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The Mongols in Poland in the 13th century
Traces of the Invasions 

Radosław Liwoch

During the three 13th-century winters, politically broken Poland was ravaged by three big Mongol 
(Tatar) attacks. 

The first Mongol invasion of Poland took place in the winter and early spring of 1241. It was led by 
Baidar, grandson of Genghis Khan. It was conducted in two phases – in January and February, during 
reconnaissance activities, the Mongols seized Sandomierz and defeated the Polish forces near Tursko 
(Fig. 1: 1), and in March and April, the troops of nomads destroyed Łęczyca, Sieradz and Cracow 
(the Wawel and Okół survived), outfought the Poles at Chmielnik and Tarczek, suffered defeat at 
Racibórz and headed towards Wrocław (Fig. 2). The town was set on fire by the inhabitants who 
sought refuge in the castle. On April 9, 1241, the Battle of Legnica took place, which was a kind of 
culmination of the invasion, in which Duke Henry the Pious was killed. It seems that the attack of 1241 
did not bring great damage to the Polish lands, as it was mainly intended to engage the forces of the 
Piast dukes to prevent them from helping Hungarians. Probably about twenty thousand inhabitants of 
Poland died in all the battles and as murder victims, and maybe one or two thousand of them were taken 
in slavery. Although the campaign was victorious for the Tatars, they suffered considerable losses. The 
Mongol attack on Hungary led by Batu Khan at that time had much more tragic results, of which the 
German chronicler even wrote that after three hundred and fifty years it ceased to exist1 (Krakowski 
1956, 119–170; Labuda 1959; Bunar – Sroka 1996, 46–47; Jackson 2007, 102–112; Laszlovszky et al. 
2016; Vargha 2017; Laszlovszky et al. 2018).

The second Mongol invasion was carried out in the winter of 1259/1260 by the Golden Horde 
army, ruled by Khan Berke, another of Genghis Khan’s grandsons. Troops of Golden Horde commanded 
by Burundaj burned down Lublin and Cracow (but not local castles), Sandomierz, Jędrzejów, Miechów, 
Wąchock, Sulejów and many other towns, villages and monasteries (Fig. 3:1). There was preserved 
an Old Ruthenian description of the siege and capitulation of the Sandomierz stronghold, according 
to which Burundai promised the Poles staying there safety and free departure on the condition that 
they would leave their belongings. The civilian population and the garrison left the stronghold, but 
the invading commander did not keep his word and they were all killed (another source says that pretty 
girls and young boys were spared). The second Mongol onslaught brought great desolation to south-
eastern Poland, both in the social sphere (disorganization of the country, mass killings and enslavement 
of thousands of people) and economic sphere (destruction and transfer of huge spoils of war). The 
Tatars did not suffer major losses during these raids (Krakowski 1956, 181–201; Bunar – Sroka 1996, 50). 

1	 „1241. Hoc anno regnum Ungarie, quod 350 annis duravit, a Tartarorum gente destruitur” (Hermanni Altahensis 
annales [1861], 394).



Fig. 1. 1 – 1st Mongol invasion of Poland (operations of deep reconnaissance units, January–February 1241); 
2 – Batu Khan (Chinese miniature) (according to Krakowski 1956, 57, map 4).
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Fig. 2. 1st Mongol invasion of Poland (March–May 1241) (according to Krakowski 1956, map 5).
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The third Mongol invasion struck mainly Lesser Poland (Fig. 4: 1) in December 1287 and continued 
in January of the following year. The Army of Talabuga, the great-great-grandson of Genghis Khan 
and the Khan of the Golden Horde, conducted military operations in the Sandomierz region, where 
they were defeated at the Battle of Łagów. The troops of Nogai, the Khan’s deputy and the administrator 
of the Black Sea region, operated in Cracow region. After the unsuccessful attack on Cracow, part of 
the Tatar army moved to (Stary) Sącz, which was unsuccessfully besieged. Meanwhile, at the request 
of Leszek the Black, the Duke of Cracow, a Hungarian rescue arrived, which resulted in a heavy defeat 
of the Tatars near Sącz. This defeat was probably the stimulus that caused the withdrawal of Nogai’s 
army to Rus’. This invasion was the least successful one for the Tatars, as it met resistance which 
could  not be crushed. Fortified places were defended, and the Polish-Hungarian counter-attack 
meant that they stayed in Lesser Poland only for a short time. They made up for the “losses” in an 
almost terrorist action in the subordinate Galicia-Volhynia Rus’ principality, where they plundered 
and killed a significant part of the population (Krakowski 1956, 203, 210–223; Bunar – Sroka 1996, 
55–56; Żmudzki 2000, 454–459). 

In the study of Central European archaeological finds from the Mongol Empire, Witold Świętosławski 
(1997, 32–73) describes quite rare artifacts, including single arrowheads from the 13th century Polish 
lands from: Bieliny, Nisko county; Cichów, Turek county; Dębno, Kielce county; Kowala-Stępocina, 
Radom county; Cracow; Podzamcze, Zawiercie county; Strzegom, Świdnica county; Szaflary (Fig. 9: 4; 
inv. no. MAK/8338), Nowy Targ county; Wrocław-Old Town; as well as three arrowheads from Czchów, 
Brzesko county; two arrowheads, a head of a whip and a horse tack plate from Opole-Ostrówek and 
an element of a horse tack from Wrocław-Ostrów Tumski.

The above group should include also the items from the Ancient Collections Department of the 
Archaeological Museum in Cracow, which were discovered in the 19th century and which W. Świętosławski 
did not take into account. There is no doubt that some arrowheads from the Bębłowska Cave in Bębło, 
Cracow county (inv. no. MAK/3532; fig. 5: 1, 2, maybe also 7: 3–5; Polish bolt heads 5: 6, 7); 
Mamutowa Cave in Wierzchowie, Cracow county (inv. no. MAK/19; fig. 5: 8, maybe also 5: 9–11); 
and from the Kmita’s Rock (Fig. 6) in Zabierzów, Cracow county (inv. no. MAK/4889) are of the 
Eastern2 origin. The collection from the battlefield in Zabierzów is diverse, and therefore particularly 
interesting, and consists of undoubtedly Mongolian arrowheads (Fig. 5: 1–3), arrowheads of possibly 
Eastern origin (Fig. 7: 4–6) and local bolt heads and probably also snaffle bits and heraldic belt fittings 
(Fig. 7: 7–11), which are described in more detail in another article by the author (Liwoch in press). 

The Hungarian mace head found in 1910 in Librantowa (inv. no. MAK/10657; Fig. 5: 12), Nowy 
Sącz county is related to the third Mongol invasion. It is most likely a remnant of the battle fought in 
January 1288 near (Stary) Sącz. It was then that the Golden Horde warriors were defeated by the unit of 
George of Sóvár (Sóvári Soós György), who rushed to help the Duke Leszek the Black. This devastating 
defeat was probably the reason for the withdrawal of Nogai’s army to Rus’ (Liwoch 2016).

Many discoveries of objects representing probably traces of the great 13th–century Mongol invasions 
were made shortly before or after the publication of W. Świętosławski’s monograph. Such recent finds 
include arrowheads from: Góra Birów in Podzamcze (fig. 8: 1–4), Zawiercie county (Muzolf 1997a, 
45–46; Muzolf 1997b, 120–121); Zbrojewsko (Fig. 8: 5, 6), Kłobuck county (Gedl 2002, 74, 76); 
Smugowa Góra near Troks (Fig. 8: 7–11), Olkusz county (Bodnar et al. 2006); Zielona Góra (Fig. 9: 1; 
Dziedzic – Michalak 2008, 93–94); maybe Witków, Żagań county (Dziedzic – Michalak 2008, 95–96); 
Krosno Odrzańskie (Fig. 9: 2; Dziedzic – Michalak 2008, 96); Main Market Square in Cracow (Fig. 9: 3; 
Buśko – Głowa 2010, 150, 152); Sandomierz (Bajka 2013, 154, 164); the Dominican monastery 
in Cracow (Bojęś-Białasik – Niemiec 2013, 287, 290, ill. 16); Jerzmanowice-Stara Wieś, Cracow 
county (Wojenka 2016, 667–669). Other artifacts of steppe origin are expected to be found especially 

2	 For over half a century the monograph by Aleksander F. Medvedev (1966) is the fundamental study of parts (bow, 
crossbow and projectiles to them) of the 8th–14th century East European military, on which this article is largely based.
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Fig. 3.1 – 2nd Mongol invasion of Poland (1259/1260); 2 – Mongol archer ( Japanese drawing) (according 
to Krakowski 1956, 23, map 12).
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Fig. 4. 1 – 3rd Mongol invasion of Poland (1287/1288); 2 – Attack of the Tatar warriors ( Japanese drawing) 
(according to Krakowski 1956, 37, map 13).
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in the vicinity of Cracow, where the activities of the Mongolian armies were particularly intense during 
each of the invasions.

Arrowheads with a shaft and a spike, usually of a lanceolate shape and a rhomboidal cross-section, 
were taken into account in the above enumeration, because it seems that at least some – most (?) – of 
these artifacts are of eastern origin (cf. Medvedev 79–80; Fedorov-Davydov 1966, 26–27; Holeščák 
2019, 55–57) though perhaps not all the way from the Mongolian steppe3. This assumption is supported 
by the fact of their coexistence with undoubtedly nomadic arrowheads with differently shaped flat 
blades and a clear difference from the local boltheads with a socket. The arrowhead from Szaflary, 
where additionally a clearly nomadic arrowhead and numerous Polish boltheads were found, is another 
not mentioned example of this type (inv. no. MAK/8344; Fig. 9: 5). Probably the triblade arrowheads 
found on Góra Birów are also remnants of the Golden Horde riders (cf. Fedorov-Davydov 1966, 
26–27).

It should be remembered that the „civilian artifacts“ can also be the traces of the Mongol invasions, 
which the author mentioned earlier (Liwoch 2014, 416; 2017, 191). For example the items from the caves 
near Cracow dated to the 13th century4: a spindle whorl made of the Ovruch slate from the Ciemna 
Cave in Ojców (inventory no. MAK/2516; Fig. 9: 6); a fragment of a glass bracelet from the Łokietek 
Cave in Ojców (inv. no. MAK/6735; Fig. 9: 7); a spindle whorl made of the Ovruch slate from the 
Mamutowa Cave in Wierzchowie (inv. no. MAK/5354; fig. 9: 8); a fragment of a glass bracelet from 
the Wierzchowska Górna Cave in the same village (inv. no. MAK/4267; Fig. 9: 9) and scale fragments 
from the Mamutowa Cave, which has already been mentioned twice (inv. no. MAK/19; Fig. 9: 10). 
The items mentioned here were presumably the property of people who wanted to hide from the 
steppe warriors. The above-mentioned arrowheads found in caves prove that the attempts to take refuge 
were not always successful. 

The Mongol invasions presented here briefly did not make the Polish Lands dependent on the 
Genghisids, but delayed – in fact prevented, because Silesia became part of the Czech Kingdom in the 
14th century – the unification of the state and caused significant population and economic decline. 
The thirteenth-century warriors from the Great Steppe did not leave too many traces in Poland, but 
the number of finds that can be associated with them has been increasing, both as a result of new 
excavations or accidental finds, as well as identification during queries in museum collections, as presented 
in this paper. 

3	 It should not be forgotten that in the invasions of Poland, the Genghisid army was supported more or less voluntarily by 
the Ruthenian princes, whose warriors could use similar arrowheads, and that the Golden Horde troops supported the 
Rurik dynasty in minor wars with the Piasts, and steppe warriors could use the weapons of Ruthenian production 
(cf. Kronika halicko-wołyńska. Kronika Romanowiczów [2017], 211–213, 232–233, 240–241).

4	 It is worth mentioning that in the Archaeological Museum in Krakow there are Ruthenian equivalents of “civilian artifacts” 
from Polish caves, i.e. finds (inv. numbers MAK/6787–6791; Fig. 9: 11–15) from the Vetrova Cave (currently connected 
with the Optymistychna Cave) in Korolivka, Borshchiv district (Ukraine). In this case, it is almost certain that the 
attempt to seek shelter from the (Mongolian?) attackers failed, because the ornaments (also fragments of vessels and an 
axe) were found near human remains. Also the Slovak Moldavská cave in Moldava nad Bodvou, Košice–okolie district; 
and Leontína cave in Slavec, Rožňava district; served the local population as a refuge during Batu Khan’s invasion of the 
Hungarian Kingdom in 1241–1242, on the other hand the Tatárská Cave in Hrhov, Rožňava district was used quite 
differently – as a burial place of a Mongolian dignitary, but the latter information requires verification (Hunka – Soják 
2017, 549–555).
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Fig. 5. Iron arrowheads and boltheads and a bronze mace head: 1–7 – from Bębło; 8–11 – from Wierzchowie; 
12 – from Librantowa (1–7 – photo by R. Liwoch; 8–12 – photo by A. Susuł)
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Fig. 6. 1 – Kmita’s Rock in Zabierzów; 2 – view from the Kmita’s Rock; 3 – view of the battlefield at the 
Kmita’s Rock (1–3 – photo R. Liwoch)
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Fig. 7. Selection of iron arrowheads and boltheads, an iron snaffle bit and a bronze belt fitting from Zabierzów 
(photo by A. Susuł)
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Fig. 8. Iron arrowheads: 1–4 – from Podzamcze; 5, 6 – from Zbrojewsko; 7–11 – from Troks (1, 2 – according to 
Muzolf 1997b, 121; 3, 4 – according to Muzolf 1997a, 46; 5, 6 – according to Gedl 2002, 76; 7–11 – according 
to Bodnar et al. 2006, 533, 535)
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Fig. 9. Iron arrowheads, spindle whorls made of the Ovruch slate, glass bracelets, bronze scales, silver ring, 
bronze temple rings: 1 – from Zielona Góra; 2 – from Krosno Odrzańskie; 3 – from Cracow; 4, 5 – from 
Szaflary; 6, 7 – from Ojców; 8–10 – from Wierzchowie; 11–15 – from Korolówka (1, 2 – according to 
Dziedzic, Michalak 2008, 93, 96; 3 – according to Buśko, Głowa 2010, 150; 4, 5 – according to Wałowa 1960, 
table X; 6–15 – photo A. Susuł; 3 – no scale).
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