                                                           WEAPONRY
  Psychologically and aesthetically, Poland’s “winged
 warriors” were awesome—and always triumphant.

                                                           By Jon Guttman
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Ottoman infantrymen brace themselves for the Charge of the Winged Hussars, in a painting by Keith Rocco. Few, if any, infantry formations of the 17th century were able to stand up to the momentum of an assault by these heavily armed Polish shock cavalrymen.

If the term “hussar” traditionally meant one thing—light cavalry—in most countries, not so in 17th century Poland. There was, nonetheless, a certain unique logic behind the Polish hussar’s evolution into heavy cavalry—indeed, into a veritable weapons system on horseback.

   The hussar concept can be traced to Serbia at the end of the 14th century. The term probably derived from the Slavonic word gusar (bandit)—a reference to a mode of fighting that mainly involved scouting and harassment of a retreating enemy. Such tactics were necessitated by the fact that the riders wore little or no armor, an omission forcing them to play an auxiliary role to the armored knights of medieval armies.

   During the 16th century, hussars developed along parallel lines in both Hungary and Poland. Following a disastrous Hungarian defeat a Mohács in 1526, limited resources and the guerilla nature of later resistance to foreign rule kept the Hungarian horseman primarily in the scouting and harassing role. In Poland, however, the evolution of the hussar concept proceeded in a completely different direction.
   In the 16th and 17th centuries, the kingdom of Poland was a power to be reckoned with, and fielded one of the most diverse armies in the world—a martial melting pot of both Eastern and Western influences, supplemented by a remarkable variety of foreign mercenaries, including Germans, Hungarians, Tatars, Cossacks, Wallachians, Transylvanians, Moldavians, Serbs, Albanians, French, Italians, Dutch, Walloons, Swedes and Scots.

   Early in the 16th century, foreign elements such as Tatars, Cossacks, Wallachians and Hungarians fulfilled the traditional roles of light cavalry in the Polish army. Of those, the Hungarians hussars, with their dashing costumes and highly mobile equestrian tactics, became so popular that their ranks began to fill with emulating Polish noblemen. By late in the century, Polish hussar units were dominated by men who were either of noble birth (as much as 10 percent of the polish population was nobility at that time), or at least financially well off. Although they still referred to themselves as hussars (husaria), the wealthy Poles began to alter both their equipment and tactics to take on a more dominant role in battle than had been traditional for light cavalry. Rather than exploit disorganization or confusion in the enemy’s ranks, they wished to create such disorder—as shock cavalry.
   The basic dress of a Polish hussar was similar to the traditional style that the Hungarians would carry into later centuries—tight-fitting trousers, braided fur-lined dolmans and pelisses, and fur busby hats with cloth bags. To these, however, were added a breastplate and a shirt of mail or heavy cloth, with either chain or plate arm protection and a “lobster pot” helmet or szyszak. A most popular addition to this outfit was a leopard, lion or tiger skin, lined with damask and worn as a cape. Gauntlets were worn on parade, but generally not in battle, since the cuffs would interfere with the wrists during close combat.

   As they did in civilian life, Polish nobles competed with one another for the most handsome appearance, sparing no expense to decorate their armor—and often their horses’ livery—with hand-tooled brass fittings, Turkish style multi-colored plumes, ostrich feathers and other ornamentation. Early hussars carried Hungarian-style wing-shaped shields that, on parade were sometimes made more impressive-looking with bizarre additions. In 1605, during a parade held to welcome King Sigismund III’s bride, Constantia of Austria, to Krakow, the first four hussars in Hieronym Gostomski’s private troop had stuffed eagles perched on their shields. During a similar ceremony held in 1592, the “color guard” labored under the weight of shields decorated with stuffed panthers.
   Another unusual practice the Poles adopted from the Turks was partially painting their horses. Most commonly used was a pale, brick-red dye derived from the brazil tree, a color guaranteed by its manufacturers to be permanent and nontoxic. There were reports of green being used as well—truly resulting in a horse of a different color!

   By far the most famous, but little-understood accessory the Polish hussar’s livery was the wing, or wings that were attached to the saddle, and later to his own back. Such devices had been seen before, on Serbian deli (hothead) cavalry attached to the Turkish army, as well as on the saddles of Tatar horses. It is believed that the wings, consisting of a wooden frame on which were mounted a row of eagle or vulture feathers, originated as a means of fouling the lariats that had been used by central Asian light cavalry to unhorse their opponents since the days of Attila the Hun. Present-day Polish military historians, however, maintain that the primary function of the larger, more elaborate hussars’ wings was psychological—the feathers produced a loud whistling noise at a high-speed gallop to unnerve the enemy and frighten his horses. Additionally, the feathered devices also served to project an illusion of greater size, or even to appear like angels’ wings to a superstitious observer. In any case, the wings, along with his other accouterments, added up to make the Polish hussar one of the most majestic-looking cavalrymen in history.
   For all that he spent on such finery; however, the most expensive item in the hussar’s inventory was the foundation of his existence: his horse. Referred to as Turkish horses by the Poles, the hussars’ mounts were the product of crossbreeding the finest, sturdiest European horses on the Polish stud farms with the Arabian steed’s vigor, stamina, and refined appearance, Polish horses were among the finest in Europe. The kingdom of Poland regarded them as such a military asset that is passed strict laws to prevent their export, and the average hussar’s mount could cost anywhere from five to ten times his annual salary.
   The splendidly formidable appearance of the hussar was backed up in battle by a lethal cocktail of weaponry. The Polish hussars’ primary tactic was to charge in a tight, wedge-shaped formation at a point in the enemy line selected for penetration. After that, the break would be exploited by whichever element of the Polish army—infantry or light cavalry—was deemed appropriate.
   Aside from the enemy cavalry, the hussar’s main opposition was infantry armed with matchlock or wheel-lock muskets and pikes. Against those weapons, the hussar carried a lance whose length of 17 to 24 feet matched—and sometimes exceeded—that of an infantryman’s pike. Made of young aspen wood, the lance was usually hollow, its lightened shaft reinforced by two iron rods running about 1 to 1½ feet down from the spearhead. Like the rest of the hussar’s equipment, the lance was decorative as well as functional; being painted in bright colors, with gold trim figuring prominently. Although there was little uniformity in what hussars wore, their privately organized formations or “banners” were (as the term implies) identified by an eight-foot-long, twin-tailed pennant that was mounted on the lance just behind the spearhead. A rounded guard protected the lancer’s hand.

   By the mid-1600’s, the winged hussar who found himself charging an enemy line made up of primarily musketeers rather than pikemen could resort to anywhere from one to four wheel-lock pistols, or sometimes a carbine, hanging from his saddle. Once he had plunged through the enemy formation, he would discard his lance and draw from a personal arsenal of two swords.

To continue a forward charge, he selected either a long, straight saber-hilted broadsword called a pallasz, or a long, Hungarian-style stabbing sword of square or triangular cross-section called a koncerz, from a scabbard mounted on the horse’s saddle. For hacking away at a crowd of adversaries, he carried a szabla, the curved slashing saber associated with all hussars, from his very own belt. A particularly lethal version of the szabla used by the Poles was the Batorówka, named after the Transylvanian King Batory, with whom the design was associated. It was heavier toward the tip, allowing the user to put more power into his swing.

   One other weapon associated with Polish hussars, was a square, sharp-edged sledgehammer weighing about 6 pounds, which the hussars became highly skilled at throwing. A long tether attached to the saddle allowed the war hammer to be retrieved by its owner.

   The basic winged-hussar formation was the poczet (post), a squad consisting of a wealthy nobleman, or towarzysz (comrade), and anywhere from two to five pacholeks (retainers).
Since the towarzysz outfitted his men-at-arms at his own expense, their number varied according to his wealth. Such elements—between 100 and 200 men—were organized into a chorągiew (banner, or cavalry troop), under the command of a rotmistrz (rotamaster or captain). 
The chorągiew was the smallest tactical element of the Polish cavalry force, but anywhere from two to 40 banners could be gathered into a larger, less-permanent formation called a pułk, similar to the battle formation of medieval times. Commanded by a pułkownik, the pułk was employed as an independent component of the Polish army, much in the manner of a modern division or corps, by the 17th century.
   One of the earliest battles in which the Polish winged hussars played a decisive role was at the Battle of Kircholm on September 27, 1605.There, Polish Field Hetman J. Karol Chodkiewicz engaged the Swedish king Charles IX near the Lithuanian border. Concentrating his 700 winged hussars against some 8,300 Swedish infantry, Chodkiewicz succeeded in breaking up their line and skillfully exploited the resultant confusion to rout the larger Swedish army. Polish winged hussars were subsequently credited with defeating the Russians at the Battle of Kluszyn in 1610, and with breaking the Swedes once more at Trziana in 1629.

   The winged hussars reached their pinnacle under Prince Jan Sobieski. His army included 3,000 such horsemen, and they executed decisive charges that brought victory over the Turks at Chocim in 1671 and at Leopol in 1676. The winged hussars’ most famous moment in history, however, came at the siege of Vienna in 1683, when they formed the nucleus of the 32,000-man Polish cavalry force led by Sobieski—who had become King Jan III, in 1674—to the Austrians capitol’s relief.
   While the Austrian relief force, under Charles of Lorraine, deployed to the left of the city on the morning of September 12 to engage the besieging Turks at Kahlenburg, King Jan took the right, bringing his army into contact with the main body of the Turkish army. Typically, the winged hussars led the way with a wild, headlong charge that carried them deep into the heart of the Turkish formation. A vanguard unit of about 200 hussars, finding themselves surrounded, they drew their swords and hacked their way out of the encirclement. Regrouping, they charged again in full strength, this time supported by the German infantry. The second effort broke the Turks, whose commander, Kara Mustapha, was already convinced that his prospects of capturing Vienna had been effectively thwarted by Charles of Lorraine’s successful assault at Kahlenberg.  
   Vienna is regarded by the Poles as their last great victory—and their most Pyrrhic. IN the years that followed, the power of the Polish royalty weakened, while the nobility became increasingly less capable of uniting in the national interest. The result over the next century was the progressive dismemberment of the Polish state by and among three rising powers—Russia, Prussia and the very Hapsburg empire that King Jan III’s hussars had helped save.
   The winged hussars did not last long after Vienna either—it was already becoming clear that their armor no longer afforded sufficient protection to sustain a charge against the newer, more-effective firearms that were coming into use in the late 17th century. By the early 18th century the Poles, wisely reading the handwriting on the wall, had replaced the winged hussars with a new, more maneuverable type of heavy cavalry, called pancers, whose armor was limited to a cuirass and helmet, and whose lances were replaced with light firearms of their own. Later in the 1700’s Polish horsemen would again take up the lance—this time as light cavalry, in the form of Napoleon’s famed Polish Lancers.
   It might be literally said that the winged hussars quit while they were ahead. Although they took heavy losses in the last years before their abandonment as a tactical arm, there is virtually no recorded case of Polish hussars stopping or retreating once they had committed themselves to a charge. Nor was there any instance of their failing to break an enemy line. Few units of fighting men can claim so flawless a record ڤ
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