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    1703

    It is not my purpose here to rehearse the history of the Hungarian nation or to expound in detail what happened to it after it was stripped of its lawfully constituted liberties and brought under the domination of an alien people. Its sins brought down upon it the iron rod of foreign princes with which the justice of God had threatened it – so much so that every estate in the land felt its blows. The desire for domination, reckless of law, spread to everything. I took lightly the common woe against which the nation struggled while I spent five years among the debaucheries of youth in Bohemia, in Italy and at the Viennese court. After that, however, I settled once more in my fatherland and was made more aware of the wrongs both private and, even more so, communal under which it groaned. As I have already given an account of these in the first book of my Confessions I shall not repeat them here. For the same reason I shall not repeat what befell me either before or during my imprisonment or after my escape, as these were for the most part the actions of a private individual, a freedom-loving citizen; but I shall go on to what I did in the course of the war as a person that played a prominent part.

    I do not fear to declare before you, oh Eternal Righteousness, to whom I dedicate these Memoirs, that the aim of my every action has been exclusively the love of freedom and the desire to liberate my fatherland from the foreign yoke. I was not moved to this by vengeance, nor did I wish to obtain a crown or principality, nor yet was it my inclination to govern; the vanity exclusively led me of performing my duty towards my fatherland, and worldly honour, the source of which was my innate magnanimity, worked within me in a manner sinful in your sight, oh God, for indeed these various stimuli all affected me and ended in me.

    As I escaped from prison and in Warsaw encountered, in the person of Count Bercsényi, a fellow sufferer of a similar fate, all our councils pointed to the employment to the benefit of our fatherland of the circumstances of the great war that menaced Europe. The count, however, was disappointed in placing his hopes in King Augustus of Poland and received neither advice nor assistance. No hope remained to me but the support and assistance of the French king under the treaty of my ancestor György Rákóczi I, which extended to his posterity, and thus in the event of an election guaranteed to my family the Principality of Transylvania. The original document of the agreement made with France was not in my possession, nor was the similar treaty made with the Swedes; nevertheless I assured myself that the memory of the agreement would serve to rouse him and that the status quo could lead to even more. Relying, therefore, on this foundation I approached the Maréchal du Héron, then ambassador at the Polish court, and requested him to make known my plans to his master the king. Even before my escape from prison and arrival in Poland Count Bercsényi had enlightened the Polish king and the said ambassador by what ways and means war might be waged in Hungary and what advantages would thence accrue; he had therefore won that ambassador over to our plan.

    As, however, the Most Christian King had begun to wage war in Italy in the name of the king of Spain, the ambassador did not yet inform him of advice which would seem for the time being inappropriate, and he reported to me that his master the king could not for that reason openly take my part but none the less would do all that was necessary for the protection of my person, and that I must wait until war broke out between France and the emperor, remaining in Poland under the friendly protection of a number of Polish magnates. This proposal, at the very outset of affairs, revealed to me how little weight attached to the memory of the above-mentioned alliance. The Polish king, however, and the majority of the aristocracy of the country were for the emperor, and therefore everything was fraught with danger for me. I had to trust myself to the ambassador’s advice. He saw to the protection of my person with great sincerity and lively enthusiasm, and considered that among the great men that were inclined to the French interests there was none to whom he could more safely entrust me than the wife of the Palatine of Belz, who in the course of the last election of a king had been a declared follower of Prince Conti’s party.1  This lady’s spirit, manly courage and magnanimity belied her sex. As, however, she was in Bohemia, taking the waters at Karlsbad, we decided to await her return, remaining concealed on the estate of Captain Meciński or the starosta, who was a great friend of Count Bercsényi. We both remained some four weeks in the mansion of Mińsk, all the time that the Palatine’s wife was absent. Then, without anyone knowing of us, we returned to Warsaw.

    There that lady received us with every mark of warm friendship. She sent word to her husband, who was an aristocrat of the famous Sieńiawski family, to which I too was related through the series of marriages between the Báthori and Kostka families. We remained under his friendly protection and care, exposed to further deadly peril – part of these things I have already made known in my other work – up until the year of the events of which I am now speaking.

    Two years later the Marquis de Héron, my devoted friend, was arrested in Warsaw and sent back to France on the orders of the Polish king because the suspicion had arisen that he had corresponded with the king of Sweden.2  To fill his office and conduct business in Poland the Marquis Bonnac was appointed. He had already received orders from his master the king to take care of me and give me as annual assistance ten thousand French livres, and to Count Bercsényi eight thousand. But as far as substantial affairs were concerned, the war that should be started in Hungary, everything proceeded very slowly as I had to hold discussions with an ambassador unknown to me and the French court did not so much as hope to be able to perform what I wished.

    My proposals were as follows:

    1: Money, officers and armaments should be kept in readiness in Gdańsk to be released for my use.

    2: The Polish magnates should be urged to raise four thousand horse and as many foot with whom I could enter Hungary, because at that time there were no imperial troops in that kingdom, the garrisons were poorly victualled, the castles and fortresses badly guarded; I could therefore easily convince myself that commons and nobility would rise and that with their assistance I would be able to take the fortresses. My hope was that my army would join that of the Elector of Bavaria3  and that with the agreement of the Estates I would be able to place that prince on the throne of Hungary. He had by that time taken the towns of Linz and Passau in Upper Austria.4

    These plans I put forward together with illustrations showing the opportunities and advantages, but as the minister and the court that discussed them knew nothing of Hungarian affairs they scarcely believed them feasible. They did not reject them, but believed that they sprang from desperation or from intentions of an extremist tendency. In order to facilitate acceptance I added that it would be helpful if the French king were somehow to induce the Turks to support Thököly.5  In this way my two-year exile in Poland went by, arguing very tediously for such proposals.

    Meanwhile the Hungarian people were beset with intolerable demands and increased taxes. It was decreed that the counties raise ten thousand men to be sent to Italy and the Empire. The country was rich in salt, and yet the duty imposed on it so increased its price that the poor were forced to eat their food without it. To these many sufferings were added a host of abuses and all manner of deceptions practised in the excise offices and the collection of taxes; the number of garrisoned troops was doubled and so cruel were they that any that failed to meet their demands were forced to flee to the hills and forests for fear of punishment and retribution, having lost all hope of mercy. The serfs of my fief of Munkács were among these latter. They were the first, early in the spring of that year, to send emissaries to Poland – one László Bige6  with a Russian priest – to discover whether I was still alive. They dallied at the frontier, and when they received vague tidings that there were a few Hungarians living in Brzęzan they made their way there and, after a lengthy search, found me. They gave me an account of the people’s utter destitution and spoke of the desperation which would compel them to take up arms if I would pity them in their plight and promise them any help whatsoever. They reported that outside the garrisons there were only a small number of imperial troops in the country, and that the Montecuccoli regiment7  was already under orders to leave and was en route for Italy, and therefore if a little help were given them it would be easy to call the populace to arms; the nobility would no doubt join the forces raised by the counties, which were by that time spread all over the country because they had been forcibly enlisted and had had to abandon hearth and home; that in consequence of all that the prospect of aid must be held out at the earliest, for otherwise those capable of bearing arms would be forced to leave the country.

    Those were the least well considered of the common people’s proposals. It would have been foolish to rely on them, but it would not have been right to dismiss them out of hand. Count Bercsényi and I therefore took council and decided to send a man to investigate how much truth there was in what we had been told and in particular to obtain evidence of the mood of the people of the Tiszántúl8  and their secret rebelliousness. For this purpose we chose the Count’s groom,9  a young man capable and loyal by nature. He was to assure the people that I was still alive, not far away, and disposed to assist them if I could expect them to be willing, obedient, active and loyal. For two months he travelled the greater part of my estates and the countryside of the Tiszántúl. The people gave him Mihály Pap as a guide. He could scarcely put into words the marks of affection and pleasure with which he was everywhere received; in consequence of this all that had to be done was to send orders and banners, and the leaderless multitude would become an army, because part of it, which could no longer endure its wretchedness and wait for relief thereof, had withdrawn to the hills and was awaiting my orders.

    As matters were in so turbulent a state, and the mood of the people, judging from the pleasure that they evinced, was so favourable, we decided that we should take advantage of the warmth of spirit and send them by our representatives a number of banners and warlike tokens, together with open letters signed by myself and Count Bercsényi, and therein to promise our assistance. We enjoined them sternly not to unfurl the banners until receiving our further orders, not to plunder the nobility, but to endeavour to take by stealth a number of places poorly guarded by the Austrians. Having thus sent our representatives we called on our friends Prince Wiśniowiecki and Palatine Potocki of Kijev, to mortgage our estates and obtain from them some auxiliary forces. After the success of that journey I thought it right that Count Bercsényi should travel to Warsaw and thence, if necessary, to Gdańsk, where he would reach agreement with Bonnac and inform him of all that we had done and request his assistance with a substantial sum for so important an undertaking, the consequences of which might be great. I decided that while he was away I would remain at Oleszyce,10  the house of the wife of the palatine of Belz, and covertly direct the incipient affairs in Hungary, keeping a brake on the seething mood of the people by the prospect of help at hand.

    About a fortnight after Count Bercsényi’s departure I went, with the said palatine’s wife, to call on Kątski, palatine of Podolia, at his estate at Droźdowice;11  he was a Field Marshal of artillery and our true friend. I learnt from letters which reached me there that several Hungarian nobles had come to Lemberg;12  I was afraid that the purpose of their coming would become known, and therefore considered it better to call them to Droźdowice. They stated that after the arrival of our representatives the whole people, on seeing the banners13  – excited at the prospect of my support – had been unable to refrain from taking arms and with one mind setting about the liberation of their homeland and families from the foreign yoke. István Majos, who had recently come with Mihály Pap, was at their head. He was a brave but poor nobleman. He said that several thousand of the people were under arms and awaiting my arrival at the frontier; I was therefore requested in their name not to disappoint so great a number; they trusted in my help alone, in their hopefulness had dedicated themselves to the utmost, and lacked neither the heart nor the courage to carry out my orders precisely; but they needed a leader who would take advantage of their spirit and hatred; their numbers were growing daily and they could not long remain inactive. He and his five companions had therefore been sent to escort me to them or to take them fresh orders. Such, then, was the message of the rebellious people who had recently plundered nobility, churches and mills in the counties of Máramaros, Ugocsa and Szatmár after, despite my orders and intentions, unfurling the banners which I had sent them. That, in return, had incensed the nobility of the counties who had taken arms, and when this band of robbers saw themselves so hard pressed they had retreated to the Polish frontier.

    The commandant of Kassa at the time was the Marquis Nigrelli, of Italian birth, an imperial Field Marshal of artillery. He did not have sufficient regular forces, and therefore ordered the counties in the emperor’s name to mobilise the bandéria14  of the county nobility, and they had pursued the plunderers, who in that situation were fomenting revolt. The Field Marshal had been suspicious of Károlyi, főispán of Szatmár, even from the time of that movement which a certain Tokaji had started,15  and for that reason had been watching his conduct closely. Károlyi wished to dispel that suspicion at any price and was therefore more active than the rest and compelled the nobility to persecute the people who, under my banner, had plundered the estates of the nobility, and after forcing them out of his county decided to harrass and disperse them wherever they might go.

    I had known nothing of all this when Majos arrived, but I could not approve of this undisciplined action, which flouted my express order. The assistance promised by the Polish magnates was not yet to hand. I was short of money, and the expectations received from the French ambassador assured me of nothing. The difficulties arising on all sides, therefore, and the uncertainty of my situation urged me to postpone my departure. What I had been told of the mood of the people, however, revealed the dangers that lay in procrastination. I was aware that their fervour could not be long lasting, and that once an initial flame dies down the second is never as strong. I also considered that if the people, whom confidence in my assistance had inflamed, were routed, frivolously and contrary to orders though they had acted, public opinion would be that I had failed them and been the cause of their defeat. They would not have accused themselves of thoughtlessness, but having placed their trust in me would have believed that I had deserted them in their hour of need. I took council on this so vital matter with the palatine, in whose house I was staying, and who was a friend and a very wise man; after mature consideration of both aspects of the problem he took the view that he did not know how to advise me under such tricky circumstances. Finally the decision was prompted by thoughts of glory and zeal for the liberty of the country, and the desire to have nothing with which to reproach myself. I trusted in the righteousness of my cause and the help of God. Amid tears of affection I took my leave of my friends and, on a very rainy day,16  set out. Only a few men of the palatine’s bodyguard escorted me.

    I had gone halfway, when at Drohobycz,17  a day’s journey from the Hungarian frontier, couriers arrived and stated that the armed but leaderless and unprotected people, sunk in wine and sleep, had been routed by Károlyi at Dolha18  in Máramaros county and lost their banners; those that escaped had retreated to the neighbouring hills and were there awaiting my orders.

    Thus disastrous was the start of the war in Hungary into which I was entering – voluntarily, I confess – against all the rules of wisdom. Only the passion of a young man and love of the fatherland inspired me. I could still have turned back, and there was indeed good reason so to do. I was, however, emboldened and strengthened by the desire to earn the confidence of the people, and, trusting firmly in my declared intention I sent István Kálnássy19  to Prince Wiśniowiecki and Palatine Potocki of Kijev, to urge on the expected assistance. I decided, therefore, to continue my journey, to reassemble the scattered people, to await the arrival of the Polish auxiliaries in hiding on the Polish frontier and not to allow the fire that had flared up in the hearts of the people to die out. I was told that the routed could easily be retrieved, and that in fact in my fief of Munkács five thousand foot and five hundred horse were awaiting my arrival at the frontier.

    Next day I continued my journey and at a village named Szkole entered Poland – as I have stated previously – escorted by soldiers of the palatine of Podolia who had been sent with me on the pretext of bringing in the arrears of artillery money. The people of Szkole barred my way, but as we exchanged words a Jew recognised me, and the argument changed into pleasure and courtesy. On learning of my arrival a worthy old man named Petronius Kamiński came forward – the head of the nearby Russian monastery, who had once carried me in his arms as a child – and wept tears of joy on seeing me, could not see enough of me, and escorted me all the way to the frontier. In the years that followed he rendered me much good service, was my ambassador to the Muscovite tsar20  and was appointed to the Russian bishopric of Munkács. So we spent the day, and in the evening found that we had lost our way among the defiles. As we could not reach the rendezvous next morning we stopped at a village named Klimiec21  at the foot of the Beshkid hills that divide Hungary from Poland. If I remember correctly that was 16 June 1703.

    With greater security in mind I ordered the forces positioned on the other side of the hills to be brought to me. They arrived at about noon, armed with clubs and scythes. Instead of five hundred there were scarcely two hundred foot equipped with inferior peasant firearms, and fifty horse. They were headed by Tamás Esze, a peasant from my estate at Tarpa,22  and Albert Kis, a robber and evildoer wanted for his crimes.23  Of the leaders of the rank and file only [István] Móricz and Horváth could be called soldiers, because the former had once served as a private in the fortress of Munkács and the latter had held the rank of sergeant with the Austrians. The rest were the dregs of the populace and had learnt the elements of the art of war in the course of banditry. Majos, who had come with me, wished to lead them by virtue of his right as a nobleman, but he was a drunken, impudent and inconstant young man, and so unfit for the office.24  The people were reluctant to follow his orders because of the natural antipathy that existed between the Hungarian common folk and the nobility. Mihály Pap, a bearded old man, a great drinker and himself a peasant, wished to be commander of the horse. In brief, however, they were all so ignorant and incompatible that none was capable of performing the duties of even a corporal. As, however, the people respected them their ranks could not be taken from them, and in any case there was at the time no means of replacing them with better.

    After subduing the initial outburst of joy of the small peasant force thus assembled and putting a stop to the firing, I addressed them. Some of them recognised me by my words, others were doubtful that it was I, until finally I dispelled their uncertainty by a long speech in which I expressed keenly my enthusiasm for the fatherland and my sincere love for them. Then they swore allegiance to me with fervent delight. I personally arranged the people, divided them into companies and set sentries, and as night fell heard in private their confidential statements so that I might the better gauge their opinions of me and their leaders. Food was shared out in my presence, and I gave out that neither wine nor spirits should be brought among that badly armed rabble. I proclaimed martial law and appointed magistrates to maintain discipline. It was my wish from the outset to make a firm and just example of offenders, so that it should be possible to hold this peasant soldiery in check through fear of punishment.

    I spent two days in these various occupations, but in that time news of my arrival spread in my fief of Munkács, and the enthusiasm and delight that drew the people to me from every direction are scarcely imaginable. They came in droves, and brought bread, meat and other necessary victuals. These men came with their wives and children, and on seeing me in the distance fell to their knees and, Russian fashion, crossed themselves. Tears of joy flowed abundantly, and that brought forth my own too. It was not enough for the enthusiasm and love of these people that they furnished me as best they could with provisions, but they sent their wives and children home, settled among my soldiers and never left me again. For lack of firearms they were armed with swords, pitchforks and scythes, and declared that they meant to live or die with me.

    Within a few days the strength of my force had risen to three thousand. The peasant spirit in which they over-estimated their powers also grew daily. I therefore made use of the goodwill of my serfs and had no difficulty in persuading them to relinquish their work-horses so that we might increase the numbers of our cavalry. In this way the numbers of my horse, armed with peasant fire-arms, quickly rose to three hundred, and rumour, which always exaggerates matters, increased that to three thousand.

  


  Notes


1François Louis de Bourbon, Prince of Conti (1664–709). In 1697 Louis XIV offered him the Polish crown, and by means of bribes the Abbé de Polignac secured his election. On 27 June 1697 he was formally proclaimed as the King of Poland by Cardinal Radziejowski. On arrival in Poland, however, he found his rival Augustus II, Elector of Saxony, already in possession of the Polish crown. Conti returned to France.


2Charles XII (1697–1718).


3Maximilian Emanuel Wittelsbach.


4Passau is in Germany.


5Thököly was by this time living in exile in Izmit.


6This account differs in various details from that in Confessio p. 144. There György Bige and Mihály Pap, not a Russian cleric, are sent.


7Commanded by Colonel (later Lt. General) Ercole Pius Montecuccoli.


8The Tiszántúl is the Alföld to the east of the river Tisza.


9Barvinszki Gál, a nobleman from Ung county, was not Bercsényi’s lovász ‘groom’ but his lovászmester ‘equerry’.


10North-east of Przemyśl, near the present Ukrainian frontier.


11There are two towns by the name of Droźdowice. The one referred to here is presumably that in Gmina Nizankowice near the present Ukrainian frontier, south-east of Przemyśl.


12Modern Lviv, Ukraine.


13Raised, despite orders, on 21–22 May in Tarpa, Vár and Beregszász.


14Forces raised by landowners from their own peasants, in numbers proportionate to the size of property, for use in the defence of the nation. Their employment here is therefore open to question on constitutional grounds.


15See the action at Harangod, Confessio p. 79.


169 June. See Confessio p. 148.


17In the south-west of Lviv province, modern Ukraine.


187 June.


19The son of the prefectus of Munkács, who had fled into Poland with Bercsényi.


20Peter I. Kamieński was abbot of Kolonto.


21Modern Klymets, now in Ukraine.


22In the modern Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg county, north of Fehérgyarmat near the Ukrainian frontier.


23Formerly a lieutenamt in Thököly’s forces.


24Majos later rose to the rank of colonel.
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