army to march along the Danube from
Hungary to the east, supported by a fleet stationed at the Dardanelles, providing protection to Constantinople and severing communications between Anatolia and Europe, blocking the Ottoman
advance. Negotiations for the assembly of the fleet, to which Ragusa also contributed, lasted throughout 1443. In August 1444 a fleet of about 30 ships finally reached the Bosporus.6 At the same
time, an army comprising approximately 25,000 soldiers set off from Hungary (Buda) and moved southeast, crossing the Danube and reaching Belgrade (October 1443). There followed clashes with
the Turks in the area around Ni& and Sofia, as well as in the passes of Zlatitsa and Kunovitsa, the outcome of which was successful for the Crusaders (November 1443 - January 1444).” The coming
of winter put an end to the so-called “long campaign” and forced the army of the Crusaders to return to its base. In the spring and summer of 1444 negotiations were initiated between Ladislaus,
Hunyadi and Brankovi¢ on the one side and Murad II on the other. These negotiations ended in an agreement for a ten-year truce (truce of Adrianople, 12 June 1444), while they caused dissent
among Crusaders and became an object of disagreement for contemporary writers, as well as modern researchers.® Nevertheless, preparations for military operations continued and in September
1444 an army of approximately 16,000 men,9 led by Ladislaus, Hunyadi and Cesarini headed south from Transylvania (Szeged/Szegedin) and forded the Danube at Orsova, following a course
south-southeast along the river. Brankovi¢, who had remained neutral after the truce of Adrianople, did not participate in this campaign. En route the army passed through Vidin, Nicopolis, Novi
Pazar, Provadiya and Varna, as well as numerous other areas along the Danube.'® Moreover, at Nicopolis the army was reinforced by a military force (4,000 or 7,000 soldiers) of Vlad Dracul, the
voevod of Wallachia.!! After a series of victories against the Ottomans, the Crusaders reached Varna, which they took (November 1444). However, the Crusaders’ fleet could not block the
transportation of Ottomans forces from the Bosporus to the shores of Bulgaria.12 Murad was already at Adrianople since October 1444 and in November of that year his generals had managed to
control the heights and passes around Varna.® On 10 November 1444, the opposing forces clashed outside Varna, at a level plain near the sea.

3. Description of the battle

The Crusaders’ forces deployed in a single line in front of the lake surrounding the city’s walls as far as the shore. Hunyadi took the left, Ladislaus the centre, while the right wing was covered by
Cesarini and other bishops with their troops. A reserve force of Wallachian warriors was stationed behind the centre. The Ottomans deployed opposite the Crusaders: Murad was at the centre, along
with the Janissaries, while Anatolian troops under Karaga Bey were placed on the right and European troops under Sihabeddin Pagsa on the left. The left wing was also protected by units of irregulars
(akinct) and foot soldiers (azap), who were the first to charge the Crusaders’ right flank. Although the Ottomans’ first attack was fruitless, the second was successful, since the simultaneous charge of
the Anatolian sipahis (cavalry) led to a breakthrough in the Crusaders’ right wing. Meanwhile, Hunyadi and Ladislaus attacked the Anatolian troops and forced them to retreat, while they also
succeeded in killing their commander, Karaca Bey. After that, Hunyadi attacked Murad’s European troops, managing to drive them off the field and, consequently, to cut off the sultan. Thus
Ladislaus, who was awaiting the outcome of Hunyadi’s assaults, was presented with the opportunity to turn against the sultan. According to the testimony of Chalkokondyles, the reason behind this
attack was pres‘cige.14 The Janissaries, however, defeated Ladislaus and his troops dispersed when they were informed of their leader’s death. The return of the Ottoman cavalry to the battlefield
completed the rout of the Crusaders’ forces and put an end to the battle. The opposing forces suffered great losses, while the fate of Ladislaus and Cesarini, which remained uncertain for several
weeks, gave rise to legends and fanciful tales.'® Hunyadi managed to escape and reached Wallachia, where however he was captured by Vlad Dracul. After he was ransomed, he returned to
Hungary.16

4. Evaluation of the battle’s outcome

From a military point of view, Varna was a pitched battle, fought on an open field by large numbers of troops. The main factors to influence its outcome were exploitation of time, the number and
type of troops, co-ordination of their movements, organization of reserves and the warriors’ morale. Thus, the Turkish forces’ numerical superiority (the Crusaders were outnumbered by the Turks
three to one) and their advantage in choosing the battlefield, the light artillery with which the Crusaders were supplied and which was possibly not used in the battle, the lack of co-ordination
between Hunyadi and Ladislaus and the latter’s initiative of attacking the sultan alone, the army’s panic, as well as omissions in organizing barricades and securing escape routes relative to the
terrain (marshy area around Varna), all these significantly contributed to the defeat of the Crusaders. The fact that the fleet ultimately failed in its mission to support the ground forces was certainly
an added and essential negative factor.}” Consequently, the last phase of the “crusade” of 1443-1444 ended in failure because of defective organization, lack of co-ordination and diversion from the
war’s main objec'cive.18 The latter cause of course is connected to the outcome of the battle on a political level.

The controversy that broke out between the pope and the Venetians regarding the fleet’s role, the Venetians’ decision to sign a peace treaty with Mehmed II (1446) and the moral blow dealt to
western Christendom, according to Ciriaco de Ancona, were some of the most important aspects of the political crisis that followed.'® Furthermore, the Crusaders’ defeat was considered a “prelude”
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to the Ottoman conguest of Constantinople,” as the Union of the Churches and the crusading idea collapsed. On the contrary, Ottoman power in the Balkans expanded (campaigns against
Constantine Palaiologos in the Peloponnese [1446], Skanderbeg in Albania [1448, 1450] and Hunyadi in Kosovo [1448]).21 Moreover, the Ottomans also benefited on a military level, enriching their

battle tactics with new methods and means (muskets/camm;m).22
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Bekker, I. (ed.), Laonici Chalcocondylae Athiniensis historiarum libri decem (Corpus Scriptorum Historiae Byzantinae, Bonn 1843), pp. 335-336.

For a compilation of the sources on the Crusade of Varna, see Imber, C., The Crusade of Varna 1443-45 (Aldershot 2006), with the texts translated in English.

Quotations

Laonikos Chalkokondyles recounts the attack on the Murat's European army and the death of Karaca Bey:

Twdvvng pév ovv, wg étoépato to g Aoiag otedtevpa, adiketo émti AadoAGOV Baoiléa, Tagavev avte (otaoBal kai dELOBaL kKaTtd XWEav, UNdE TEOiévat ToL CLUBAAODVTA TOIG TOAEIOLS, MG AV ETUOVTL KATA TOD
Bac\éwg xaAemov anofain, Kataduyr) €k TS HAXNS YEVOLTO. Kai Taeyyda undevi TV aud' abtov emteénety aAAN 1 amiévar, AAA" avTo HEVOVTAG ETIHEVELY, £C O &V HaYETAUEVOS Kal TO g Ebewnng otodtevua
TREPAUEVOS DTTOOTEEYNTAL, KAl TOTE ML Tag BVQAG GUA, VTTOAEITTOEVOL TOD AYWVOS TOUTOV, EAQOL HETA TADTA EIMWY AT el CUVTAEAMEVOS €TTL TO TG EVQWTNG otedTevpa, O €Ml 10D Bacidéws maeTdooeto néQog, Kal
TUUBAAAWY EUAXETO ETTL XQOVOV TIVA. EYEVETO DE 1) HdXT) 00TWS. s ovpPdAAotev ol Taioveg ég xelgag éABOVTES, ToePdpevol Tovg ToveKkoug €diwkoV, £wg 0D éYEVOVTO GyXOD TOU 0TQATOTEDOL AXUTOV. HETA DE eVOVS
ovaréPavtes ot Tovgkot édiwkov Tovg ITalovag xQOvov ikavov axeLs 00 YEVOLVTO KAl 00TOL £V T 0TEATOTEdW avT@V. Kai 0mdte pév Buaoauevor oi Ilaioveg tovg TovEKOLE EMIKEOVTO DIDKOVTES, EVTADOX TLUXVOL TV
TolEKWV EMUTTOV KATATATOVHEVOL DTTO TV TTadvwy. kai pev o1 kai Madoveg év ) anoxwenoet moAAot ameyivovto, 0Tdte di) aidol AToXwEOLVTES. €V TovTw mintet Kagaling 6 g Evownng otoatnyds, Eidet
Mawvik® BANOeis kata 10 ot00g, dogatiov Teavpartt. T YaQ IMatovika Eidn oxedov T d1, kai ta g Feguaviag andong, EAnAapéva Tuy xaver M UKIOToV Kait 0&£a, 0V LEVTOL TOLADTA Olat KATAIQOVTA KOTITELY OTL
Kkai & Adyov, O T BagBagued 1 kai TtaAucd.

Bekker, I. (ertup.), Laonici Chalcocondylae Athiniensis historiarum libri decem (CSHB, Bonn 1843), p. 335

From an Ottoman tax register for the region of Nikopolis, c. 1450. The tax surveyor blames the flight of villagers on the Crusade of Varna:

The village of Ravig: this is reported to have been the timar of Kadizade. [The villagers] are reported to have dispersed since the infidels came to Varna. It is now contracted to Mehmed son of Yusuf, on condition of going to
war and reviving [the village]. Because no one else has requested it, it has been registered in his name.

Imber, C., The Crusade of Varna 1443-45 (Aldershot 2006), p. 189.

Chronological Table

November 1443 - January 1444: The “long campaign” (crusading operations against Ni§ and Sofia and clashes in the passes of Zlatitsa and Kunovitsa).
12 June 1444: Truce of Adrianople.

August 1444: The Crusaders’ fleet assembles at the Bosporus.

September - November 1444: Fighting between Crusaders and Ottomans along the Orgova - Varna route.

10 November 1444: Battle of Varna.



