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L’expérience historique a favorisé la prise de conscience théorique. La
raison, effectivement, ne s’exerce pas dans le vide, elle travaille toujours
sur une matiere, mais Clausewitz distingue, sans les opposer, la conceptu-
alisation et le raisonnement d’une part, 1’observation historique de I’autre.

R. ARON, Penser la guerre, 1976, 1, p. 456

Fondata nel 1984 da Raimondo Luraghi, la Societa Italiana di Storia Mil-
itare (SISM) promuove la storia critica della sicurezza e dei conflitti con
particolare riguardo ai fattori militari e alla loro interazione con le scienze fi-
losofiche, giuridiche, politiche, economiche, sociali, geografiche, cognitive,
visive e letterarie. La collana Fvcina di Marte, dal titolo di una raccolta di
trattati militari italiani pubblicata a Venezia nel 1641, affianca la serie dei
Quaderni SISM, ricerche collettive a carattere monografico su temi ignorati
o trascurati in [talia. Include monografie individuali e collettive di argomento
storico-militare proposte dai soci SISM e accettate dal consiglio scientifico.
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Introduction

BY JEREMY BLACK

N o full-fledged military expedition since ancient times has succeeded in crossing
the Pyrenees or the Alps from south to north and making the invasion stick. The
great formative invasions since the time of the Romans have all come from east to west,
from the Russian plains or the Anatolian plateau of Turkey. The “soft underside of the
Axis,” the “unprotected belly of Europe,” is then, a figure of speech that lacks geograph-
ical common sense. The mountains and sketchy roads of crippled Spain, the narrow, eas-
ily closed gap of the Rhone, the tunnels of Switzerland, the Nazi air force in Crete, pose
terrifying problems of both military tactics and supply. From the communications offi-
cer’s views it is thus American dollars to Italian lire that Hitler’s Germany will not be
invaded in force from North Africa ... what did we get out of the African campaign?
When the Mediterranean is cleared, it will save miles of shipping. But from the positive
standpoint, it spreads Hitler thin all around the margins of Europe. He must defend Italy
to keep Americans from taking over airfields within easily striking distance of the Sko-
da works in Pilsen and Munich ... possession of the Mediterranean south shore gives
the United Nations the opportunity to deliver confusing multiple blows ... and Hitler’s
own power of the initiative has been critically impaired.’

Fortune magazine, in its issue of 27 January 1943, drew on the lesson offered
by the topography displayed in Richard Edes Harrison’s aerial map of Europe
seen from Africa, ‘The Not-So-Soft Underside.” The map caption, however,
added a valuable level of qualification:

‘From the geographical point of view the “Not-So-Soft Underside” is
an apt title for the Mediterranean’s northern shores. Too many other vari-
ables exist in modern war, however, to conclude on a geographical basis
alone that the mountainous “underside” will not see action.’

Indeed, although Germany was not invaded from North Africa, the German
sphere of control was in Italy (1943) and southern France (1944).

Any collection on this topic is perforce selective because both geopolitics
and war cover vast tranches of human experience, and, if the relationship be-
tween them is necessarily more limited, the subject is still a major one. This
collection offers a range of approaches, and at different scales. The variety is
deliberate, one designed to show how geopolitics can be used to probe a range
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of topics about war, and vice versa.

In doing so, we also throw instructive light on the nature of the current litera-
ture. Unfortunately, the topic generally is overly limited because of the mislead-
ing way in which both geopolitics and war are usually presented. The emphasis
for the latter is commonly on international conflict rather than also, as it should
be, on civil warfare, and on Western rather than also, as again it should be, on
non-Western powers. There are, of course, innumerable valuable exceptions,
but, nevertheless, this is the established focus and it is heavily misleading, for
war, its causes and impact.

Secondly, there is the related problem with geopolitics, plus significant con-
ceptual, methodological and historiographical issues with much of the writing
on the subject. There is a tendency to adopt a determinist approach, one of ‘Ge-
ography as Destiny,’ rather than a possibilist one; to focus on major powers and
at the state level or that of the international system, rather than on all powers,
and giving due weight to alignments and divisions within states; and to consider
the geopolitical reflections of a small number of geopolitical thinkers, rather
than the geopolitical actions of geopolitical actors. Thus, in a parallel to the
emphasis in works on strategy on Sun Tsu, Clausewitz and Jomini, there is a
focus with standard work on geopolitics on Ratzel, Mackinder, Haushofer, and
Kennan. The alternative, often somewhat bizarre, is the so-called ‘Critical Geo-
politics,” a radical (but also, as such, heavily conformist) fashion in geographi-
cal studies that is anything but critical in its treatment of its own highly partisan
assumptions.

A reflection on the existing literature that is full of criticisms invites the re-
joinder that something still has to be offered. Just so, but the best approach, as
here, is one that is permissive as to approach, rather than doctrinaire as to meth-
od, and, indeed, conclusion. The variety can readily be seen in this collection.
It is one of subject, not least scale, topic, palette, tone and approach; as well
as of engagement with conceptualisation, methodology and historiography. At
the same time, necessarily, there is a reflection of what is available, in terms of
both research and authors willing to write (for no pay of course). Thus, it is in-
evitably easier to include pieces on the Cold War, rather than on the geopolitics
of conflicts within Madagascar prior to French conquest in the 1890s, or on the
Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1 and not on IndoChina in the eighteenth century.
That particular Franco-Prussian war might have been of scant lasting signifi-
cance, but the key point is the academic capital invested in it, and notably within
the Western tradition. These elements provide a context for the availability of
contributors.
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How best to conceptualise the level of civil warfare is made more complex,
but also interesting, by the degree to which that level, and indeed question, was
frequently linked to international rivalries, as in the extent to which civil conflict
in Uruguay was the precipitant of a wider Latin American conflict in the late
1860s. So also for current conflicts.

The key conceptual element is that the state, or nation, or indeed system or
zeitgeist, is not an abstraction, one given causal potency and active direction
through reification, but, rather, a sphere of and for contention with debate gener-
ally highly politicised. In this sphere, there is a constant attempt, which should
be addressed explicitly, to control state, nation and system, and, moreover, to fix
their narratives.

Deliberately, or not, later commentators including scholars often compound
this problem by readily and uncritically embracing these categories and assump-
tions. That is understandable, and can be interesting as part of an intellectual
exercise, notably about present-day categories; but it is also usually unhelpful,
if not downright misleading. There can be a potent ahistoricism involved, as
in the habit of downplaying cultural drives of great significance, notably those
relating to religion, and, instead, going for materialist interpretations of policy
using present-day criteria and definitions, as with imperialism and the quest for
resources. Indeed, geopolitics, as classically and currently approached, is real-
ly a materialist approach resting on geography, rather than on classic Marxist
socio-economic factors; but with many of the same faults as Marxist analysis,
notably a degree of determinism and a simplistic account of causation.

Geopolitics as politics in spatial terms still has value even though there is a
continuing tendency to downplay the human agency involved in human geogra-
phy by emphasising a deterministic approach to (and via) physical geography,
particularly in the geography as destiny approach. In part, moreover, modern
politics can be apt to transform territorial space into a form of virtual utopia in
which territorial factors and the elements of human geography are collapsed in
favour of the world as an isotropic (uniform) surface open at every point to the
same analytical framework. In part, this is a form of political geography that
operates by an inversion of what territorial space might be assumed to mean.

Such an isotropic space is indeed an aspect of the approach of geopolitics as
being profoundly political, in that there is an inherent subjectivity to much of
the ‘big picture’ analysis. This can be seen, moreover, in the commonplace use
of geopolitical arguments.

Yet the misuse of a theory, approach, analysis or, indeed, entire subject does
not mean that it should be discarded. Indeed, were such a discarding to be pur-
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sued and practiced, then history as a whole would have to be dropped due to
its very frequent misuse, and not only in the public arena. Linked to this, even
if there are (or can be) serious conceptual, methodological or historiographical
problems with a subject and/or approach, that does not mean that there cannot
be important work; and it is this that is offered here.

First, geopolitics and war are closely linked, not least in terms of the
causation of conflicts and the formulation and application of strategy. Secondly,
war is very important for geopolitics, both in general and in specifics. As far as
the general relationship is concerned, war greatly contributes to the adversarial
character of much geopolitical discussion, as it generally relates explicitly to
issues of international competition and conflict.

Moreover, in specific terms, Haushofer was blamed during World War Two
with inspiring German revanchism, and this helped compromise the subject;
although, in this case, both analysis and response were mistaken. Indeed, the
exaggeration of Haushofer’s influence is one of the major failings in the his-
toriography of the subject. So also with the alleged prescience of Mackinder
when, in practice, despite the posts he held during his career, he was a second-
ary figure, one without the clear influence otherwise suggested by his work and
connections.

Instead, it is the spatial concepts of key players or actors, such as Hitler
and Roosevelt, that are of interest, even if none of them wrote a geographical
work, in contrast to the histories written by Churchill, Stalin and others. Not to
write a formal geographical work did not mean, however, a lack of geograph-
ical consciousness, that the writings or speeches of these figures were devoid
of geographical remarks. Those are of value, not least in assessing military and
political strategies.

Less so are the assumptions extrapolated onto these figures by geopolitical
commentators often devoid of evidence but, nevertheless, very free with the
idea of strategic culture. And so even more further back in time when there was
no equivalent to Roosevelt’s radio broadcasts with their reference to maps. Geo-
politics does not require geographical knowledge, but it draws on perceptions of
geographical links, relationships and contexts. Many of these are obscure. What
Crassus assumed of the geography he was advancing into in 53 BCE en route to
disaster at Carrhae is unclear. It is possible to suggest a misreading (a singularly
inappropriate term for what should be misunderstanding) by him of the terrain
and its implications in terms of conflict, in part as a standard instance of the
relationship between routes and risks.

Yet that might be far less significant than the hubris also seen with many
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military leaders, such as Alexander, Napoleon and Hitler; not to suggest any
equivalence between them. That hubris is played out in space ie territorial space,
does not mean that the latter is the prime component in the situation. Indeed, as-
sumptions about territorial space are likely to be secondary to the hubris; which
is another way of arguing in terms of an isotropic surface.

Similar points can be made about seas, where currents and other factors are
reduced to a space that is to be overcome; with land also treated as a form of sea,
a setting for geopolitical manoeuvre that is almost as if it is emptied of people.
That looks toward the discussion of war in terms of advanced technology, espe-
cially aerial, from satellites to drones.

At one level, geopolitics is the geographical dimension of strategy, which,
indeed, is an approach that covers both analytical and rhetorical usages, two
sides of the descriptive coin. In modern terms, there was a militarisation of
geography, but that is not a wise description given that geography in the sphere
of war was ‘militarised’ from the outset, and notably so with the understanding
and presentation of campaign and battle ‘spaces,’ especially through surveying
and maps. In his Memoirs, Ulysses S. Grant noted the ability of General Meade
to understand terrain.

This element, indeed, has become more pertinent of late as these spaces have
come, for the major powers, to encompass the entire world. Indeed, alongside
the pressures and opportunities from new military technologies, this global
scope is what helps drive a demand for what is presented as geopolitics. The
pertinence of this approach is relatively recent, and owed much to the extent
to which steamships, telegraphs and railways provided a way to overcome the
spatial obstacles of range that had affected earlier imperialisms.

That, however, did not mean that these earlier eras lacked geopolitics that
were specific to them, and it is to that dimension that we will turn. At every
stage, however, it is worth remembering that the question of who owns geopol-
itics, like that of who owns strategy, should be seen as implicit. This question
moves us away from the glib certainties of eager determinism, an arid approach.

On the following page: Cover of The War in Maps, 1939/40,
edited by Giseler Wirzing in collaboration with Albrecht
Haushofer, Wolfgang Hopker, Horst Michael, Ulrich Link.
New York, German library of Information, 1941.
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The Geopolitics of 1066

BY STEPHEN MORILLO

odern varieties of geopolitical theory are abundant and often conflicting.

Anglo-American and German approaches tend toward a geographically
oriented outlook that tends to see politics at work within a geographical setting
that is, if not strictly deterministic, at least very influential (the classic theories
of Halford Mackinder certainly fit this characterization), whereas French inter-
pretations tend less towards geographical determinism and see “geography” as
a culturally influenced perception that is more malleable and shapable by hu-
man action.'

But most modern theories share a global outlook on geopolitics that reflects
the reach of modern technology, whether in terms of space-based cartographic
tools or terrestrial communications and transport technology. The geographic
views and scopes of action enabled by modern technology are, however, rela-
tively recent. What does geopolitics look like in an earlier age, and what did it
look like to the participants in “international” relations in an age without “na-
tions” (certainly in the modern sense) and whose “states” were far more limited
as organizations than the global superpowers for whom modern geopolitics has
usually served as an analytic guide to diplomacy and potential war? To put this
question in specific terms that this article will explore, can the Norman Con-
quest be “Mackinderized”?

This article’s analysis of the events of 1066, which included not just the Nor-
man invasion and conquest of Anglo-Saxon England by William the Bastard,
duke of Normandy, but the near-simultaneous invasion of Harold Godwinson’s
England by Harald Hardrada, king of Norway, will demonstrate that geopolitics
was, in the world of 1066, a malleable text, an arena of action constructed by
its participants and their views, far more than a deterministic field of play that
closely shaped the participants’ destinies. Though the eleventh century is far

1 Among a vast sea of sources, see Halford Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History”,
The Geographical Journal 23:4 (1904); Pascal Venier, “Main Theoretical Currents in Geopo-
litical Thought in the Twentieth Century”, L’ Espace Politique 12:3, 2010.
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removed from the early 21%, this analysis suggests that even today, geopolitics
is less deterministic than it looks in some modern theories.

11" Century Geopolitics

Translating geopolitics into the eleventh century is not straightforward. Both
elements of geopolitical analysis, geography and politics, were not then as they
are today.

Modern conceptions of geopolitics arose in a world where the entire globe
was both well-mapped and within reach via rapid communications (telegraphs)
that have only increased in scope and speed with electronics, and militarily
via slower but still relatively rapid transport technology. Communications and
transport were both vastly slower in the eleventh century, and so the realm of
“conceivable” geopolitics was correspondingly more restricted. The geopolitics
of 1066, in other words, was certainly not global, but was multiple and frag-
mented into (small) regional geographic realms. We shall focus on the geopolit-
ical worlds into which the British Isles fit.

In addition, however, Britain did not constitute a unified nation state of the
sort usually envisioned in modern geopolitical analysis, nor did any of its geo-
political neighbors, whether rivals or friends. Within the main island alone, the
Kingdom of England coexisted with Scottish and Welsh lordships. Each of these
(including the kingdom) existed less as a “state” — an institutional structure ex-
isting in a “public” sphere over and above the individual humans who occupied
it — than as a realm of personal political influence personified in the person
of its ruler, though elements of institutional existence certainly attached to the
ruler in some ways, including perhaps most importantly the legitimacy of the
royal line from which each ruler emerged. Within these polities, more-or-less
hereditary attachments between the ruler and a hierarchy of subordinate politi-
cal actors filled out the sphere of action the polity operated in. Clearly, such con-
structions of “state” structure could conceive of and pursue the sort of long-term
policies and goals that constitute the actions of geopolitics only sporadically and
inconsistently, if at all.

Such polities pursued a form of politics that was far more personal and per-
sonality driven than our contemporary world is used to. Furthermore, the domi-
nance of individual actors in such a system of politics meant that boundaries and
borders were not only less fixed and even defined than modern ones, existing
more as frontier zones than as lines that could be drawn on a map, but as a con-
sequence held far less importance in mental conceptions of how the world was
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put together than questions of allegiance, loyalty, and other aspects of personal
relationships. One might in fact say that “geopolitics” was, in the eleventh cen-
tury, “geo-personalpolitics”. In other words, geography obviously still played
a role in shaping the relationships between political centers of gravity, but the
meaning of “geography” was not what it is today.

As a further complication, politics was not restricted to secular political lord-
ships. Religious affiliations and realms both underlay and at times transcended
the personal politics of the secular world. This happened through several chan-
nels. First, the Catholic Church was itself a powerful “transnational” political
institution that, in territorial terms, was everywhere intermingled with secular
governments as an “on the ground” authority. Second, Christendom was a cul-
tural geopolitical entity not actually coterminous with the realm of Catholic
Church authority, especially after the Schism between Eastern and Western
Christianity, but also because Christianity met other religions in broad frontier
zones rather than at defined borders, just as political authorities met each other
fuzzily. Analysis of eleventh century geopolitics in terms of competing “nation-
al interests” is thus not only impossible but places a seriously anachronistic lens
on the evidence.

In short, the mental maps through which eleventh century geopolitical play-
ers would have perceived the world and projected their various interests do not
conform easily to the underlying assumptions of modern geopolitical analysis.
Nevertheless, if we bear the world-view differences in mind and leave open al-
ternative modes of analysis of eleventh century warfare,> we can create a rough
geopolitical framework for thinking about the events of 1066 and their conse-
quences in England and beyond.

The World of 1066

In the eleventh century, the kingdom of England existed within a complex
geopolitical world encompassed by the geographic British Isles, and between
two geopolitical worlds: the Scandinavian North Sea; and Franco-cultural
northwest Europe.

2 For example, my own suggestion that warfare can be culturally analyzed as a form of dis-
course by which competing groups made claims, not just about geopolitical power and pos-
sessions, but claims about cultural identity that were made performatively, and that were not
always as “winner-loser” driven as wars appear to be in a geopolitical analysis: see Morillo,
War and Conflict in the Middle Ages: A Global Perspective (Polity Press, 2022).
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The World of the British Isles.

For much of its history between the arrival of Angles, Saxons and other
closely related Germanic tribes in the fifth century and the beginning of Viking
invasions in the ninth century, Anglo-Saxon England actually comprised up to
seven different “Anglo-Saxon” kingdoms. These fought each other, with one
sometimes establishing primacy, but also shared a culture, extensive trade with-
in the Isles, and common social organization.

That social organization was built in part on the relationship of the incom-
ing Germanic-speaking population and the extant Celtic population of Roman
Britannia, though the Romans had themselves withdrawn early in the fifth cen-
tury before the Germanic invasions had commenced. The numbers of invaders
is a matter of scholarly debate, but undoubtedly comprised more males than
females. There is no evidence of mass extermination of Celtic men, but the in-
vaders seem to have established enough social dominance (especially over mar-
riage and reproduction) that the genetic heritage of today’s English population is
massively Germanic among men, but more evenly divided (to majority Celtic)
among women.* “English” is crucial here, because the outlying parts of the Isles
— Scotland, Ireland, Wales, and Cornwall — farthest from the arrival zones of
the Germans the in southeast both fell largely outside the realm of control of
the various Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and retained predominantly Celtic politics,
genetics and linguistics.

Overall, the intracultural* competition — military, diplomatic, ecclesiastical,
cultural, and so forth — between the various Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and their
Celtic fringe comprised the first fact about geopolitics in the British Isles for
several centuries.

Viking raids into the Isles, famously beginning with a raid on the monastery
on Lindisfarne Island in 793, upset the equilibrium of the Anglo-Saxon king-
doms. Over the course of the ninth century, all of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms
save Wessex succumbed to Viking attacks. Under the leadership of Alfred the
Great and his successors, Wessex reorganized its defenses around a set of forti-
fied burghs, beat back the Viking invaders, and emerged as a unified Anglo-Sax-
on kingdom of England that claimed the cultural inheritance of all the previous
separate kingdoms. Though the Celtic fringe remained separate, the unification

3 Jonathan Shaw, “Who Killed the Men of England?”, Harvard Magazine July-August 2009, at
https://www.harvardmagazine.com/2009/07/who-killed-the-men-england.

4 For the categories intracultural, intercultural, and subcultural see Morillo, “A General Typolo-
gy of Transcultural Wars: The Early Middle Ages and Beyond”, in Hans-Henning Kortiim, ed.,
Transcultural Wars from the Middle Ages to the 21*' Century. Akademie Verlag (2006), 29-42.
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of the Anglo-Saxon realms simplified the internal geopolitics of the Isles.

The century of Viking invasions and occupations, however, had created with-
in England a region, the Danelaw, that remained heavily influenced by Scandi-
navian law, politics, language, and culture, and that remained distinctive even
after Wessex regained political control of the area in the later ninth century. The
Scandinavian ties of the Danelaw connected the unified Anglo-Saxon England
kingdom, geopolitically, to the Scandinavian world of Denmark, Norway, and
Sweden. In the early eleventh century, those geopolitical ties would suddenly
loom large in the reign of Aethelred the Unready.’

The Scandinavian World.

As noted above, Viking raids into the British Isles began at Lindisfarne in
793 and continued through much of the ninth century. These raids were not
state-sponsored expeditions. The beginnings of state formation and centraliza-
tion in the Scandinavian world in the ninth century contributed to the raids, but
in the way of provoking independent-minded local leaders to escape growing
royal influence by gathering a band of supporters to “go a-viking”, or to go on
a private raiding and plundering expedition. Nor were the goals of such raids
particularly “political”: their targets were, as at Lindisfarne, targets of opportu-
nity characterized by weakly defended piles of riches, especially monasteries.
(Since monks were the most prominent chroniclers of the age, this pattern con-
tributed significantly to the Vikings’ terrible reputation.) Thus, this first phase
of Scandinavian raiding, which extended from the British Isles and northern
France (about which more in a moment) into the Mediterranean and eastwards
into the Slavic east (where the Scandinavian Rus laid the foundations for what
eventually became Ukraine and later Russia) constituted a generalized geopolit-
ical threat to established states such as Anglo-Saxon England, but can hardly be
analyzed in terms of state-vs-state geopolitics of a modern variety.

The success of the earliest hit-and-run raids of this sort led the raiding bands
to begin over-wintering in good target areas; their depredations therefore be-
came longer-lasting and more significant. The size of the bands also grew, as the
most successful attracted and absorbed smaller groups. This elevated the geopo-
litical threat to the political powers they attacked, though without immediately
raising themselves to state-level organization. But in some places, as the raiders

5 Marc Morris, The Anglo-Saxons: A History of the Beginnings of England, 400-1066 (New
York, Penguin Books, 2021) provides an accessible overview, see also Richard Abels, Alfred
the Great: War, Kingship, and Culture in Anglo-Saxon England (London, Longman, 1998).
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settled down across multiple over-winterings, acculturation to the local political
forms of organization led to the formation of new states with Viking origins. We
noted the emergence of Kievan Rus above; a Norse Viking band under a war
leader named Rollo created the Duchy of Normandy from their base in the lower
Seine valley in the early tenth century.®

The “state-ification” of Viking groups proceeded both from the internal dy-
namics of the groups, especially the larger and more successful ones, and from
efforts by their targets to “normalize” them into the established geopolitical
relations of the day. The normalization of Normandy from Rollo’s band was
largely at the initiative of Charles the Simple, king of West Francia, for example.
A key tool in this normalization was conversion of the Vikings to Christianity,
in large part because the religion could then provide the moral basis for more
reliable oaths and treaties, in addition to its being the cornerstone of western
European culture. Alfred of Wessex followed this path in his campaigns to resist
and then reconquer the lands subject to Viking control. At the same time, inter-
estingly, the newly emerging kings of Scandinavia also pushed Christianization
as a tool in their efforts to legitimize their positions and centralize their powers.
By the mid-tenth century, therefore, private Viking raids were largely ceasing,
squeezed from both ends by the forces of geopolitical normalization, especially
Christianization, exerted both by their targets and by their home rulers.

But the success of geopolitical normalization in bringing private Viking raids
to an end created a new dynamic, as Scandinavian expeditions continued under
the newly centralized and Christianized royal powers of this northern geopolit-
ical sphere. In short, private raiding gave way to royal expeditions of conquest
in the eleventh century.

These hit England in 1013 when King Sweyn of Denmark led an invasion
into the Danelaw. The Anglo-Saxon king Aethelred fled to Normandy, in Fran-
co-cultural northwest Europe, the other geopolitical region adjacent to England
(see below), and Sweyn briefly became king before dying in 1014. Sweyn’s son
Canute succeeded him, though not without fighting against Aethelred’s son Ed-
mund Ironside. To help consolidate his legitimacy, he married Queen Emma, the
widow of Aethelred and daughter of Richard I, Duke of Normandy. In 1018 he
succeeded to the throne of Denmark when his brother died, and by 1028 he had

6 Among many others, see Robert Ferguson, The Vikings (London: Penguin Books, 2010). The
crucial influence of established political structures on this process is illustrated by the fate of
the Viking settlements in Ireland. As the island lacked indigenous state-level polities, no Vi-
king state emerged there. The emergence of Kievan Rus in this light highlights the influence
of Byzantium on the political development of that region.
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also become king of Norway and parts of southern Sweden, creating what some
historians have called the North Sea Empire. Under his reign Viking raids on
England effectively ended, as England had become part of a now Anglo-Scandi-
navian world, ruled by an Anglo-Scandinavian elite.

The solidity of this geopolitical configuration, however, did not long outlast
Canute’s death in 1035, undone by succession problems that illustrate the per-
sonal (and therefore less institutionally stable) foundations of eleventh century
geopolitics compared to modern times.” Canute was succeeded as king by the
two sons of his wife Emma of Normandy: his own son Harthacanute, who died
after two years on the throne, and Aethelred’s son Edward, who became known
as the Confessor. Edward’s succession brought into relief the rivalry between
the two factions of the Anglo-Saxon kingdom’s elite that had been held together
by Canute’s personal leadership: the Anglo-Scandinavians, in the ascendant and
under the leadership, after Harthacanute’s death, of Godwin Earl of Wessex, the
richest and most powerful nobleman in the realm, and after his death the leader-
ship of his many sons; and the Anglo-Normans. Edward had grown up for most
of his life in exile from England at the court of Robert I, Duke of Normandy.
His preference for those with connections to Normandy led the Anglo-Scan-
dinavians to effectively reduce him to figurehead status for much of his reign.
Edward’s lack of an heir of his own would lead to the crucial conflict between
these factions in 1066, in which the geopolitical world of Franco-cultural north-
west Europe would play a key role.

Franco-cultural Northwest Europe.

The foundations of Normandy take us back to the pre-royal phase of Viking
raids. One of these Vikings, a Scandinavian of uncertain origin named Rollo,
had established himself and his followers in the lower Seine valley by the early
tenth century, and Charles the Simple, king of West Francia, granted him the
countship of Rouen in exchange for Rollo ending his raiding and converting
to Christianity. Rollo’s grandson Richard became the first Duke of Normandy,
indicative of the process whereby Normandy’s Scandinavian connections fad-
ed in favor of the French-dominated, Christian cultural world of the continent,
putting Normandy in geopolitical conflict and connection with other polities of

7  Though modern personal dictatorships also suffer from succession problems, usually without
the help of the legitimacy conveyed by heredity. The Line of Kims in North Korea demon-
strate the power of the hereditary principle in the absence of institutional mechanisms to
guide succession.
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the fragmenting Carolingian realm, including Flanders, Anjou, Brittany, and the
Kingdom of France itself.

This was the world of Edward the Confessor’s upbringing at the decal court
of Robert I, grandson of Richard I who was grandson of Rollo. Probably the key
“ideological” difference between this world and the Anglo-Scandinavian world
Edward came to reign over had to do with the governance of the Church, that
“trans-national” (to use an anachronistic term for the eleventh century) player
in geopolitics. Starting in 1054, the Gregorian Reform movement gained domi-
nance within the Papacy. The reforms aimed for by its proponents had to do with
the role of the laity (crucially secular rulers) in the appointment of church office
holders such as abbots and bishops: the reformers wished to free the Church
from “corrupt” secular control whereas rulers wished to retain control over ap-
pointments that, given the vast landholdings of the Church, had considerable
importance in their realms. Duke Robert’s son and illegitimate heir William
managed to project the image, at least, of friendliness to the reformers and there-
fore garner Papal support in geopolitical terms, whereas the Anglo-Saxon king-
dom, like most of Scandinavia, resisted what appeared to be a potential threat
to royal power.

England between two worlds.

Anglo-Saxon England was therefore a somewhat complicated geopolitical
world unto itself, positioned between two other distinct geopolitical worlds, but
more closely aligned through much of the eleventh century with the Scandi-
navian than with the French world. The nature of these worlds illustrates the
differences between eleventh century geopolitics and the modern variety around
which geopolitical theory has been built.

Each, and even all three in combination, were very far from global because
the communications and transport modes available to their inhabitants were so
slow and limited. The Scandinavian world was geographically the largest of
these worlds (especially when it included significant parts of Britain), centered
as it was around the sea lanes of the North Sea; while potentially the fastest lane
for communications and transporting of troops, the Sea was also subject to the
unpredictable (in the eleventh century) vagaries of wind, tide, and storm. Fran-
co-cultural northwestern was smaller because it was dependent on slower and
more expensive land transport except where river valleys created limited faster
lanes. The effective size of England was similar, as land transport and rivers
again constituted the main modes of transport. The North Sea and the English
Channel both connected and divided the three worlds, and each had other con-
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nections beyond this triad. The geopolitical dynamics of this triad of worlds, in
other words, were neither global nor isolated to themselves.

This communications and transport environment meant that even the politi-
cal leaders in these worlds had only a slow and faulty idea of what geopolitical
threats or challenges they faced, often right up until they came virtually face-to-
face with those threats; and even more limited means to influence or respond to
those threats that loomed beyond the horizon or emerged over it. Geopolitical
“planning” or large scale strategizing in such worlds was necessarily also limit-
ed and contingent. It began with simply keeping one’s own house in order.

The competing factions at the heart of eleventh century Anglo-Saxon En-
gland noted above meant that England’s house was anything but in order, and
when the transitional moment came, both of the worlds the kingdom was con-
nected to responded, albeit independently of each other, illustrating the limits
of communication and planning across these geopolitical realms. Edward the
Confessor died in January, 1066, without an heir of his body. The three men who
at that moment dominated the triad of geopolitical worlds at whose center the
kingship of England lay now came to the fore.

Harold Godwinson, son of the Earl Godwin noted above and head of the
Scandinavian-leaning faction that had dominated the English realm since Ca-
nute’s reign, despite Edward the Confessor’s Norman leanings, was crowned
king shortly after Edward’s death. His succession was uncontested in England
itself, but he came to the throne in the midst of a fluid and uncertain geopolitical
situation created in part by his dead predecessor. Having recognized (according
to Anglo-Saxon sources) Harold as his heir on his deathbed, Edward had previ-
ously recognized William duke of Normandy as his heir as well. Harold had the
support of the Anglo-Saxon thegnage — except for his own brother Tostig, who
went into rebellion and sought help in Scandinavia — and the advantage of be-
ing on the spot when Edward died, but William had ambition and the resources
of Normandy at his disposal.

A third contestant seriously complicated this apparently binary contest for
rulership of England, however. Harald Sigurdsson, whose epithet “Hardrada”
meant “hard ruler” or “stern counsel” had become king of Norway in 1046,
reclaiming for his line a position that Canute the Great had disposed them of
in 1030. (At that point Harald had gone into exile in Kievan Rus, whence he
joined the Byzantine Varangian Guard, rising to command that elite unit in the
Empire.) Having consolidated his rule in Norway and unsuccessfully tried for
the throne of Denmark, he saw Edward’s death in 1066 as an opportunity to
re-establish Canute’s Great Northern Empire by seizing the throne of England,
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encouraged by Tostig Godwinson.

The events of 1066 have been covered in detail numerous times and need
not detain us long here. In brief, Harold Godwinson was initially aware only
of the threat posed by William of Normandy. By May he had gathered the An-
glo-Saxon fleet in the Channel while posting troops along the southern coast
in anticipation of William crossing. But contrary winds held up William’s in-
vasion all summer and into the fall,® which not only forced Harold to stand his
troops down as supplies ran low, but also gave time for Harald Hardrada to
gather his invasion fleet and appear off the Northumbrian coast of the kingdom
in mid-September. Harald defeated the northern forces of the kingdom at Ful-
ford on September 20 and occupied York. Harold Godwinson rushed north with
his army, surprised Harald at Stamford bridge on 25 September, killing Harald
and Tostig and sending the remains of the Norwegian army fleeing back across
the North Sea. But in the meantime, William finally managed to cross over to
the English coast at Hastings. Force marching back south with his battle-weary
army, Harold met William at Hastings on October 14 and lost his life and his
kingdom. William carefully consolidated the south with a circuitous march into
London (nearly succumbing to dysentery at Kent on the way) and was crowned
king of England in December.

This bare narrative, however, the events of which reshaped the geopolitics
of northwestern Europe so decisively that alternate outcomes are by now diffi-
cult even to imagine, disguises the uncertainties, contingencies, and unexpected
outcomes of 1066. It is to these we must turn to fully appreciate the geopolitical
effects of that year.

Unexpected Outcomes

The first point that needs emphasis is that in January 1066 the entire geopolit-
ical situation was utterly uncertain. There were no predetermined outcomes, nor
could any of the participants predict (or even control) the chaotic flow of events
to any great extent — with chaotic here having the technical meaning it carries
in the science of chaos theory.’ The interpretation of William’s delay in crossing

8 Morillo, “Contrary Winds: Theories of History and the Limits of Sachkritik”, in Gregory L.
Halfond, ed., The Medieval Way of War: Studies in Medieval Military History in Honor of
Bernard S. Bachrach (Ashgate, 2015).

9 James Gleick, Chaos: Making a New Science (New York, 1987) is a clear, non-technical in-
troduction to the development and principles of Chaos Theory. See also Michael Waldrop,
Complexity. The Emerging Science at the Edge of Order and Chaos (New York, 1992). Histo-
ry, some philosophers of history have argued, is a chaotic system. George A. Reisch, “Chaos,
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the Channel that sees him as “waiting on events” credits William with powers
of knowing and predicting that are highly implausible. What William knew of
the large-scale geopolitical moves in the course of the 1066 campaign could not
have been central to its outcome, because he could not possibly have known
enough to predict with any accuracy what was going to happen. Nor do I think
that he thought he could. Individuals not blessed with the benefit of hindsight
cannot fall into the temptation to teleology that hindsight provides. My reading
of the implications of this view for William’s actions is that he would have want-
ed to seize the initiative as soon as possible, so as to exert as much control as he
could over the course of events. He would not want to wait two chaotic months
before moving. The same applies to Harold Godwinson and Harald Hardrada.'
Each entered this tournament with only their own actions known to them or
under their control. The limitations of communications and information flows
in the eleventh century compared to the information strategists have available
to them in the early 21% century or even in Halford Mackinder’s day make this
point even more central. Put another way, eleventh century geopolitics was the
result, not the frame, of political-military decision making.

The very uncertainly of the year is reflected in the unexpected decisiveness of
its events, culminating in the unexpected decisiveness of the Battle of Hastings
itself. Had there been betting odds in January 1066, the most likely outcome for
the end of the year might well have been some sort of indecisive situation with all
three contenders still alive and holding different pieces of England and continu-
ing their rivalries. That two of the contenders would be killed in decisive routs
and that William, from the most “outside” of the geopolitical realms involved in
the struggle, would emerge as the winner, was surely unforeseen by any of the
contenders except William himself, and then only in his most optimistic hopes.

The level of uncertainty that framed the year underlay the unexpected out-
comes that emerged from the unexpectedly decisive and significant geopolitical
outcomes: Hasting was a decisive battle in ways that no geopolitical view of the
world of 1066 could have anticipated. To see this we have to start playing that
dangerous game, counterfactual history. But the very concept of decisiveness
necessitates this game: the decision reached by a decisive battle implies other
possible decisions not reached, and then implies a comparison of the differences

History and Narrative,” History and Theory 30 (1991), 1-20. A somewhat different approach
to the same problem that reaches similar conclusions follows in the same volume: Donald N.
McCloskey, “History, Differential Equations, and the Problem of Narration,” 21-36.

10 Morillo, “Contrary Winds,” p. 218.
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between the outcomes of those possible decisions in order to assess the impor-
tance of the decision actually taken.

Start with the fact that, despite his avowed and probably sincere intention
to rule within the traditions of Anglo-Saxon kingship, William the Conqueror’s
position as a foreign conqueror made this impossible. Although he was able,
within slightly more than a year of his victory, to call out elements of the An-
glo-Saxon army in support of his campaign against a recalcitrant city of Exeter,
he had to rely, perforce, mainly upon the baronage of Normandy to help secure
his rule of his new kingdom. He endowed them (and himself) with massive
amounts of land, estates confiscated from the defeated thegns of the Anglo-Sax-
on polity. A new, French-speaking and Norman-connected aristocracy now sat
atop the social structure of England.

This was more than just regime change, a level of decisiveness at the geopo-
litical level where military and political analysis meet and which is actually not
at all uncommon. Rather, this was regime change that geopolitically realigned a
significant chunk of a civilization. Hastings and the Norman French aristocracy
it inserted as rulers of England moved England from the Scandinavian world at
the northern margins of medieval European civilization into the French heart-
land of that civilization. In this way, Hastings was decisive in ways that Stam-
ford Bridge could not have been, whoever won it, because that was an intramu-
ral struggle between two pieces of the same world. Had Harold Godwinson won
at Hastings, confirming the decision at Stamford Bridge, the status quo would
have been defended; or had Harald Hardraada won at Stamford bridge and then
seen off the Norman upstart, England would have seen regime change but no
geopolitical shift. As it was, the temporarily decisive military victory that was
Stamford Bridge became a footnote to the truly decisive battle.

Furthermore, William’s victory not only imposed regime change on England,
but the change of regime was accompanied not just by a change in geopolitical
orientation, but in the nature of the state, society, and culture over which the new
regime ruled. This is reflected most obviously in the changes to the language
this culture spoke: without Hastings, the English language of today would not
be the rich, messy mélange of Germanic pie crust overlaid with a gooey layer
of Latinate filling that it is; it would be a much more homogenous Germanic
recipe — and Anglophones would all be eating cow and pig instead of beef and
pork. It took adding the great weight of Henry II’s continental empire to En-
gland in 1154 to allow French enough influence to work its long term culinary
magic on the English tongue. But when we mention Henry II, the Conqueror’s
great-grandson, we can really start talking long-term decisiveness, as follows.
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The royal administration that Hastings brought into being was, like the lan-
guage that eventually emerged around it, a hybrid. William took over the ad-
ministrative and legal mechanisms of the Anglo-Saxon state, which were for the
time quite sophisticated. He reinvigorated them and turned them to the purpose
of supporting and institutionalizing the rule of himself and his Norman mag-
nates, who brought with them their own, continental-French ideas about prop-
erty, landholding, and their connection to power. In the context of the vast and
ad hoc tenurial revolution that gave estates to those magnates all over England,
with each magnate’s holdings scattered so that they did not form compact, easily
defensible regional power bases, Anglo-Saxon mechanisms of legal governance
and Norman cultural ideas about land and power fused into a peculiar system of
property law. The main elements of this were probably in place by the reign of
the Conqueror’s youngest son, Henry [ in 1135. But this nascent system was put
under stress by the civil war between Henry’s daughter Mathilda and nephew
Stephen between 1137 and 1154, the latter of whom grabbed the throne on Hen-
ry’s death. Much forced dispossession of supporters of both sides in the civil
war ensued, and when Mathilda’s son by Geoffrey the count of Anjou, Henry II
Plantagenet, came to the throne in 1154, settling these disputes entailed some
codification and systematization of this Hastings-created legal structure.

Thus, it is arguable that the Common Law, especially as it applies to real
property, only emerged as we know it because of Hastings. Nor is the Common
Law the end point of this exercise in historical chain reactions." Twelfth century
English property law is very recognizably the direct and not that distant ancestor
of our own modern property law. That law, privileging private property rights,
and set in the context of an English aristocracy that was always more a creation
of wealth (which meant land holding) than birth — and that characteristic is
another result of the conditions created by Hastings — formed the underlying
context for the development of the English Parliament, for the whole vexed
history of the 17" century leading to the Glorious Revolution, and thus for En-
glish constitutionalism and, ultimately, democratic government. After all, John
Locke philosophized the Revolution as based on the natural rights to “life, liber-
ty, and property”, Thomas Jefferson’s “pursuit of happiness” being a feel-good
substitution that has proved inaccurate as a descriptor of actual practice.

And that actual practice points out the fact that even more directly than for
political history, 12" century property law formed the framework for economic

11 A more extended defense of the following proposed chain of historical consequences is em-
bedded in my world history textbook, Frameworks of World History (Oxford University
Press, 2012), esp. v2 centered on Ch 18.
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developments of global significance. The Anglo-Norman conception of private
property, and of the rights and social status grounded (quite literally) in proper-
ty, formed the environment in which limited liability corporations as we know
them evolved from the late 16" century on. In the 18" century, those same con-
ceptions invaded the royal privilege of granting monopolies, metastasized, and
turned that privilege into the set of rights now collectively known as Intellectual
Property. In short, the Hastings-created system of property law formed the legal
framework for the Industrial Revolution, which is what ended the Agrarian era
and created our modern world.

Thus, my ultimate argument about the consequences of 1066 is that without
Hastings, none of these developments would have happened, nor anything even
very close to them, since the Industrial Revolution was an unpredictable, highly
contingent event that went against the established grain of Agrarian civilizations
and required some pretty weird legal, social, and political structures in England
to be born at all. None of this could possibly have been foreseen by the main
actors (or anybody) in 1066, nor were the event of 1066 and their consequences
embedded in the geopolitics of that fateful year.

And at a less exaggerated scale of historical consequences, the events of
1066 produced a new geo-political player, Anglo-Norman England, which
shortly produced the 12 century Angevin Empire as a major geopolitical player
centered on the English Channel and with geopolitical connections to the Low
Countries and France, all of which contributed to the marginalization of the
Scandinavian world in western European geopolitics.

Conclusions

Thus, the year 1066 was momentous from a geopolitical perspective. But the
details of how its events and consequences played out cast light on the political
half of the geopolitical equation. That light shows that human cultural geogra-
phy is not determined by physical geography: land masses that are immovable
except at the level of continental drift can move around quite dramatically in the
heads of the political leaders who confront each other on the playing boards that
physical geography provides. Worlds can realign, and today’s heartlands can be
tomorrow’s marginalia. The intensely personal politics of the eleventh century,
played within severe limitations of geographic knowledge and the reliability
and speed of political communication, emphasize these conclusions and call for
a different (more French than Anglo-German?) conception of geopolitics for
times and conditions as dramatically different from our own as 1066 was.
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The Geopolitics of Crusading
BY JOHN FRANCE

Who rules East Europe controls the heartland:
‘Who rules the heartland commands the World-Island:
Who rules the World-Island commands the World.!

G eopolitics, of which Mackinder was an outstanding champion, seeks to
understand and even predict the political behaviour of states through an
understanding of their geographical position and circumstances with regard to
one another. The immensely broad world view which he expresses in this quo-
tation would have bewildered medieval people, and in particular those living
in north-western Europe and Italy, because it demands a range of geographic
knowledge that they simply did not have. This does not mean they were unable
to link political power to particular geographic spaces. But geographically theirs
was a smaller world, and though they were aware of distant powers and places,
it was for long only as vague shadows. The geopolitics of medieval people was
much more local than that of the twentieth century.

Many years after he had gained possession of the place Philip I of France
(1060-1108) is said to have recalled the troubles caused by the castle of Montl-
héry, and remarked to his son and heir, Louis the Fat:

Beware, my son, keep watch and guard that tower; the distress I have

suffered from it has nearly made an old man out of me. Its plots and vile
treachery have never allowed me good peace and quiet.>

We might regard this as a very petty complaint seen in terms of what we
think of as geopolitics, but it has to be measured by the reality of the age. In the
early twelfth century the French kingdom consisted of a collection of lands and
rights scattered between Rheims and Orléans. The castle of Montlhéry com-

1 Sir Halford J. Mackinder, Democratic Ideals and Reality: A Study in the Politics of Recon-
struction (London: Constable, 1942), 50. (194 n.38).

2 Suger, Vie de Louis le Gros, ed. H. Waquet (Paris: Belles Lettres, 1929), trans. R.C. Cusimano
and J. Moorhead, The Deeds of Louis the Fat (Washington DC: Catholic University of Amer-
ica Press, 1992), chapter 8.
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manded the road between the most important royal centre of Paris and the city
of Orléans on the Loire. Its possession by a turbulent and aggressive clan could,
therefore, cripple royal authority. This was a major geopolitical reality for the
French king.

But intellectualising such problems was not encouraged by the nature of ri-
valries and warfare in medieval Europe. Mackinder’s dictum quoted above re-
flects the struggle between Germany and the Soviet Union for control of eastern
Europe, a conflict between two well-defined and sharply contrasting political
authorities. But medieval entities were rarely as defined and sharp-edged as that.
The German Empire and the French monarchy, for example, did not meet across
a sharply delineated frontier. Rather, each was frayed at the edges. Between the
effective power of each ruler lay marches, zones in which there existed many
powers, some of which essentially answered to neither, or to both. Thus, Co-
logne on the Rhine was firmly German, but controlled by its archbishop who
might or might not be a loyal subject of the emperor. But beyond lay Hainaut,
Louvain, and Flanders, each merging via marches into one another, and all ow-
ing allegiance to both the emperor and the king of France and, more importantly,
to their own interests.?

In such circumstances, really the commonplace of political life in medieval
Europe, personality and dynasty were all important geopolitical factors. Gilbert
of Mons was the Chamberlain of the count of Hainaut and deeply experienced
as a diplomat. But he often represents complex dealings in terms of personal
relationships between great men. And in 1183 he records that Baldwin V of
Hainaut switched from friendship with the count of Flanders to alliance with his
enemy, Philip II of France (1180-1223), because the latter threatened to divorce
his daughter, Elizabeth of Hainaut.* This kind of rather personalised politics was
inevitable in a world where the politically powerful were a very narrow range
of people, mostly inter-related. Of course, such people were well aware of the
disparities of wealth and power. When Prince Louis the Fat of France failed
in war against the wealthy William II of England (1087-1100) his biographer
explained:

King William quickly ransomed the English prisoners, while the French
wasted away during lengthy captivity, and there was only one way to get
free. They had to undertake knightly service for the king of England.

3 For the complexity of these relationships see Gilbert of Mons, Chronicle of Hainaut tr. L.
Napran (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2005). This author was the Chancellor of the count of Hainaut
and prominent in the diplomacy of the area at the end of the twelfth century.

4 Gilbert of Mons, chaps 108-10.
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Money talks, as always!

And from the 1070s a new reality was entering into political relationships.
Of course, a belief in the Christian faith had long been inculcated in the social
elite, but with the outbreak of the ‘Investiture Contest’ the politically powerful
were increasingly presented with ideological choices. For Pope Gregory VII
(1073-85) denied the sacredness of kingship:

Who does not know that kings and princes derive their origin from men
ignorant of God who raised themselves above their fellows by pride,
plunder, treachery, murder - in short by every kind of crime -at the insti-
gation of the devil.?

This was a radical attack on kingship, and it was accompanied by an asser-
tion of the right of the pope to judge all men and to act according to that judge-
ment. Yet at the same time the popes offered a purification of the church, and,
therefore, a better opportunity for salvation. This was a kind of choice which
such men had never before had to make and it broke with the past, opening up
new possibilities of change with real consequences. For now, religion entered
the field of political action and ideological choices became important. William
of Normandy had welcomed the gift of a papal banner for his conquest of En-
gland, but a few years later as king of England he rejected the claim that this
made the pope overlord of the realm.® A new intellectualism, for better or worse,
was entering the world.

Medieval people were not entirely ignorant of the wider world in which they
lived. Traders and pilgrims went far beyond the experience of most and brought
back their knowledge. But their wider world was really the Mediterranean and
the lands around that inland sea. This was the world of classical antiquity of
which a relatively few learned men had real knowledge. Beyond that were won-
ders like Gog and Magog, where almost anything could happen. By the 13th
century this knowledge had grown enormously. The crusades brought knowl-
edge of the Levant home to Europeans. In the 1240s there was a great fear of
Mongol invasion, and this provoked a very considerable response; in partic-
ular, the sending of missionaries and diplomatic delegations revealed a great
deal about the inner Asia which was gradually assimilated into knowledge and

5 E. Emerton (ed.), The Correspondence of Pope Gregory VII. Selected Letters from the Regis-
trum (New York: Columbia, 1990), 169.

6 R. Bartlett, England under the Norman and Angevin Kings, 1075-1225 (Oxford: Clarendon,
2000), 410.
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thinking in the later Middle Ages.” The world of Marco Polo (1254-1324) was
immensely wider than that of William the Conqueror. Thereafter knowledge
would widen immensely. By c.1340 Pegolotti’s Merchants Handbook described
conditions in far-flung places including Peking.® Eventually we see the emer-
gence of the kind of intellectual analysis which Mackinder and his like would
recognize as geopolitical.

But the emergence of this kind of strategic thinking, although influenced
by expanding knowledge, essentially came from a quite different root, which
was crusading. And this in turn arose from the fact that medieval people saw
the world in a rather different perspective from us. For them the material world
was, in a very direct way, only part of a wider universe which transcended mere

geography.

Jerusalem is the centre of the earth’

We would hardly recognise this as a geographic statement, though in its bib-
lical context of the sixth century BC it revealed the importance of the city to the
Jewish people. But a glance at the Mappa Mundi of ¢.1300 in Hereford cathedral
does show it as the centre of the earth. This may seem like a distortion to us, but
it represented a great reality to the people who first produced and contemplated
it. They regarded the Bible as a source of truth, and that meant a source of all
truths of all kinds. This map depicts the location of the garden of Eden, which
seems equally unlikely to us.

Christian thinking, in fact, was dominated by the idea of a universe of sal-
vation presided over by God and His saints. The actual physical universe was
understood through the inheritance of the classical world as summarised in the
work of Ptolemy.!® But beyond it lay the realm of the divine which directly
impacted upon the lives of ordinary people. Heaven and hell were not physical
places, but states of being which men could not understand. But people, as in-
dividuals or groups, enjoyed a place in this universe which varied according to
their opportunities for salvation. But these opportunities could be very tangible,
very much part of the material world, even if they were manifestations of the di-
vine. For ordinary people the physical conveyed a reality far beyond what could

7 P Jackson, The Mongols and the West (London: Routledge, 2014).

8 H. Yule (ed.), “Pegolotti notices of the land route to Cathay,” in Cathay and the Way Thither.
Being a collection of Medieval Notices of China (London: Hakluyt Society, 1866), 134-73.

9 Ezekiel 5:5 and 38:12.

10 B. Hamilton, Religion in the Medieval West (London: Arnold, 1986), 88-91.
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be imagined of the divine. Hence there developed, often quite spontaneously,
devotions to relics of holy men and women, often associated with spring and
groves which had been the haunt of spirits in pagan times. In the early eleventh
century the monk, Rodulfus Glaber, complained that peasants worshipped in
such places, while those who know Carlo Levi’s Christ Stepped at Eboli will
recall his tale of peasant girls in the 1940s seeking out an ancient phallic symbol
buried in a wall hoping to assure their fertility. These pagan remains represent
part of that powerful urge to see the divine made flesh - or at least bone. It is
unsurprising, therefore, that parts of the known world were conceived of as
being closer than others to heaven. In particular, the shrines of saints were, as
we might say, points of contact between the known and earthly world and the
superior parts of the universe.!!

And of all these, one place towered above all others in the minds of western
Christians - Jerusalem. The place where Christ lived and died was in itself'a holy
relic, with at its heart the empty tomb, truly an obsession, for here not only had
God himself intervened in human history. It was also the place where the end
of all things, the Apocalypse, would be enacted.'* Jerusalem was not in itself a
geopolitical focus. The city was far inland, away from the trade routes which
linked Mesopotamia to the Mediterranean. It was not a major hub of economic
activity, while the administrative centre of Fatimid Palestine at the time of the
First Crusade was Ramla.'’ Jerusalem became a geopolitical focus because of its
enormous importance in the minds of western Christians, and, more specifically,
western warlords who dominated society.

Jerusalem, of course, was a sacred place to all Christians, and, indeed, to
Jews and Muslims also. It had been under Islamic domination since 638. In
691/2 the Dome of the Rock was built, commemorating the Night Journey of
Muhammad, and asserting Islamic superiority. However, Christian pilgrimage
was never discouraged by the Islamic powers because it was very profitable:
pilgrims paid to enter the city. In the 1070s the Byzantine Empire in Anatolia
collapsed creating grave difficulties for all using the Pilgrim Road from Con-
stantinople through Anatolia to Syria and thence to Palestine. Brigandage and
local wars had always plagued the roads the pilgrims took, sometimes making
movement difficult. This became more frequent in the 1070s with the Turkish

11 S.Hamilton, Church and People in the Medieval West,900-1200 (London: Pearson, 2013),251-
318.

12 J. Riley-Smith, The First Crusade and the Idea of Crusading (London: Athlone, 1986), 21.
13 M. Brett, The Fatimid Empire (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2017), 42.
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conquest of Palestine and the subsequent reassertion of Egyptian power by the
Fatimids of Egypt."* Eastern Christians were conversant with such difficulties,
but a new fixation with Jerusalem had arisen in the West.

The emergence of Jerusalem at the end of the eleventh century onto the inter-
national stage, its geopolitical importance, was the result of an alliance between
the papacy, the foremost spiritual authority in the West, and important leading
elements of the European military aristocracy. By about the year 1000 western
European society had become deeply convinced of the Christian religion. A con-
temporary noted:

Just before the third year after the millennium throughout the whole
world, but most especially in Italy and Gaul, men began to reconstruct
churches, although for the most part the existing ones were properly built
and not in the least unworthy. But it seemed as though each Christian
community was aiming to surpass all others in the splendour of construc-
tion. It was as if the whole world were shaking itself free, shrugging off
the burden of the past, and cladding itself everywhere in a white mantle
of churches. Almost all episcopal churches and those of monasteries ded-

icated to various saints, and little village chapels, were rebuilt better than
before by the faithful.”'

This programme of church construction was largely financed by gifts to
churches from kings, princes and nobles, and represents tangible evidence,
much of it still surviving, of two things: the increasing wealth of western society
and the manifestly deep Christian commitment in all classes of society. But for
the military aristocracy this posed special problems. For they owed their emi-
nence to their fighting ability and leadership in war, and worshipped the values
of comradeship, loyalty and bravery. Yet their religion always condemned kill-
ing as a terrible sin, as murder. This contradiction was thrown into sharp relief
by the Investiture Contest in which the papacy claimed that warfare on its behalf
was righteous and proper. The novelty of this claim merely added to the uncer-
tainty about warfare and the salvation of those who practised it, particularly as
the penitential system was not yet highly developed.

But one of the most important penitential acts was pilgrimage, and above all
that to Jerusalem, which was seen as conferring special spiritual benefit upon
its participants. Pilgrims to Jerusalem sometimes gathered in substantial groups.
In 1026 Richard of Saint-Vannes led a party of some 700 to Jerusalem. Around

14 Tbid., 201-32.

15 Rodulfus Glaber, The Five Books of the Histories ed. J. France, N. Bulst and P. Reynolds
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1989), 114-17.
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the millennium of the Passion in 1033 Glaber commented on the large crowds
taking the road to Jerusalem:
At this time an innumerable multitude of people from the whole world,
greater than any man before could have hoped to see, began to travel to
the Sepulchre of the Saviour at Jerusalem. First to go were the petty peo-
ple, then those of middling estate, and next the powerful, kings counts,
marquesses and bishops; finally, and this was something that had never
happened before, numerous women, noble and poor, undertook the jour-
ney.!'

In 1055 Lietbert bishop of Cambrai and his party were unable to travel fur-
ther than Laodicea because of local violence. The great German pilgrimage of
1064-65 has been numbered in thousands, led by the archbishop of Mainz and
the bishops of Utrecht, Regensburg and Bamberg. It was attacked by robbers
and had to be rescued by the local governor.!” Despite such problems, western
pilgrimage continued. The cost involved, and suffering entailed was seen as part
of the price of liberation from the burden of sin. And the sense of sin amongst
the elite was very real. Fulk the Black of Anjou (987-1040) went on three, per-
haps four pilgrimages to Jerusalem because:

When he had shed much blood in many battles in many places, he was
driven by fear of hell to go to our Saviour’s sepulchre at Jerusalem.'®

Fulk was a formidable and aggressive warrior who had built a great princi-
pality in the Loire valley at the expense of his neighbours. Such was his power
and wealth that it is difficult to see any other reason for his trips to Jerusalem
than the “fear of hell” suggested by Glaber.

But what propelled men who, like Fulk, were the leaders of society, to em-
bark on a fighting journey to free Jerusalem from Islamic rule at the end of the
eleventh century? The answer is that Pope Urban II (1098-99) at the Council of
Clermont in 1095, made a direct offer of personal salvation for all who would
journey to free Jerusalem from Islamic rule. This offer meant that the road to Je-
rusalem became the pathway to salvation. And this was to be achieved by doing
what they regarded as their right and privilege, fighting, which had been so often
condemned. This offer of a personal spiritual benefit was articulated in the most
forceful and categoric terms by Urban II. His essential message was a blunt,

16 Glaber, Histories,199-201.

17 Hamilton, Church and People, 289; E. Joranson, “The Great German Pilgrimage of 1064—
1065,” in L.J. Pactow, (ed.), The Crusades and other historical essays presented to Dana C.
Munro by his former students (New York: Crofts, 1928), 3-43.

18 Glaber, Histories, 60-61.
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simple assertion that those who took up arms in this holy cause would be saved:

‘Whoever for devotion only, not to gain honour or money, goes to Je-
rusalem to liberate the Church of God can substitute this journey for all
penance.’"®

Urban had his own motives for demanding the liberation of Jerusalem, nota-
bly a desire to upstage his enemies in the Investiture Contest who still controlled
much of Italy. But what mattered was the clarity and simplicity of his message.
The warlords of the west were now being told what they always desired to hear -
that fighting, their way of life, could be meritorious, indeed could earn salvation.
Not all who heard of Urban’s message were pious and certainly not all respond-
ed to his appeal. But enough powerful men did so, and in a society which was
dominated by pyramids of patronage that meant that large numbers of lesser
people felt obliged to follow their lord.*’And thousands did go, and after a re-
markable sequence of events they did capture Jerusalem on 15 July 1099.2! This
elevated this small Palestinian city from a holy place to a centre of geopolitical
conflict on an enormous scale.

For possession of Jerusalem was inevitably contested. The Turkish lords who
dominated Islam were not deeply religious - they retained pagan attitudes and
tolerated large Christian minorities in many of their cities and territories. But the
new western settlers had established small principalities and appeared not mind-
ed to settle into the mosaic of petty states which divided the Middle East. In fact,
they were highly aggressive and seemed to be able to summon great resourc-
es from Europe. For the establishment of western Christian rule in Jerusalem
seemed to create a new geopolitical situation in which western powers acquired
a stake in the status of Jerusalem and its hinterland. This is, however, at once an
understatement and an overstatement. No king went on the First Crusade, but its
success generated such momentum that kings, who in any case shared with their
subjects a deep preoccupation with the salvation of their souls, were drawn into
the movement. In consequence the kings of Germany and France led the Second
Crusade, of France and England the Third, while St Louis was the sole author of
the Seventh and Eighth crusades.

19 R. Somerville, The Councils of Urban II. 1: Decreta Claramontensia (Amsterdam, 1972), 80
tr. J. Riley-Smith, The First Crusade and the Idea of Crusading (London, 1996), p. 29.

20 J. France, “Cutting the Gordian Knot. Urban II and the Impact of the Council of Clermont’,
in G.E.M. Lippiat and J.L. Bird (eds), Crusading Europe. Essays in Honour of Christopher
Tyerman (Turnhout: Brepols, 2019), 73-92.

21 . France, Victory in the East. A Military History of the First Crusade (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994).
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The world map of the atlas attached to Marino Sanudo’s Liber secretorum fidelium
Crucis. MS. Vat. Lat. 2972 at the Vatican Library. It was probably drawn by Pietro
Vesconte in 1320. (Wikimedia commons)

On the other hand, kings had complex interests in Europe and elsewhere, so
that the focus on Jerusalem could never be consistent. Moreover, as kingdoms
cohered and became more bureaucratic in their structures, calculation of the
costs became more and more important, as we shall see. But in 1099 all that lay
in the future, and for the Turkish princes and their leading subjects the prospect
of major and sustained interference in their affairs by European power was, to
say the least, unsettling.

And the western eruption had stirred religious animosity amongst Muslims.
Ambitious Turkish princes came to realise that they could strengthen and extend
their dominions by playing the religious card, by leading the struggle against
the Christian settlers. In this way they could tap the wealth of the cities to pay
their armies and gain the support of the ulama, the religious leaders who en-
joyed great popularity amongst the city populations. In this way the recovery
of Jerusalem could be the key to acquiring a rule over a whole vast area in the
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name of Islamic unity. This quasi-religious leadership was all the more possible
in that the Caliph at Baghdad was deeply involved in eastern affairs, which left
the pursuit of holy war, jihad, largely a matter for secular rulers in places like
Aleppo and Damascus.

In this way the struggle in the Middle East was one between two opposed
elites. On the one hand the western settler lords. Their lands were not vast: four
small principalities, Jerusalem, Antioch, Tripoli and Edessa. However, their rul-
ers, although they were often divided amongst themselves, could call upon re-
sources from Europe whose peoples were convinced of the religious importance
of Jerusalem. On the other the Turkish lords of Aleppo, Damascus and Egypt
were deeply divided, and far from popular with their native populations. Ulti-
mately Saladin achieved an ascendancy in the Islamic world by posing as the
champion of Islam against the alien settlers, though in reality he spent more time
fighting Muslims than those he proclaimed as enemies. And in 1187 he defeated
the army of Jerusalem and recovered the Holy City for his faith.2? This did not,
however, resolve the geopolitical strife over Jerusalem. It merely reversed the
terms of conflict.

The problem for Saladin had always been that possession of the kingdom of
Jerusalem rested on cities, but they could not be besieged as long as a hostile
field army was present. By destroying the field army of Jerusalem at Hattin in
1187 Saladin unlocked this conundrum. But this was now precisely the prob-
lem that faced the Third crusade. With enormous effort the western crusaders
established a base at the important port of Acre, but they could not destroy Sal-
adin’s army to the extent that they could besiege Jerusalem. But the leader of
the crusade, while undoubtedly he shared the religious enthusiasm which drove
men on to Jerusalem, had also developed different thinking about the whole
conflict. Richard I of England (1189-99) approached the crusade as a military
campaign understood within a geopolitical context. From the first he eschewed
any mad dash for Jerusalem, such as the First Crusade had made. He saw mil-
itary power as a means of persuasion. After his arrival in the Levant Richard
established contact with Saladin and made proposals for a deal involving the
return of Jerusalem. The western settler lords of the old Kingdom of Jerusalem
had been prepared to deal with Saladin and other Muslim lords, but Richard was
a western king and this approach seemed alien. He twice refused to press on to
Jerusalem when it seemed to be at his mercy, because he thought that if captured
it could not be held. His geopolitical stance showed, most clearly in his sugges-

22 J. France, Hattin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).
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tion that Egypt, the heart of Saladin’s power, should be attacked.”® Richard has
been much praised for these perceptions, but his army was wedded to the dash
for Jerusalem and his refusal to accept this ruined its morale and heightened
internal disputes.

But the failure of the Third Crusade prompted a hard look at the geopolitical
possibilities in the Middle East. The Fourth Crusade had the very radical objec-
tive of attacking Egypt directly using a fleet raised by Venice. It was in the event
diverted and captured Constantinople in 1204.?* Pope Innocent III (1198-1216)
was determined that his crusade should be properly controlled and directed.
This is why the Fifth Crusade, having landed initially in Palestine, also attacked
Egypt and despite divided leadership came very near to success.”® The politics
of power clearly harnessed crusading fervour and dictated the nature of these
crusades.

But the degree to which geopolitics ruled was revealed by the subsequent
crusades. After the death of al-Adil in 1218 he dynasty of Saladin, the Ayyubids,
were divided, and generally speaking Ayyubid rule became something of a fam-
ily federation ruling parcels of territory scattered between the Jazira and Egypt,
with the senior branch taking control of Egypt and Palestine, usually, though not
invariably, together with Damascus. However, this was by no means a friendly
arrangement and warfare between the various elements of the Ayyubid patch-
work was by no means unusual. This was the situation which a series of expe-
ditions set out to exploit.

Frederick II of Hohenstaufen had ascended to the thrones of the German
Empire and Sicily with the support of the papacy. He had taken the cross in 1215
and been expected to join the Fifth Crusade; indeed, his failure to do so had left
much of the blame for its collapse at his doorstep. After long delays he married
the heiress to Latin Jerusalem and finally set sail with an army in 1227 but was
struck down by illness. The pope, for his own reasons, promptly excommunicat-
ed Frederick who nonetheless departed in 1228.

Noone can doubt that Frederick shared the common enthusiasm for liberat-
ing Jerusalem, but his methods reflected a fine grasp of the geopolitics of the

23 There is no good single study of the Third Crusade, but see J. Gillingham, Richard I (London:
Yale University Press, 1999).

24 D.E. Queller and T.F. Madden, The Fourth Crusade. The Conquest of Constantinople (Phila-
delphia: Pennsylvania University Press, 1997).

25 James M. Powell, Anatomy of a Crusade 1213-1221 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylva-
nia Press, 1986).
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eastern Mediterranean. As an excommunicate Frederick technically could not
be a crusader; in Palestine the religious orders, the clergy and many of the lords
kept away from him, and he had only a small army. But Sicily was a major Med-
iterranean kingdom and through his rule there Frederick was acquainted with all
the powers of the area. In particular, he had long established a good relationship
with al-Kamil, the Ayyubid ruler of Egypt, who was immersed in a family feud.
In 1229, by the Treaty of Jaffa, al-Kamil agreed to concede a truce for 10 years
and to restore much of the old kingdom of Jerusalem.?® In a sense geopolitics
had triumphed with a crusade which was no crusade succeeding where so many
others had failed. By 1239 the Treaty of Jaffa was to expire, and the likely fate
of Jerusalem was all too clear because the kingdom, centred on Acre, was weak
and divided.

This called for a new crusade, but it faced great difficulties. The French
monarchy was just coming to the end of the long minority of Louis IX (1226-
70) which faced considerable difficulties with England whose king, Henry 111
(1216-72), however, had his own problems. Frederick II was immersed in a
grand struggle with the papacy for dominion in Italy. The kings of Aragon and
Castile were pursuing their own crusade, if we can give it that title, for the recon-
quest of Spain.?” The papacy itself showed little enthusiasm for any expedition
to the Holy Land because it was engaged in trying to shore up the feeble Latin
regime installed at Constantinople by the Fourth Crusade. Urban Il had hoped
to reconcile the eastern churches to papal supremacy by the crusade, but after
1204 the papacy was pursuing a ruthless realpolitik of coercing Byzantium into
supporting the crusade and the recovery of Jerusalem. It is a remarkable tribute
to the power of crusading fervour that in these circumstances eminent lay lords
were prepared to travel once again to the eastern Mediterranean in the name of
Jerusalem. In fact, two entirely independent expeditions set out for the east.

In 1239 Theobald of Champagne sailed for Acre and in one way or another a
force of something like 4000 knights joined him. They proved to be very indis-
ciplined and incompetent soldiers, and in December of that year Jerusalem was
reoccupied by the Muslims. However, war broke out in the Ayyubid dynasty and
Theobald was able to negotiate a treaty with As-Salih Ismail of Damascus by
which Jerusalem and much of the old kingdom was restored to Christian hands.

26 B. Weiler, “Gregory IX, Frederick II and the liberation of the Holy Land, 1230-9”, Studies in
Church History xxxvi (2000), 192-206.
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In 1240 Theobald returned home but the arrival of Richard of Cornwall with
strong English forces meant that the terms of the treaty were fulfilled.?® Clearly
crusading fervour remained very much alive in Europe, but it was now chan-
nelled into what we may reasonably call geopolitical calculation.

But the successes of the Barons’ Crusade did not last long. In July 1244 the
Khwarazmians, mercenaries from the southern steppe in the service of As-Sa-
lih Ayyub, virtually destroyed Jerusalem. In October of that year an alliance
between the western settlers and the Ayyubids of Damascus, Homs and Kerak
was annihilated by the Egyptians and their Khwarazmian allies at the battle of
Harbiyah (La Forbie). The battle was largely lost as a result of the tactics of the
western leaders. It effectively destroyed the military power of the Latin King-
dom, which was now entirely at the mercy of outside forces.”” However, the
deeply pious Louis IX of France, recovering from a bout of sickness, and per-
haps shocked at the turn of events in the east, took the cross in 1244.% This fired
the enthusiasm of the French nobility and a great army was assembled. It took
almost four years of careful preparation and vast expense before 1248 when the
army landed in Cyprus where it found enormous stocks of food gathered for its
subsistence. Jean de Beaumont, Chamberlain of France, writing from Damietta
after its capture, claimed there were then 1900 French knights, plus 700 from
Outremer and the Orders.*' Rothelin says the army that left Cyprus for Damietta
had 2500 knights and 5000 crossbowmen, who he seems to have regarded as
the heart of the army. Joinville says there were 2800 knights in the army which
left Cyprus.*? None of these figures take any account of the troops which arrived
with Alphonse of Poitiers in October 1249. Nor do they take any account of the
260 knights and nobles who died in Cyprus during the long wait for the army to
gather.** Overall given the masses of equipment and the fleet which was used to
carry it up the Nile a figure of 20-25000 men mobilised, including 3000 knights,
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is not impossible. Nonetheless, despite initial success, St Louis’ crusade failed.

What is truly interesting and highly influential for the future is an examina-
tion of the full circumstances of the crusade. St Louis was personally deeply
pious, by no means a common attribute of European kings, and that piety hap-
pened to focus on Jerusalem. Indeed, he died on a second crusade, oddly to
Tunisia, in 1270. His personality commanded deep respect amongst, and even
beyond his people. Because almost all the participants were his subjects Louis
was able to impose an admirable discipline upon them, in marked contrast to,
for example, the Barons Crusades which were appallingly divided. Equally to
the point he had inherited a strong bureaucracy which could exploit the resourc-
es of his kingdom and make the king’s will felt everywhere. Much of the realm
was in the hands of the royal brothers, Robert of Artois, Alphonse of Poitiers
and Charles of Anjou, who ably seconded the king. And France faced no real
external threats. Henry III of England had ambitions to restore the old Angevin
dominions but in 1242, faced with the invasion of the Poitou by Henry III of
England (1216-72), Louis raised an army of 4000 knights and 20000 foot, in-
cluding many crossbowmen. They overwhelmed Henry III, who proved to be a
poor leader, and in any case had only about 1600 knights and 20000 foot.>

This was a unique combination of circumstances which enabled Louis to
mount a very well-equipped expedition, and the staggering cost, another factor
in the geopolitics of crusading, could only have been afforded by his rich king-
dom. Louis’ expenses on the crusade came to 1.5 livres tournois, something
like six times his normal annual income. The French church offered a tenth of
clerical incomes, the towns of the royal demesne were mulcted, and Jews dis-
possessed.* The actual expedition, the king’s ransom after his capture in 1250,
and his continued residence in the Holy Land until 1254 were an incredible
burden which only the drive of Louis himself, the wealth of the kingdom and the
competence of the French administrative system could have sustained.

The price of Jerusalem had clearly escalated, and the course of events in the
Middle East did nothing to reduce it. St Louis had not conquered Egypt, but his
crusade contributed to the destruction of the Ayyubid regime in Egypt. Al-Salih
Najm al-Din Ayyub (1240-49) died as the French set out from up the Nile from
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Damietta to Mansurah.* His successor al-Malik al Mu’azzam was deeply suspi-
cious of the commanders and governors in Egypt, and his poor treatment of the
Mamluks, who had saved Mansurah from the French, led to his assassination by
them. The Mamluk regime which emerged defeated the Mongol incursion into
Syria at the battle of Ain Jalut in 1260 and went on to destroy the remnant of the
Latin kingdom of Jerusalem in 1291. Europeans were by no means indifferent to
these events but were consumed by their own conflicts. In particular, the French
crusade of 1264-66 had placed Charles of Anjou on the throne of the Sicilian
Kingdom. His increasingly powerful position in the Mediterranean created an
alliance against him. In 1282 the allies were able to profit from the anti-French
revolt we know as the Sicilian Vespers. After this Italian wars raged by sea and
land involving all the Mediterranean powers until 1302 and the Peace of Calt-
abellotta.’’

The whole geopolitical position of Jerusalem had radically changed since the
time of the First Crusade. The Byzantine empire was a shadow of its former self
and deeply suspicious of western activity, while the Middle East was now large-
ly dominated by a single power, the highly militarised and efficient Mamluk
regime in Egypt. However, crusading still had certain assets whose existence
continued to keep it alive. The fate of Jerusalem still engaged western people
and would continue to do so. Cyprus had been seized from the Byzantines by
Richard I on the Third Crusade and it was a potential base for attack on the
Mamluk dominions.*® In addition, the Armenian kingdom of Cilicia remained
a Christian outpost in largely Muslim territory.>® More remotely there was the
Christian kingdom of Georgia.* The Mongol domination, the Ilkhanid regime,
in Persia, offered hope of an alliance against Islam.*! In 1299 news of Ilkhanid
Ghazan’s victory at Homs over the Mamluks aroused great enthusiasm in Eu-
rope. Moreover, European rulers were aware of political instability amongst the
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Mamluks, though they probably overestimated this.*

And those who urged the rulers of Europe to do something about Islamic
control of this holy relic could count on one powerful relic of crusading zeal,
control of the Mediterranean and, in particular of its eastern basin. Before the
crusades the chief naval powers in the eastern Mediterranean were Byzantium
and Egypt. The First Crusade and the early Latin settlements were supported by
Genoese, Venetian and Pisan shipping. These fleets so dominated the eastern
Mediterranean that Venice effectively conquered Constantinople in 1204, and
while the fifth and seventh crusades fought in Egypt their seaborne communi-
cations were untroubled by any real threat. In fact, even much Muslim trade in
the Mediterranean was carried by the ships of the Italian city states. There was
little prospect of this changing for the Mamluks were land soldiers and, in any
case, suffered from a shortage of timber, while Anatolia had become divided
amongst petty Turkish principalities, beyliks, whose piracy never amounted to
a major threat.*

And by the end of the thirteenth century Europe was a markedly more literate
world, and as a result a literature arose on the subject of recovering Jerusalem
which can be directly regarded as geopolitical. Its purpose was to persuade the
European monarchs to cooperate to recover Jerusalem and this led the authors to
an examination of the political and military situation in the Middle East, a geo-
political analysis in fact. Modern historians used to dismiss these tracts as mere
phantasies, because it was believed that after 1291 crusading in the Middle East
was no longer a real possibility. However, it is clear now that the crusade was
very much alive in the later Middle Ages and that on occasion circumstances
arose which favoured a European reassertion there. Philip IV of France became
very pious and deeply interested in Jerusalem in his later years. The cessation of
the Hundred Years War after the Treaty of Brétigny in 1360 seemed to favour a
real effort to recover the Holy City.

By the end of the fourteenth century the rise of the Ottoman Turks bred a
real awareness of crusading.** These were serious tracts with a practical pur-
pose. But the crusade was not merely a preoccupation in official circles. In 1320
an uprising in Normandy, the Pastoureaux, was led by a young shepherd who

42 N. Housley, The Later Crusades. From Lyons to Alcazar 1274-1580 (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1992), 22-23.

43 ]J.H. Pryor, Geography, Technology and War: Studies in the Maritime History of the Mediter-
ranean 6491571 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).

44 Housley, Later Crusades, is an authoritative examination of the crusade in this period.
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claimed to have been inspired to help the reconquest of Spain. He raised sub-
stantial forces and, despite official opposition, marched south attacking royal
centres and, above all, killing Jews. There is no doubt that in part this was a
protest against royal taxation in a time of famine and poor harvests, but the form
which it took clearly reveals the continuing popularity of crusading. In the event
the movement was dispersed in northern Spain and its leaders executed.*

One of the earliest tracts examining the prospects for a new crusade was
that of Fidenzio of Padua who produced his Liber recuperatione terrae sanctae
in 1291 for Pope Nicolas IV (1288-92). He was a Franciscan who had worked
for much of his life in the Middle East. He advocated a new expedition, and
discussed the various routes it might take, but he also recognised the need for a
passagium particulare, a preliminary expedition to prepare for the final assault.
Fidenzio discussed the tactics of Islamic armies and the best way to combat
them. He was particularly concerned to mount a blockade of Egypt to cut off its
profitable trade with Europe.*® This work survives only in one manuscript, and
appeared in the midst of the Italian wars, so it was probably little known.

Circumstances seemed more favourable after 1302 especially as Philip of
France was now interested. His adviser, William of Nogaret, suggested that if
the king was to lead a crusade, he should be given the product of heavy taxation
of the clergy. Pierre Dubois, another Frenchman, was a publicist and lawyer
whose tract on the recovery of the Holy Land was written in 1306, and also
advocated French leadership in the holy war and domination of the papacy.?’

A rather more disinterested approach was taken by the great Catalan thinker
and philosopher Ramon Lull whose espousal of crusading ideas in his writings
led to his travelling to the French court before his death in 1316. This was a time
of considerable discussion there of how Jerusalem might be liberated, in which
the question of costs of any such expedition loomed very large. The fourteenth
century saw a series of economic disruptions, creating an atmosphere which was
not favourable to crusading. Despite this the French court gave much attention
to the east, notably to assisting the Armenians of Cilicia. In 1323 the French

45 M. Barber, ‘The Pastoureaux of 13207, The Journal of Ecclesiastical History 32 (1981), 143-
06.

46 C. Bontea, “The Theory of the Passagium Particulare: A Commercial Blockade of the Med-
iterranean in the Early Fourteenth Century?”, in G. Theotokis and Aysel Yildiz (eds.), 4
Military History of the Mediterranean Sea: Aspects of War, Diplomacy, and Military Elites
(Leiden: Brill, 2018), 202-219.

47 Pierre Dubois, The Recovery of the Holy Land [De recuperatione Terrae Sanctae], ed and
trans. W. 1. Brandt (New York: Columbia University Press, 1956).
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court was setting out carefully considered plans for an expedition to the east.
By this time it was accepted that a primum passagium, an initial expedition was
needed even before the major effort of the passagium particulare. The initial
journey, they calculated was likely to cost 200000 livres, while the passagium
particulare would run to 1,600,000 livres per year. These were frightening fig-
ures, and it is hardly surprising that French action was limited to involvement
in a naval league in 1334. By 1337 relations with England had deteriorated, and
what we know as the Hundred Years War had broken out. The French monarchy
had a new preoccupation, and Jerusalem had slipped from its priorities.*

But during this period one of the most ambitious of crusader tracts was pro-
duced by Marino Sanuto the Elder. He was an aristocrat, born into an important
Venetian trading family, and had spent some time in Acre prior to its fall. He
became an outstanding advocate of a new crusade, and his great work, Liber
Secretorum Fidelium Crucis was widely circulated. It was first written in 1306
to 1307 but revised very considerable when it was presented to Pope John XXII
(1316-34) in 1321. A French translation was shortly after sent to King Charles
IV of France (1322-28). Sanuto knew the eastern Mediterranean well, and this
informed his writing. His proposals were immensely detailed. He recognised
the need for good financial backing and advocated a concerted attack on Egypt,
for which he suggested a thorough blockade and sophisticated military tactics.
A novel feature was the inclusion of a set of maps covering strategic areas. This
treatise was immensely popular and survives in a number of copies.*

Philippe de Mézieres was a tireless advocate of the crusade. In 1346 he was
a member of the successful expedition to Smyrna, and then went on pilgrimage
to Jerusalem, an experience which clearly marked him for life because he be-
came a tireless advocate of its freedom. He produced a very substantial body of
work, but his ideas were primarily worked out in his Nova Religio Passionis of
1367-68, later enlarged, the Life of Peter Thomas of 1369 and the Songe du Vieil
Pélerin of 1389. In 1360 he became Chancellor of King Peter I of Cyprus (1358-

48 Housley, Later Crusades, 29-37.

49 Secrets of the True Crusaders to help them recover the Holy Land translated by A. Stew-
art (London: Palestine Pilgrims Texts Society, 1896); A. Leopold, How to Recover the Holy
Land: The Crusade Proposals of the Late Thirteenth and Early Fourteenth Centuries (Alder-
shot: Ashgate, 2000); E. Edson, (2004). “Reviving the crusade: Sanudo’s schemes and Ves-
conte’s maps,” in R. Allen (ed.), Eastward Bound: Travel and Travelers (Manchester: Man-
chester University Press, 2004), 131-155; C. Tyerman, “Marino Sanudo Torsello and the Lost
Crusade: lobbying in the fourteenth century”, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 32
(1982), 53-73.



Joun FRANCE THE GEoporiTics OF CRUSADING 49

The map of the Holy Land by Marino Sanudo’s Liber secretorum fidelium Crucis.
British Library, MS Additional 27376, fol. 188v-189r.

69) and participated in that king’s very brief capture of Alexandria in 1365.%° He
was, therefore, a soldier experienced in the affairs of the eastern Mediterranean.
After the murder of Peter I, Philippe became an advisor to the French monarchy

Like many contemporaries he deplored the fragmentation of Europe and its
quarrels, but unlike others he recognised that the Middle East was highly frag-
mented, and he knew that Peter’s success in 1365 owed much to the instability
in Mamluk Egypt. All this he saw as offering real opportunities. As a soldier
himself he recognized how vital and difficult to overcome was the discipline of
the standing army of the Mamluks. His response was to advocate the formation
of a fighting Order sworn to the liberation of Jerusalem. At its heart were to be
1000 knights and 2000 other horsemen with 6000 archers and crossbowmen,
supported by 12000 other troops and 10000 sailors. His Order was quite unlike
most of the Orders of the age in that it was not exclusively knightly. It was a
temporary body with a defined purpose, for Philippe was realistic enough to
recognise that in an international force a standing army was impossible. He

50 Edbury, Kingdom of Cyprus, 151-69 argues that the expedition of 1365 was a response to the
economic problems of Cyprus, albeit shrouded in crusading rhetoric.
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estimated this would cost two million florins over 2 years, and this would be
self-supporting with members paying their way. Of course this was not to be.
Curiously he seems not to have been in any way connected to the largely French
expedition against the Ottomans which ended in disaster at the battle of Nicop-
olis on 21 September 1396. His last work, Epistre lamentable el consolatoire,
was clearly provoked by this terrible episode and asserted the principles of dis-
cipline and order which had been so ignored by that crusade.’!

The word geopolitics was originally coined by the Swedish political scien-
tist Rudolf Kiellén at the turn of the 20th century. Obviously medieval people
had no such term, but not having the word is not the same as not having what it
stands for. After all, strategy in the modern sense dates only from the very late
eighteenth century, but soldiers had always been capable of strategic thinking.
Medieval sources, however, rarely record the thinking which went into planning
campaigns. The crusades, however, were wars on a quite different scale from
the European norm Despite the limitations of our sources we can usually gain
some hint of the priorities of those who organized them. The collapse of the Lat-
in Kingdom of Jerusalem in 1187 and the failure of the Third Crusade, the last
“dash for Jerusalem”, prompted very careful thought which can be described as
geopolitical, and this was intensified after the final destruction of the restored
kingdom in 1291. The various proposals for a restoration of control over Jeru-
salem reviewed here were not fantasies, but serious proposals about a serious
matter. The people who wrote them for the most part knew the eastern Medi-
terranean and produced carefully considered (and very expensive) proposals.
These were taken seriously by policy-makers who shared their geopolitical and
religious outlook. But circumstances never allowed the ideas to come to fruition
-of course a common experience for geopolitical thinkers!

51 J. France, “Philippe de Mézicres and the Military History of the Fourteenth Century,” in R.
Blumenfeld-Kosinski and K. Petrov (eds.), Philippe de Mézieres and His Age. Piety and Pol-
itics in the Fourteenth Century (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 283-94.
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Geopolitics and political language
in the fourteenth-century Crown of Aragon

BY DaviD COHEN

O n December 10, 1364, two armies faced each other across a wide plain

in Spain’s arid southeast. The plain was, appropriately enough, called
“la Matanga” (massacre)—because, as one of the kings leading the armies re-
called later in his chronicle, “there had occurred there many great battles of
great kings.” This king was Pere III the Ceremonious (1336-1387), ruler of a
collection of territories, mostly in the northeast of Spain, known together as the
Crown of Aragon. According to his history, the two armies came to La Matanca
in starkly different moods. On his own side, “our Lord God put all our people
in such a good heart that all went joyous and satisfied, especially because they
thought there would be combat.” Happily they marched into the plain and halt-
ed, ceremoniously one might say, to await the enemy. But among their foes, di-
vision and debate stalled forward movement. Their leader, Pedro I the Cruel,
king of Castile (1350-1369), hated Pere and commanded, it seems, the larger
force. Nevertheless he gathered a council of war and asked the assembled wise
men what they thought of the day. One of them, said to have been bolder than
the others because his sister was Pedro’s favorite mistress, spoke up:

Sire, for a long time God has divided the House of Castile and the House
of Aragon, so that, if the kingdom of Castile were broken into four parts
and one had only one of them, it would be more land than the king of
Aragon has, and still its ruler would be a great king. And God knows you
are one of the three kings of the Christian world, and if I said the greatest,
I do not think I would lie. Therefore I think you, lord, should go into the
plain and offer battle to the said king of Aragon, and you may be sure,
lord, this day you will conquer the said king of Aragon and his power, and
you will be king of Castile and Aragon, and afterward, if it pleases God,
emperor of Spain.

The rest of the council agreed. Then, oddly, Pedro called for a piece of bread.
Grasping the loaf, he sneered at the gathering:

If T had with me those that the said king of Aragon has with him, and they

were my vassals and my countrymen, then fearlessly I would fight all of

you and all Castile, and even all Spain. And so that you may know what
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I think of you, with this piece of bread that I have in my hand, I think I
could feed all the loyal men in Castile.

With that—and, let us remember, all of this is according to Pere’s report—Pedro
ordered a retreat. In an interesting coda, one version of the chronicle has several
Castilian knights exclaim, after Pedro’s failure to accept Pere’s challenge, “that
never had Castile taken such great dishonor.” Meanwhile, the king of Aragon
(this being Pere’s senior title, often used to denote the monarch of the whole
Crown of Aragon) and his men stood in the field four hours, “to our honor,
awaiting our enemy.” After his opponent went away, two of his nobles opined,
“Sire, you have completed what pertains to your honor, and now is the time
that you may go.” Whatever slaughters once scarred that ground, no battle was
fought that day at La Matanca between Pere of Aragon and Pedro of Castile.

This story from a king’s chronicle offers an opportunity to look at some-
thing like geopolitics “before the term,” to borrow Professor Black’s phrase,
in a source from the highest reaches of medieval government.”? The Castilian
baron’s statement® seems indeed to anticipate the logic popularly associated, at
least, with “classical” geopolitical argument and analysis. Geography, as both
measurement of might and historical setting, exercises an almost compulsive
force. Spain appears here as a unit, hence suited, the speaker seems to imply,
to the government of one ruler—despite God’s apparent intention, at least in
the past, that it should be divided among several kings. Land is power, and
Castile’s king has more of it, far more, than any other monarch in Spain. He is
bound, therefore, to win any fight he chooses to have against one of those other
monarchs. In this case, he faces Aragon. Victory will add Aragon to Castile, and
that will be enough to turn the latter’s lord into the Emperor of All Spain.* The
speech seems to expect its royal auditor to obey—that is the word—this simple
situational logic as a matter of course.

1 All quotations in this paragraph are from Pere III, Cronica, vi.52; for the Catalan original see
Les quatre grans croniques, ed. F. Soldevila (Barcelona, 1983), 1147-8; in English, Pere III,
Chronicle, trans. M. Hillgarth with introduction and notes by J. N. Hillgarth (Toronto, 1980),
564-7. My translations of chronicle passages follow the Hillgarths’ excellent work overall,
but I have strayed sometimes to follow my own preferences in interpreting the Catalan and in
orthography.

2 See J. Black, Geopolitics and the Quest for Dominance (Bloominton, 2016), chs. 2 and 3.

3 Pere confidently identifies the speaker as the Master of Santiago, but Pedro’s mistress’s broth-
er was in fact the Master of Calatrava, so the issue of the speaker’s identity is somewhat mud-
dled. See the discussion in Pere III, Chronicle, Hillgarth trans., 565, n. 152.

4 Some previous kings of Leon, and Ledn-Castile, had claimed this title for themselves; see
Pere III, Cronica, vi.52; Hillgarth trans., 566, n. 154.
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The baron’s argument is crude—too crude by half, one is tempted to suggest.
Should we trust Pere’s report? He was, after all, an interested party, and the
council scene seems suspiciously flattering of Aragonese valor—with a small
hymn to it out of Pedro’s mouth, no less! One can also sense, perhaps, a sub-
tle damning of Castilian policy as both conscious of and blasphemously care-
less about God’s evident design that there be more than one Christian king in
Spain. On the other hand, Pere did claim to have heard from “persons worthy
of credence” about what was said in Pedro’s council “on the day we entered
the plain.”” But whether such a speech was made or not, and whether the story
emerged from Castilian court gossip or the imagination of Pere and his co-au-
thors, or (probably) a combination of both, it demonstrates an essential point,
which is the wide range of the thinkable and expressable in Pere’s place and
time, when it comes to the interrelations of geography, motive, power rivalry,
and war—in a word, to geopolitics.

This essay’s purpose is to examine the place of geopolitics in this sense in
Crown of Aragon government documents during the rein of Pere 111, and above
all his 1356-1366 war with Pedro of Castile.® The study relies on Pere’s autobi-
ographical chronicle, already cited, and relevant examples selected from the let-
ters that were his major form of political communication. These letters survive
in their tens of thousands in the Archive of the Crown of Aragon in Barcelona.’
In sheer quantity of writing produced in his name, Pere stands out in the Middle
Ages, in part because his reign covers half a century. “In his name” is, of course,
a problematic point. The king himself was not directly involved in all this writ-
ten production; no one could have been. Chancery notations indicate, however,
that he wrote many of the letters in his own hand and dictated and/or personally
proofread many, many more, including almost all those cited here.® In this read-

5 Ibid., Hillgarth trans., 564.

6  On this war, see P. E. Russell, The English Intervention in Spain and Portugal in the Time of
Edward 11 and Richard II (Oxford, 1955), esp. ch. 2; M. Lafuente Gomez, La guerra de los
dos Pedros en Aragon (1356-1366): Impacto y trascendencia de un conflicto medieval (Zara-
goza, 2009); and D. Kagay and A. Villalon, Conflict in Fourteenth-Century Iberia: Aragon
vs. Castile and the War of the Two Pedros (Leiden, 2020). For Pere’s reign in general, the best
work is still R. d’Abadal, Pere el cerimonios i els inicis de la decadencia politica de Catalu-
nya (Barcelona, 1970); Black, Geopolitics, 38-9, provides a survey of references from Pere’s
sources, in relation to geopolitics.

7 Documents from this archive are cited here with ACA (for Archive of the Crown of Aragon),
C (for chancery), and the register and folio numbers for the whole document where the cited
material appears.

8 On Pere’s participation in the writing of chancery letters, see Epistolari de Pere 111, ed. R. Gu-
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iness to work with words, Pere was typical of his family (and, as will be seen, a
document from Pere’s grandfather, Jaume II, will also provide us a well-known
geopolitical reference). The House of Aragon and its governmental apparatus
were not laconic institutions. The fourteenth-century Crown of Aragon thus at-
tracts a study of political language by virtue of the immense quantity and, it is
hoped this essay will demonstrate, quality of its primary sources.

The essay begins by suggesting ways the political structure of Pere’s realm,
and the political practice it seemed to require, helped shape his understanding of
geography. The discussion then proceeds to consider the presence of geography
and geopolitics in the king’s sources, from typically humble, extremely local
sorts of geographic references, to statements of a very general, overarching,
almost “strategic” kind. The goal is to discover something of the nature of his
geographical understanding and, especially, the way he used geography in his
political communications with his subjects. The study concludes by looking at
how two of his most sweeping and, in the classical sense, geopolitical state-
ments—including the speech he attributes to a Castilian baron at La Matanga—
may express a deep change in Pere’s geopolitical outlook, based on his experi-
ence during his war with Pedro.

It could be argued that an awareness of “the spatial dimension of power™
was built into the very structure of the Crown of Aragon and the political prac-
tice that that structure seemed to demand from its monarchs. Pere ruled over, not
a kingdom, but a sort of magpie accumulation of territories, a classic example
of a medieval or early modern “composite monarchy.”!? Pere’s official title or
style reflected this reality. He was, as his more formal documents announced
him, “Pere, by the grace of God king of Aragon, Valencia, the Majorcas, Sar-
dinia, and Corsica, and count of Barcelona, Roussillon, and Cerdagne.”!! Some
of these titles (notably Corsica) were mere claims, and others bitterly contested,
but even in the core lands of Aragon, Catalonia (officially, the “county of Bar-

bern (Barcelona, 1955), 8-23, and F. M. Gimeno Blay, Escribir, reinar: La experiencia graf-
ico-textual de Pedro IV el Ceremonioso (1336-1387) (Madrid, 2006). On his involvement in
chronicle composition, see Hillgarth’s introduction to Pere III, Chronicle, 47-68, and S. M.
Cingolani, La memoria dels reis: Les quatre grans croniques (Barcelona, 2007), 195-270.

9 Black, Geopolitics, 38.

10 J. H. Elliott, “A Europe of Composite Monarchies,” Past & Present 137 (1992), 48-71, intro-
duced the term, but there is a large bibliography on the overall subject, dating both before and
after Elliott’s article.

11 Actas de la Cortes Generales de la Corona de Aragon de 1362-63, ed. J. M. Pons Guri, Collec-
cion de Documentos Inéditos del Archivo de la Corona de Aragon, vol. 50 (Madrid, 1982), 1.
Late in the reign, the titles “duke of Athens and Neopatria” would have been added to this list.
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celona”), and Valencia, the names reflected divisions of law and identity that
were intensely and consciously held. In turn, these entities—Aragon, Catalonia,
etc.—which appear so neatly distinguished by their names, were themselves
awkwardly composite, with each town, church corporation, and noble family
cherishing its rights and its pride, and clamoring for royal attention.

Such political fragmentation on both local and regional levels was quite
typical of medieval western Europe. Kings of the period therefore common-
ly followed the practice now known to historians as “itinerant kingship”—and
Pere did so as well."> The stay (short or long) in one place, the call to go and
tend to another, the endlessly repeated packing and unpacking, the roster of
stopping-places and routes between them: all these were deeply-known to Pere
throughout his life. He did not shy from recording the details in his chronicle:
“On the sixth day of the month of September in the year 1363 we entered the
city of Zaragoza. We were in this city ten days and left on the sixteenth day of
the month and journeyed toward the town of Perpignan, passing by Monzoén,
Barbastro, and Lleida, Cervera d’Urgell and Manresa, and by Ripoll and Cam-
prodon, and entered Perpignan the twenty-third day of October”—so passed
one sub-section of his chronicle, continuing thus for several more lines.!* Pere
was clearly interested in this sort of thing forming part of his life’s record, al-
though allowing a passage to devolve into a toll of way-points, and little else,
was somewhat unusual.'* A mental map of memories emerges: the rough coun-
try linen he slept on at Vilafranca del Penedés; the ford of Pina by which one
could cross the Ebro on the way to Zaragoza; the fig trees outside Perpignan,
worth preserving from destruction by his troops even when the town was held
by an enemy; the good hunting on the way to La Matanca.'

Itineracy and the resulting knowledge of terrain and routes—whether per-
sonal to Pere, as it surely was in at least some cases, or as part of the institutional
memory of his court—can be detected behind the geographical references and
analyses that find their way into Pere’s wartime communications. These docu-
ments take us to the nexus of geographical perception and the politics necessary

12 References to itinerant kingship are frequent in the secondary literature on medieval monar-
chy; an exemplary focused study is J. W. Bernhardt, ltinerant Kingship and Royal Monaster-
ies in Germany, c. 936-1075 (Cambridge, 2002). Many questions about itinerant leadership
seem unanswered, including why it looks so obligatory in some premodern societies and not
in others.

13 Pere III, Cronica, vi.37; Soldevila, 1141; Hillgarth trans., 541.

14 Similar passages can be found at iii.15, v.42, vi.29-30, vi.38, vi.46-49.

15 Respectively, iv.12, iv.22, iii.76, vi.50.
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to the conduct of war in a medieval society. Royal authority in the Crown of
Aragon allowed only sparingly for unmediated command and obedience. The
king could describe himself, in a formulaic way, as issuing “‘commands”—but
he had to do so with arguments, threats, and inducements. The recipient might
say no, the documents seem to imply. Even with court servants and men nomi-
nally under arms, let alone the privileged and propertied subjects from whom he
needed to win grants of tax, Pere had to persuade.'® Spatial-locational analysis
was one sort of argument he might use to wangle cooperation:

It is very necessary that the castle of Novillas be strengthened, and

well-supplied with food and companies [of troops]; therefore we say to

you and command that you fortify the said castle . . . because if the said

place [Novillas] were taken by the enemy, which God not grant, it would

be in a very bad spot because of the passage of the Ebro they would have,

and because nothing could come from Navarre to Aragon, for which it is

needful that the said place be provided for in such manner that it is secure.

Since we see that, if the enemy establish themselves in Carifiena it could
turn to the great damage and peril of Zaragoza and the whole kingdom [of
Aragon], we ask you affectionately that, in such a great necessity, you en-
sconce yourself in the said place with the whole company of Hospitallers,
because we firmly believe that, with the help of God, you and the said
company will know how to defend the said place, in which defense you
will do us and our Crown a signal service.

The city of Lleida is a notable city, and the key to Catalonia from the
region of Aragon; therefore the lord king wishes, ordains, and commands
that all buildings outside the walls be razed for a space of fifty a/nes . . .
so that a moat may be made.!”

These statements were in no way unusual during the war with Pedro. Pere spent
most of that grueling clash on the defensive, and his letters from that time are
full of how the loss of one castle or town threatens others.!® Danger loomed over

16 For a comparison of Pere’s language with that of a government rhetorically more oriented to-
ward terse monarchic command, see J. E. Lendon and D. A. Cohen, “Strong and Weak Re-
gimes: Comparing the Roman Principate and the Medieval Crown of Aragon,” in The Roman
Empire in Context: Historical and Comparative Perspectives, ed. J. P. Arnason and K. A.
Raaflaub (Chichester, 2011), 85-110.

17 Respectively, ACA, C, 1381:166v; 1384:172r; Documents historichs catalas del segle X1V,
ed. J. Coroleu (Barcelona, 1889), 17. An alna is approximately a meter.

18 ACA, C, 1384:82v-84r; 1385:109r-110r; 1385:119v; 1386:6v; 1386:18r-v; 1387:13v; see al-
so the extended quotation from a speech of Pere’s at Black, Geopolitics, 38. Significantly, all
these are from the first half of 1363, when Pedro was conquering a great swath from the bor-
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vulnerable routes in the landscape. Thus, for the king, one use of geographical
reference was as part of a rhetoric of urgency to spur action from slow subor-
dinates and tax-shy subjects. This rhetorical aspect of the use of geography in
Pere’s communications is heightened by the way it could be combined with oth-
er themes to the same persuasive purpose. “With great pain at heart,” he wrote
to the urban leaders of Catalonia in March 1363,

we tell you that we have had certain news that the place of Magallon has
surrendered, because of which we see Borja, Tarazona, and all the places
of those parts in great danger, and consequently the whole kingdom [of
Aragon], which means that soon we must fight the said king [of Castile,
in a pitched battle], since we love better to live or die a king than to lose
all we have little by little; wherefore, with as great a feeling of heart as we
can, we pray and advise your very faithful natural loyalty that you send
hurriedly some company of foot, crossbowmen and spearmen, to be with
us in the said battle."”

The king’s aim here is to goad the audience to identify with his sentiments: his
sense of danger, his grief at loss, his defiant desire “to live or die a king.” Monar-
chic emotion had, in effect, the same legitimacy in public discussion as analysis
of the meaning of the enemy’s location in space. In another letter from the same
month, he tried to inspire some officials negotiating an advance of tax payments
by describing the danger to Borja and other places, and then added “our whole
fortune is at stake, and the urgency of doing it [negotiating the advance] is such
that speed is life to us and delay is death . . . so great is the danger that in writing
we cannot express it.”*” Thus spoke Pere as the king in pain, right alongside the
king who uttered plain facts like which castles and towns led to which.

Pere was, however, a prolific and experienced communicator operating from
a long, multifaceted tradition, and a complex personality besides, and so he
had other tones—or, if one prefers, masks—that still had a role for geopolitical
argument. He could play the serenely rational, wisely-choosing statesman-mon-
arch who takes in information and brings forth considered judgments. This de-
liberative image is often associated in medieval studies with the ruler as font of
justice, but Pere brought its lineaments to his role as leader of politics and war,
where one can see dilemmas among spatially-defined options described, and

ders of Aragon to the coast of Valencia. Pere’s wartime language was not constant, but changed
its themes as military circumstances and the king’s preoccupations changed. That said, there
are examples from other phases of the war, e. g., ACA, C, 1381:116v, 1381:163v, 1387:69r-v.
19 ACA, C, 1386:3v-4r.
20 ACA, C, 1385:119v-120r.
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choices made about where to place limited resources. When in 1360 the city
council of Barcelona asked that a parliamentary grant be spent on galleys for
maritime defense, Pere answered that it could not be, because he had to save all
for the war on the land:

as you know, in times past, seeing that the king of Castile made his effort
more by the sea than by land, we . . . turned our face toward the business
of the sea, not avoiding danger or labor for our person, nor for our sub-
jects, as is known to all the world.?! Now by reason of the city of Tarazona
and the other castles and places of its neighborhood [in inland Aragon],
which by the work of our lord God who pursues our justice we have, as
you know, received and taken recently from the hand and power of our
said enemy king, it is necessary that we turn our face more to the war on
land and especially in this region, than to the business of the sea, because
this war is extremely profitable and honorable to us and our Crown and to
our kingdoms and lands . . .

And so on at some length Pere went, describing where Pedro was in the region,
and which captains Pere had sent against him, and who was leading the army of
Aragon’s flanks, and how near they were to Pedro, all to show that “the business
of the land today, as the present deeds show us, is to us a greater honor, and it is
more necessary and profitable to conduct this war on land and turn our face and
all our intention toward it than to the matter of the sea.? Pere could get prolix
when in good-judgment mode, because showing himself taking in information,
mastering it, and wielding it in decision-making was part of the point.?

In the chronicle, the king seems to have taken pleasure in drawing out a good
council scene, with him starring as a skilled resolver of quandaries.?* A lovely
example is set at the moment in 1347 when he was simultaneously confronted
by the rebellion of the “Union” in Aragon and an invasion of Roussillon by his
cousin and bitter enemy, Jaume I1I of Majorca, whom Pere had recently deposed
from his island throne. Which threat to confront first? Officials from Aragon

21 1In 1359 Pedro had led a seaborne attack on Barcelona—driven back, according to Pere, by his
flagship’s bravura employment of a single cannon; see Pere 111, Cronica, vi.24.

22 ACA, C, 1169:90v-91r.

23 For a similarly detailed, wordy argument about the choice of sea vs. land, see ACA, C,
1382:17r-18r.

24 The instance described here is the one where geopolitical considerations are most distinctly
present, but council scenes as a type are basic structural elements in the chronicle: each of the
five chapters (denoted here by Roman numerals) dealing with Pere’s own reign depicts near
its beginning a council that sets much of the agenda for what follows: ii.4, iii.11-13, iv.12, v.3,
and vi.4.
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clamored with elaborate reasons why he should see first to their kingdom. “And
having heard this report,” the king wrote, “we called a council” to decide the
question of priorities. Advisors opined on both sides. As Pere listened, “our Lord
God put it into our understanding” that he should go first to Barcelona and se-
cure it, and then “all Catalonia” would follow him, and with Catalonia he could
defeat both his cousin and the Union. Then he spoke to his bickering counselors:

You are all in debate, and some hold that we should go to Aragon, and
some that we should oppose our enemy, En Jaume . . . who has entered or
is about to enter our land. Therefore we have decided that it is best to go
to aid Roussillon to resist our enemy, who intends to lay waste our land,
than to go to Aragon now, since the disagreement between us and those of
Aragon is about franchises, privileges, and liberties that they say we have
broken, so that, if we grant them these things, in any case we can come to
an agreement with them, and we cannot do that with En Jaume.*

One can see in Pere’s thoughts to himself—or between himself and God—
an estimate of Catalonia’s value as a base of power and of the political role of
Barcelona in holding Catalonia. The king’s actual address to the council, which
follows, argues forcefully that cousin Jaume should be the first target. Pere com-
bines political and geographical circumstance to show himself the divinely-in-
spired and wise assessor and chooser of policy, as well as the welcome decider
of quarrels.

One can cite other passages in this vein, some terse or vague, others full of
circumstantial detail.”® When an uncle, placed in charge of Valencia’s defense,
tried to get Pere to move his main army to that kingdom, the king refused,
saying he should not do it, “because damage could follow to our kingdom and
dishonor to us . . . since the kingdom of Valencia is not a land from which we
can attack Castile powerfully, because the hinterland [comarques] and the bor-
ders are in such disposition that it cannot be done—and if [we are only there] to
defend, and not to attack, it would not be well to be in Valencia, consuming our
own and the food of that kingdom, of which there is no great abundance”—a

25 Cronica, iv.12 (Soldevila, 1093-1094; Hillgarth trans., 399-400). My interpretation of Pere’s
plan for pacifying Aragon differs from the Hillgarths’, who have Pere suggesting he grant
them their liberties, but revoke the grants when the time is ripe. Such deceit seems to me en-
tirely in keeping with Pere’s character and his self-presentation in the chronicle, but the trans-
lation I have adopted seems to me to make better sense of the Catalan.

26 In 1364 Pere sent an official to tell a Cortes being held in Zaragoza that he had determined to
leave off a siege in Valencia and instead invade Castile, “and this for many reasons as the said
Lope de Gurrea [the servant in question] can explain to them, as one who is well-informed
about it” (ACA, C, 1386:95v-97r). Even Pere could tire of long written explanations.
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quick assessment of both terrain and logistics in that southern kingdom.?” Told
by two of his officers that, if they had cavalry, they could besiege Pedro in a
Valencian castle, he brushed them off with the line, “if they were there, it would
not be wisely done, because there he [Pedro] can be resupplied quickly.”* In
documents like these, one can see again the familiarity with his kingdoms’ ter-
rain, bred by a lifetime of travel.

The foregoing should demonstrate sufficiently that geographic and geopo-
litical modes of argument and analysis were quite familiar for Pere and his au-
dience. Two problems should already be visible, however, with using geopolit-
ical discourse to understand war as fought by the fourteenth-century Crown of
Aragon. First, what one might loosely call geo-talk comes embedded in a whole
range of other, often quite different themes. These other themes and the “geopo-
litical” arguments generally complement one another without much perceptible
tension. Thus when Pere tells a commander of Hospitallers that holding tight to
Carinena will protect the rest of Aragon, and adds that by this act “you will do
us and our Crown a signal service,” he is simply describing the same task in two
different but quite harmonious ways. Likewise, when he tells his uncle that he
(Pere) could suffer “dishonor” if he were to go to Valencia, he means the very
shame that would arise from foolishly placing his army in a bad place for its
maintenance and from which it could not attack. At other times, non-geopolitical
terms appear to contradict directly, or simply to stand alongside of without inter-
acting with, geopolitical ones. Thus, in the scene at La Matanga with which we
began, Pedro of Castile’s counterargument, presented as devastating to the out-
spoken baron’s purely geopolitical analysis, is that Pere’s people fairly burst with
a feudal loyalty to their sovereign that his own people do not feel toward theirs,
and this fact makes considerations of size and geographic destiny irrelevant.
Meanwhile Pere, waiting across the plain, and Pedro’s own knights, assess the
day’s outcome in terms of honor and dishonor resulting, in a very direct, concrete
way, like points on a board, from one king’s hours-long display of a willingness
to fight, and the other’s failure to show the same zeal for battle—an honor result
that Pere as narrator happily insists upon, and that seems blithely detached from
the heavy, unsubtle determinism of the Castilian baron’s speech. One might add
that honor-talk did not serve Pere simply as some public smokescreen behind
which a geopolitical arcanum imperii skulked; in fact both rhetorics could be
found equally present in both public communications and in those intended for

27 Gubern, Epistolari, 125.
28 Ibid., 130.
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the inner sanctum of his government. For example, in the same month that Pere
mused to the Barcelona city council about fighting on the land or sea, he wrote
privately to his queen, Elionor of Sicily, one of his closest advisors, to say that he
would approach the Castilian town of Alfaro when it was about to fall, “because
certainly the honor of it [being present at the capture] would be worth having,”
with no other motive mentioned, as though that settled the matter.”® A lengthy
and equally private 1357 letter to Pere’s uncle and namesake, the Infant Pere,
defends both the decision for war with Castile, and the desire to seek a pitched
battle, almost entirely using honor and honor-adjacent arguments.*® All of this
shows that geographical and geopolitical speech was possible, and present, but
only as one of a number of themes, and that it was not necessarily the most prom-
inent, or viewed as particularly decisive over all others.

The second problem is that, in the documents we have seen, Pere’s resort
to geopolitical rhetoric seems typically confined to “small picture” uses, cir-
cumscribed in time and/or space. Pere’s geopolitics remains mostly on what a
modern analyst might call the “operational” level of war: a particular city’s ease
or difficulty of resupply; the imminent danger of losing a certain ford; a unique
coincidence of rebellion on one front and invasion on another. Pere doesn’t
say any power in northeastern Spain must always base itself in Catalonia; he
says Catalonia is the place for him to be in the circumstances in which he finds
himself at that particular moment, in 1347. Devotees of “classical” geopolitics
might scorn this close peering at little places and evanescent dilemmas. Modern
geographical science’s whole purpose, they might say, was to move beyond such
ground-level ephemera of the past; it sought the stratospheric heights whence
Mackinder could boast: “For the first time we can perceive something of the
real proportion of features and events on the stage of the whole world, and may
seek a formula which shall express certain aspects at any rate, of geographical
causation in universal history.”*! One could say it is worth showing again that,
at all events, some level of geographical awareness in relation to politics was
possible before there arose a self-conscious school of geopolitics (recognizing

29 ACA, C, 1147:48v; see also ACA, C, 1147:87v-88r to another very close advisor, the no-
ble-turned-Benedictine Bernat de Cabrera, discussing similar matters also largely in honor
terms. These letters were in no way unusual. Pere was as preoccupied with honor in private as
in public.

30 Gubern, 139-55. Infant means “prince” in Catalan, cognate with the more familiar Castilian
infante.

31 H.J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History,” The Geographical Journal 23 (1904),
422.
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that Mackinder himself disliked the term). Nevertheless it is a worthy question:
what evidence from Pere’s world is there of foreshadowings, at least, of some-
thing like that grand-scale, god’s-eye view?

This essay has, of course, already much discussed that utterance ascribed to a
Castilian baron in his king’s tent at La Matang¢a, which might fit the grand-scale
category. Two other fourteenth-century statements from the House of Aragon
are also worth noting: one from 1311 by Pere’s grandfather, Jaume II (1291-
1327), and one by Pere himself in 1380. These documents take us from affairs
on Aragon’s landward side to the dramatic expansion of the Crown and its peo-
ple into the Mediterranean, which began with Jaume I’s conquest of Majorca
in 1229 and culminated in the fall of Naples, in 1443, to Alfonso the Magnani-
mous (1416-1458).3 In 1311 this story was at a point where cadet branches of
the House of Aragon held Sicily and the Balearics, while the head of the main
line, Jaume 11, was recovering from a failed campaign against Granada and pon-
dering the conquest of Sardinia, to which the pope had given him title. From a
solemn church council, Pope Clement V (1305-1314) intruded with a call for a
great crusade to the Holy Land. Jaume answered with an embassy that was to
dangle before the Holy Father the benefits of resuming the effort against Grana-
da instead, and entreat for condign tenths and indulgences in support. As was
customary for such missions, the king prepared for his envoys a script, the final
item of which suggested the ease, once Granada had fallen, of taking Morocco
too, and then pointed toward distant fulfillments:

From there [Morocco], the Christian army, by proceeding to the East by
sea, following always the Christian islands, namely Majorca, Minorca, Sar-
dinia, and Sicily, from which could be had continual food and refreshment,

and people to reinforce the aforesaid army and populate [conquered] lands,
could in the end be brought, with the aid of God, to reach the Holy Land.®

Vicente Salavert, who presented this passage to the scholarly world, saw in it a

32 A good survey in English of the Crown of Aragon’s Mediterranean expansion and its context
is D. Abulafia, The Western Mediterranean Kingdoms, 1250-1500: The Struggle for Domin-
ion (London, 1997). An introduction to the huge and still-growing scholarly bibliography on
the topic can be had by following the notes to A. Cioppi and S. Nocco, “Islands and the Con-
trol of Mediterranean Space,” in The Crown of Aragon: A Singular Mediterranean Empire,
ed. F. Sabaté (Leiden, 2017), 337-52. It should be noted that “geopolitics,” both as term and
as interpretive method, has been prominent in this literature since J. Vicens Vives helped in-
troduce the term to Spanish publishing with Esparia: geopolitica del Estado y del Imperio
(Barcelona, 1940), in which see 105-14 for the Aragonese expansion.

33 ACA, C, 336:78v; the arguments about Granada can be found on ACA, C, 336:73r-74r and
771-78v.
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coherent vision of an island route (which has come to be known in the historiog-
raphy as /a ruta de las islas) across the Mediterranean. Salavert argued that the
House of Aragon meant to hold these islands as a string of way-stations to serve
the profit of Catalan commerce; he said rather less about the ostensible crusad-
ing context.* In any case it has to be admitted that Jaume shows here a readiness
to imagine politics and war across a quite large scale of time and space, even if
his immediate rhetorical purpose was to direct the pope’s mind toward a rather
more limited front in Spain itself. Imagining enterprise on such a level was, in
fact, by no means unusual, especially when it came to thinking about crusade.*
Pere III’s letter of 1380 reveals an Aragonese monarch manipulating, not a

pope, but his elder son and heir, who, as Joan I (1387-1396), eventually suc-
ceeded his father.’® The young man had recently rejected his father’s fervent
quest for him to marry the heiress of Sicily, a scheme that would have snatched
the island kingdom from the fearsome brink of union with an alien dynasty and
brought it back to the metropolitan, that is Pere’s, line (the young lady eventu-
ally did marry into the next generation of Pere’s descendants). Afraid that Joan
did not understand the islands’ importance, and with Sardinia in the midst of one
of its many revolts, the father warned his son,

If Sardinia is lost, Majorca, without its food supply from Sicily and Sar-

dinia, will be depopulated and will be lost, and Barcelona will also be

depopulated, for Barcelona could not live without Sicily and Sardinia, nor

could the merchants trade if the isles were lost.*’

Here again one sees something like the ruta de islas. But the triumphal mood
of Jaume II’s 1311 message has been replaced by fear and a preoccupation with
avoiding disaster. Hillgarth wrote that Pere’s words to his son were “proof of a
political vision acquired painfully over a long reign.”*® Much of that hard learn-
ing undoubtedly came to Pere from the war with Castile. Most instructive were
those terrible years from the summer of 1362 to late 1365, when the Castilian

34 V. Salavert y Roca, Cerderia y la expansion mediterrdanea de la Corona de Aragon (Madrid,
1956), i, 126-33.

35 Schemes of alliance with the Mongols of Iran, pursued on occasion by the kings of Aragon
among others, are worth mentioning, on which see P. Jackson, The Mongols and the West, 1210-
1410 (Harlow, 2005), ch. 7; these in turn could feed grandiose fantasies that might mix the geo-
political and the millennarian. Columbus’ Enterprise of the Indies is of course one example.

36 Joan is the Catalan version of John.

37 Hillgarth, introduction to Pere III, Chronicle, 35-6. Jaume II’s ponderings had brought the
Aragonese conquest of Sardinia to fruition in 1323; for the rebellion against Pere, Hillgarth,
Spanish Kingdoms, ii, 219-20, which also quotes the 1380 letter.

38 Ibid., 36.
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king marched here and there, sometimes it seemed almost at will, across Aragon
and Valencia, laying waste and besieging and taking. From time to time, Pere
could stall his enemy with a brave display, as at la Matanga. Pedro, however,
consistently avoided battle; the non-fight at Matanga was in fact quite typical.
For him the key to victory lay elsewhere. As in much medieval warfare, this was
a clash in which the apparatus of nourishment was one of the attacker’s most
important targets and often the defender’s most vital armament. The registers
of Pere’s archive from these years are full of his scramble to get grain to target-
ed cities.*® The interdependence that Pere described to his son could of course
come into play during food shortages unrelated to war as well. Nevertheless the
war with Castile must have, by the concentration of much danger in a short time,
focused Pere’s mind on the coastal cities’ food vulnerability and the islands’ role
in alleviating that.*

The war with Castile must have brought home another unhappy lesson: Ara-
gon’s weakness relative to Castile and other looming powers, above all France
and England. “This king of Castile comes with so much equipment and attacks
fortifications so powerfully, that so far no fortress we have prepared against him
has been held,” Pere lamented in one letter.*! His cry was symptomatic of the
war as a kind of smashing of illusions for him. He had begun it in a spirit of vin-
dicating his honor, one king to another, having felt himself insulted by Pedro**;
but by 1363-65, the doughty contest of honor had become a relentless grind for
the survival of a lesser power against a much greater one. Though there was a
long tradition in the House of Aragon of holding themselves brave underdogs,
Pere may well have begun to sense a gloomier reality, a hard hand of fate: there
were kings, and then there were “the three kings of the Christian world,” of
which he was not one.

In the event, Pere and the Crown of Aragon did survive. In 1366, Pere joined
France and the papacy in backing Enrique de Trastdmara, Pedro’s half-brother

39 Plenty of such letters can be found in registers 1386 and 1387, both among the ten volumes
labeled Guerrae Castellae.

40 Consider ACA, C, 1387:69r-v, in which Pere chides his troublesome uncle Ramon Berengu-
er for forcing a cog from Sardinia bearing grain for Valencia to discharge its cargo in his own
lands, far from the fighting; Pere warned that “we understand that if it [Valencia], with the
help of God, has enough food, its inhabitants will not have to fear being overwhelmed by the
king of Castile.”

41 ACA, C, 1385:119v-120r.

42 An excellent example is the 1357 letter, long, fervent, and in Pere’s own hand, cited in n. 30
above. For this war as a severe, definitive shattering of illusions for Pere, see Abadal’s per-
ceptive remarks in Pere el cerimonios, 200-216.
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and rival for the Castilian throne, who had long fought at Pere’s side, in an in-
vasion of Castile with a large army of mercenaries (the same veterans famous
in Hundred Years’ War history as the “free companies™). Pere’s war of survival
became, first, a Castilian civil war, and then for more than two decades a theater
of the great Anglo-French war. The turmoil continued long after Pedro I had
been killed in 1369 and Trastamara had become Castile’s Enrique II (1366-
1367; 1369-1379).* The revelation for us is Pere’s policy during this time. His
path became twisty, ambivalent, and noncommittal. He might flirt with some
proposed aggressive alliance, with extravagant cessions of Castilian territory
sought (even from a Castilian king) as the price for his support, but other times
he sent nothing but excuses: he needed to see his enemies act before he could
promise anything; the Sardinian revolt demanded too much for him to think of
anything else; his ambassador was too sick to travel. He could briefly let himself
be puffed up with the thought that he might be a power among other powers. In
1366 there was mooted an alliance of himself, Enrique, and Charles V of France,
and Pere crowed to Enrique that, “once they three were bound in support, there
was no power in the world that could harm them, nor was there any king or
kings in the world against whom they could not come out on top, to their great
honor.”* Other times he seemed disgusted with everyone involved. In 1367 he
wrote to his representative at the French court to complain of the latter’s failure
to support him, and to declare himself now neutral between “the said kings Don
Pedro and Don Enrique, who have given us such reasons that we wish to the one
great evils and to the other little good.” By 1378 he could sound well and truly
done with anything like war on the continent. In that year he wrote to congratu-
late Enrique II’s heir, the future Juan I (1379-1390) on a victorious campaign in
Navarre, but added that “it would have given us pleasure if God had so willed
it that we had all been good friends and such a great disaster as this had been
avoided.” In 1381 he forbade his younger son Marti to go jousting in Castile,
because it might give the English the impression Aragon was preparing to ally
with Castile against them—something he did not want, Pere declared, because
“henceforth, we want no more war, because we have enough to do to attend to

43 The whole complex story can be followed in detail in Russell’s monumental English Interven-
tion.

44 ]. Miret y Sans, “Négociations de Pierre IV d’Aragon avec la cour de France (1366-67),” Re-
vue hispanique, 13 (1905), 91.

45 [bid., 122; Russell, 122-3.

46 Russell, 269.
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our affairs.”*’

During these years after 1365, was Pere coming to terms with a bitter geo-
political lesson? “If the kingdom of Castile were broken into four parts and one
had only one of them, it would be more land than the king of Aragon has, and
still its ruler would be a great king.” And this was to say nothing of what might
be thought of, for example, France! The chapter of his chronicle on the war of
Castile was being composed at the earliest in the later 1370s and early 1380s.
Perhaps he could not leave the great teaching out, even if he could not bear to
put it in his own voice. In any case, if this assessment of Pere’s behavior after
1365 is correct, then we can actually see a king’s ideas about what he could and
should do changing. The war with Pedro I and its sequel transformed Pere’s
view of geopolitics and war. On some fronts at least, caution, restraint, and
retrenchment became his way. Although this essay has shamelessly indulged a
“fascination with discourse,” it has not sought to present either a “continuity of
arguments” or a hegemonic mentality in Pere or his world.*® Instead what we see
is a space for change in geopolitical perception and strategic culture. According
to a well-known stereotype, seemingly still flourishing even if much questioned
in academia, geopolitics either finds paths of warlike expansion for great pow-
ers on the rise, or encourages aggressive defense in those that have already got
there. Pere shows something more selective and subtle. He is one king, vain-
glorious, prickly, and ever-grasping for honor it is true, who in his last years let
experience—which at times he articulated in clear geopolitical terms—Ilead him
elsewhere. Pere did not become a pacifist—indeed, far from it with reference to
internal enemies and the all-important west Mediterranean islands. But on his
landward side, against kingdoms he knew to be greater than his, he seems to
have meant his word to his son: “henceforth, we want no more war.”

47 Coroleu, 80. On this episode, Russell, 308-9, and M. T. Ferrer i Mallol, “L’infant Marti i un
projecte d’intervencio en la guerra de Portugal (1381),” La Corona de Aragon en el siglo XIV.
VIII Congreso de la Historia de la Corona de Aragon (1973), vol. 3, 205-234.

48 Following Black, Geopolitics and the Quest for Dominance, 105-7.
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Jaume Mateu (Before 1402 - After 1452), Pere IV the Ceremonious (1427),
Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya,
Google Art Project, Wikimedia Commons
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Geopolitics of state-building, war and
expansion in the Baltic region, 14001600,
and its projection into Modernity.

BY VLADIMIR SHIROGOROV

The geopolitics of the Baltic region has not been attended to systematically. Pro-
found explanations of the region’s reputation as a knot of international rivalry are
absent. The current essay calls to look at the period when the Baltic region turned
the heads of the prospective great powers and the great powers that contested it
emerged, dealing with the “Baltic question.”! A study on the period provides ex-
pertise to recognise the Baltic’s burning issues and predict and mitigate their neg-
ative trends. It also gives the “Baltic lessons” to geopoliticians ruling the world.

KEYWORDS: GLOBAL RIVALRY, RMA, REGION, CONFLICT, DOMINANCE, FUTURE PROG-
NOSTIC, OVERWHELMING FORCE.

PREFACE

owadays geopolitics is a knowledge that tends to collect all geospatial

fields such as physical geography studying resources, energy, landscape,
and climate; human geography studying religion, culture, and ethnic groups;
political geography studying location, position, and composition of states, their
territorial organization, and urbanization; and the spatial dimension of interna-
tional relations studying the states’ zones of interest, alliances, spheres of influ-
ence, and strategies.? The impact of these factors and settings on the evolution of
states and their relations is claimed to be an expanse of geopolitics.> The scope
looks hypnotic, but the current study focuses on geopolitics’ narrower sense.

Geopolitics, a perspective on the conflict over power and existence.

Master historians Jeremy M. Black and Geoffrey Parker study geopolitics
as a geospatial dimension of the struggle of the states over dominance in both

1 Walther KircHNER launched this term in: KiRcHNER, The Rise of the Baltic Question, probably
repeating the title of Forsten’s seminal work: FOrRSTEN, A Baltic Question.

2 CRrIEKEMANS, “Introduction;” Csurcal, “The Main Components of Geopolitical Analysis.”

3 CoHEN, Geopolitics 16; KeLLy, Classical Geopolitics, 23
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its academic and practical usage.* Geopolitics emerged “as a self-conscious
and distinct subject™ at the turn of the 19th to 20th centuries as a reflection
of European imperialism in the situation when the “closing” of the world and
absence of unclaimed territories unleashed its redivision.®* However, “a practice
[of geopolitics] exists before a concept.”” Geopolitics directed the strategies and
actions of rulers, the states, and social groups long before it was advanced as an
analytical discipline, or forever.

Geopolitics is a geospatial perspective on the conflict of states and social
groups over existence, aggrandizement, and supremacy. Geopolitics is also a
statecraft to manage it. Geopolitics places power into the geographical com-
pound.® It does not function as an “objective” science that “exists independently
of the motivations and power of states.” Everything is fluid in geopolitics and
depends on the unfolding conflict. Colin S. Gray, a British-American strate-
gist, stresses that “geography is anything but constant in its influence upon [...]
particular conflicts at particular times.”'® Geopolitical characteristics of states,
events, or situations are futile if they are irrelevant to the conflict.

The “state” or “nation” is a pillar subject of geopolitics, its actor, and the
focus of scrutiny. The state is a social monopoly of force organized over the
territory!! by the internal power struggle under external pressure. Both conflicts
are vital for the geopolitical analysis of the state under research. Other subjects
of geopolitics such as “heartland” and “rimland,” “seapower” and “landpower,”
and so on are similar provisional and fluid products of the conflict at the crossing
coordinates of the historical situation and geospatial position.

While Jeremy Black focuses on the geopolitics of interstate “quest for dom-
inance,”? Geoffrey Parker studies “the geopolitical structures of those states
which have attained positions of dominance.”'® Their perspectives compose the
geopolitical dimension of the rise and decline of the states, which is a manifest
conflict over power and existence. Michael Mann, a top authority in historical

4 Brack, Geopolitics and the Quest for Dominance; PARKER, The Geopolitics of Domination.
5 Brack, Geopolitics and the Quest for Dominance, 117

6 PARKER, Western Geopolitical Thought, 4,7,11

7 Brack, Geopolitics and the Quest for Dominance, 15

8 KeLry, Classical Geopolitics, 24-25

9  GRryYGIEL, Great Powers and Geopolitical Change, 24-25

10 Gray, Modern Strategy, 41

11 WEBER, The Vocation Lectures, 33

12 Brack, Geopolitics and the Quest for Dominance18; BLAck, The Geographies of War, P. 5
13 PARKER, The Geopolitics of Domination, Preface.
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sociology, emphasizes the “military-geopolitical type” of the rise and decline of
states!* or the geopolitics of state-building, war, and expansion.

Geopolitics of war deals with the conflict over power and existence that
turned into an armed clash. Jeremy Black points out that “the spatial dimension
[...] is the key setting of war, the setting that provides for the geopolitics.”" It
counts the state’s location, its natural, economic, and demographic resources,
topography, and climate as the geographical determinants of the state’s military
organization, objectives, and actions.!®

In its practical sense, the geopolitics of war explores the “set of strategic
problems” that geography imposes on the states,!” providing a spatial guide to
strategy. Wrestling the territory and resources, setting the military potential over
the territory, and utilizing the territory for military operations are the most im-
portant geopolitical issues of strategy.

Jakub J. Grygiel stresses that the “location of resources [...] and the lines of
communication linking them” are “two variables [that] assign strategic value to
locations [of the states].”!® The composition of the state and its social, political,
and military layout is another determinant of its geopolitical situation. It enables
mobilizing and moving the economic, demographic, and military resources over
the state’s territory and outward. The geographical determinants and compo-
sition of the state condition its power aggregation and projection, or, in other
words, state-building and expansion.

From denial of geopolitics to regionalization of force.

At the turn from the 20th to 21st centuries, geopolitics returned to war after
abandoning it in the preceding quarter of a century. Since the late 1970s, some
prominent military visionaries have downgraded geopolitics due to the appear-
ance of the weapons that seemingly overcame the geographical limitations of
traditional warfare and its spatial operational logic. The so-called Revolution in
Military Affairs (RMA) unfolding since the 1970s obscured them with such ter-
rific game-changers as intercontinental nuclear missiles, space-based weapons,
and cyberwarfare against data-dependent facilities.

Since the combination of long-range airpower and atomic bombs was em-

14 Mann, “Introduction: Empires with Ends,” 1

15 Brack, The Geographies of War, Preface.

16 Brack, “Geographies of War: the Recent Historical Background,” 22
17 SonpHAus, Culture and Ways of War, 20

18 GryGIEL, Great Powers and Geopolitical Change, 26
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ployed for power projection, the gravediggers of geopolitics claim that geog-
raphy is not a matter to reckon with anymore." The differentiation between
landpower and seapower waned since the land forces turned out being able to
strike everywhere over the sea and vice versa.?’ The novel vehicles of war al-
legedly soar over the seas, mountains, and other topographic determinants of
past warfare and penetrate unlimited distances through all obstacles. They can
shift in the blink of an eye the balance of conventional forces in the theatre of
operations and reverse war’s spatial logic that dictates to deal with the enemy’s
army and fleet before assaulting its vital political centres.?! War has turned in-
side out, disregarding geography. Geopolitics shifted to non-military matters of
economy, natural resources, trade routes, and other “soft power.” It also focused
on the world-scale affairs, and “globalization” was invented to accommodate it.

In parallel with the development of military capabilities and military thought
the sphere of “critical geopolitics” emerged. Its prominent thinker, Gear6id O
Tuathail, disclaims the influence of geographical factors on international rela-
tions while stressing geopolitics’ function to describe the organization of pow-
er and conducts of the ruling elites in geographical terms.? The French circle
around the magazine Hérodote and its leader Yves Lacoste presented geopolitics
as a justification for colonialist ambitions and aggression. However, Lacoste in
a way predicted the return of geopolitics to the military sphere and its descent
on the regional level.”

Geopolitics was ostracized by geographers and the military. It almost per-
ished, but the regional upheavals have revived it. Following the collapse of the
Warsaw Pact and the Soviet Union in the early 1990s, the focus of international
relations suddenly fell on the regional level, where the geopolitical pattern is
working spectacularly. The troubles in the Russian Caucasus and NATO’s east-
ward expansion, Al-Qaeda’s charge against the West and Western intervention
in Iraq and Afghanistan, Russia’s consolidation of its loyal post-Soviet neigh-
bourhood and the “colour revolutions” in the disloyal one, the Arab Spring and
migration onslaught on Europe, the rise and fall of the so-named Islamic State
(ISIS), and renewal of the Israeli-Palestinian fighting — all of these international

19 BLACK, Rethinking Geopolitics, 88

20 Gray, “Geography and Grand Strategy,” 113

21 See a seminal work on this phenomenon: SokorLovsky and CHEREDNICHENKO, “Military Art on
a New Stage.” The current author is grateful to Mark Charles FisseL for bringing the Soviet
ideas of RMA to my attention.

22 KeLvy, Classical Geopolitics, 55-62; O TUATHALL, “Understanding Critical Geopolitics,” 108

23 LacostE, La Géographie.
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conflicts from the last decade of the 20th century to the first decades of the 21st
century had not the global but regional dimension.

The wars that are associated with them have burst not along the virtual con-
frontation lines between the global great powers but in the regional pockets
where the outlaw “rogue states” and dysfunctional “failed states” generated a
range of various threats to the international order and stability, from terrorism to
cybercrimes.* The wars in the troubled borderlands have been waged not with
strategic weapons that can neglect geography but by the conventional forces that
must respect it. Lawrence Freedman, a strong operational historian of a regional
conflict, the Falklands War in 1982, explains that such geopolitical factors of
fighting as time and space have changed their play due to the “ability [of RMA
weapons] to strike with precision over great distances” and attack distributed
targets “immediately and together.”” But in no way do they disappear.

War has not mutated to some “extra-geographical, homogenised combat ca-
pability.”?® A volume Future Wars, edited by Virgilio Ilari, analyses dozens of
futuristic scenarios of warfare that neglect the geographic constraints.”” None of
them have proved true. “Unilateral paradigmatic realities, such as the first de-
liverable thermonuclear device,” obscured the “variations [...] rooted in terrain,
resources, and strategic culture” only “temporary.”®® The strategic forces have
withdrawn.

The forces with small arms, armed vehicles, and artillery acting on the lo-
cal landscape have overrun the representation of the current conflicts. The air-
power has returned to the tactical scale.” The most glamorous novel weapon,
unmanned aerial vehicles or drones, is strictly subordinated to the geographical
environment.*® The fashionable military concept of “hybrid warfare” that reigns
in minds today submerges deep into the regional geopolitics and looks as a play
of the regional geographical factors with the military forces reorganized to suit
them.?! War has regionalized, and geopolitics has followed it.

24 BLACK, Rethinking Geopolitics, 110-13

25 FRreEDMAN, The Revolution in Strategic Affairs, Chs. 1,3.
26 Gray, Modern Strategy, 211

27 ILARL, Future Wars.

28 FisseL, “Itroduction,” 17
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brid Warfare. Security and Asymmetric Conflict, with its two essays on hybrid warfare in the
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Geopolitical regions.

The brand-name figure of geopolitics, Halford J. Mackinder, a British ge-
ographer, operated not with states or geopolitical regions but continents. He
launched “grand geopolitics,” counterposing the Eurasian mainland heartland to
its maritime “inner or marginal crescent” that was later defined as “rimland” by
another prominent figure of geopolitics, Nicholas J. Spykman, an American ge-
ographer. The play was borrowed for the doctrines of the Cold War.** The USA’s
geopolitics of the epoch was packed with terms like “heartland” and “rimland,”
meaning “East” and “West,” explaining the USSR’s behaviour by its geopoliti-
cal position and looking for spatial coordinates to constrain it.**

Observing the scene of the definitions, an American geographer Donald W.
Meinig, one of the early critics of geopolitics as a worldview, declared that both
“heartland” and “rimland” are only “cabalistic catchwords” of a pseudo-science
if being used without proper analytical diligence. The true ground of conclusion
is the “functional orientation” of the state and not simply its “position in relation
to land and sea.”** The “functional orientation” of the state is evident through its
interaction with its environment.

The geopolitical region where the states are integrated by a particular con-
flict or cluster of conflicts embraces the state’s immediate circle of contenders
and allies.* Geopolitical regions were a subtle but strong component of Western
geopolitics in the 1950s and 1960s, viewed as the scenes for “communism’s
rollback.” It is a priceless memory. Andrew F. Krepinevich, a leading Ameri-
can military futurist who had focused on the Cold War’s Global-scope weap-
onry,* retrieved his influential study on the Vietnamese War®’ and returned to
the regional scope. He has authored the book on seven oncoming conflicts, of
which five military clashes have a regional geopolitical scale, while two of the
predicted global upheavals are non-military, they are pandemics and economic
turmoil.*® The term “geopolitical region” has been revisited in the 2000s and
studies on regional geopolitics have resumed.

Baltic. See also the current Russian theoretic interpretation in: GErasiMOv, “A value of sci-
ence is its foresight.”
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Geopolitical issues of the Baltic region.

The head of the geopolitical think tank George Friedman has devoted to
the regional conflicts most of his scenarios to the 21st century. In Europe, be-
sides other prophetic flashpoints, he points out the south-central Baltic states
of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, which are often generalised as the Baltics, as
being the most probable focus of a clash between the West in general or United
Europe and Germany in particular, and resurging Russia.* Some of Friedman’s
deliberations present the Baltics’ geopolitics as a brinkmanship at the edge of
war between Russia and the Western block, for both of which the opponent’s
control over the Baltics is an existential threat. Friedman frequently repeats the
historical insights to make his conclusions manifest.

Colin S. Grey demonstrates the military futurists’ oscillation between the
grandiose panorama of the superpowers’ confrontation and the gnawing reality
of regional conflicts. While discussing the threatened position of the Baltics, he
points out the regional character of its conflict with Russia determined by the
population’s composition, overlapping location, and troublesome mutual histo-
ry. At the same time, he stresses the global confrontation of Russia and NATO,
into which this conflict tends to transform.*°

Studying geopolitics in its historical perspective and precedents, Jeremy
Black emphasises that “the geostrategic interests of the great powers have been
very important for the Baltic/Nordic region and have helped direct its geopoli-
tics.”*! Black widens the geopolitical conflict from three Baltic republics to the
entire Baltic region. His definition of the Baltic region through conflict is maybe
its sole existing geopolitical definition, while its multiple geographical defini-
tions are controversial.*?

Being a geographically northern fringe of Eastern Europe, the Baltic region
easily fits into the classical geopolitical heartland-rimland construction. Howev-
er, its accurate location within the construction is itinerant. Mackinder consid-
ered it to be one of the areas of “German conquest and forced Teutonisation of
the later Middle Ages” in Eastern Europe where the “Slavonic” and “Teutonic”
elements wrestle supremacy. Being “essentially a part” of the Eurasian heart-
land, Eastern Europe is in “the fundamental opposition” to the Western Europe
that belongs to the “coastland.”* However, developing his concept on the back-

39 FriDMAN, Flashpoints, P.11; FRiIEDMAN, The Next 100 Years, 6,73,111-118
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ground of the grand geopolitical changes in the first half of the 20th century,
Mackinder became less sure about the Baltic’s location and lost it in a “grey
zone” between his geopolitical superstructures. Mackinder’s Russian follower
Aleksandr Dugin develops his erratic location of the Baltic into a definition. He
claims it to be a part of the tectonic rift between “Eurasia” and “Europe” from
the Black Sea through the Baltic Sea to the North Atlantic Ocean. The Baltic’s
destiny is to be rivalled and sometimes crashed by them.**

In the 1960s, these kinds of areas were named ‘“‘shatterzones,” adding one
more quasi-mystical definition to geopolitics. In the 1990s, an American ge-
ographer, Saul B. Cohen, placed the Baltic region in the shatterzone that broke
away from “the Eurasian continental Russian heartland” and was merged by
“the Atlantic and Pacific [...] maritime realm”.** This manipulation describes
the disintegration of the Warsaw Pact and the Soviet Union using geopolitical
terms, but it explains nothing about the Baltic region.

COMPOSITION OF THE BALTIC GEOPOLITICAL REGION.

The Baltic Sea and its geopolitical gravitation.

The Baltic region is integrated by the Baltic Sea, and at the same time, the
Baltic Sea splits the Baltic peninsular and mainland subregions apart. In their
turn, the Baltic subregions cleave the Baltic Sea into naturally separated sectors.
They also wedge it tightly, leaving just a few narrow straits to the North Atlan-
tic Ocean. The limited oceanic access is a feature that the current geographical
descriptions of the Baltic Sea emphasise as its main characteristic. They classify
the Baltic Sea as a “marginal” or “inland” sea that is an outskirt water area of
the ocean mostly encircled by a landmass. However, this universal definition is
conditional. The world’s seas obtained their current characteristics in the 18th
and 19th centuries from the theoretical and practical adepts of the “blue water”
seapower or navies of the open oceans. According to the “blue water” perspec-
tive, some of the seas are geographically defective, being deprived of free ocean
access. The four most recessed of them, the White, Baltic, Black (with its outlet
of the Azov Sea), and Caspian Seas, enclose Eastern Europe.

The oceanic navies were a novel branch of arms in the 18th and 19th centu-
ries. Their strategy of control over oceanic communications expressed the im-

44 DuaN, Last War of the World-Island; DuGIN, Foundation of Geopolitics.
45 CoHen, Geopolitics, 40
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Map. 2. The Baltic region and its
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portance of the European overseas colonial ventures and commerce. The con-
trasting naval history existed some thousands of years before that fascinating
epoch of sailing ships and armoured steamers. A new period of seapower exists
a hundred years since the “blue water” epoch finished. Nevertheless, the world’s
seas are still measured by the instruments of the “blue water” epoch, and geo-
politics took in the “blue water” concept as its pivotal methodology.

During the longest era of navigation that preceded the “blue water” concept
of the 18th and 19th centuries, the value of a sea was measured not by its link to
the open ocean but by its entry into the continent’s interior and its access to the
hinterland. According to this estimation, the White, Baltic, Black, and Caspian
Seas are first-rate bodies of water. They are superior over open oceans because
their navigable catchment systems penetrate deep into the East-European inte-
rior.

The grand rivers flow to the East European seas, and their branchy tributaries
pierce Eastern Europe in all directions. If Western Europe might be imagined as
an aggregation of narrow coastal areas of the North Atlantic Ocean and Mediter-
ranean Sea, Eastern Europe is a subcontinent of vast sea-catchments. The Baltic
region is one of them.
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The riverine and lacustrine basins. Formation of the Baltic sub-regions.

The Baltic Sea was the unique component of the East-European subcontinent
because it is not the Baltic region’s natural limit but its natural heart. The heart
position of the Baltic Sea is the influential input of physical geography into the
Baltic region’s geopolitics. The separate riverine and lacustrine basins of the
Baltic catchment are tied up by the large rivers flowing to the Baltic Sea, their
tributaries, and throughflow lakes. They formed the Baltic sub-regions. Their
river valleys were the natural ways of state-building, economic cooperation,
social consolidation, and warfare.

The Baltic sub-regions were full of these kinds of activities during the Mid-
dle Ages because the period’s statecraft, administrative technique, military ca-
pabilities, and means of transportation matched their physical geography and
territorial size. Distances were manageable, the areas were well within the
troops’ operational range, and the rivers were navigable for the kind of ships in
use. Many of the Baltic sub-regions became the areas of political consolidation
while turning out ethnically and religiously homogenous.

The specificity of the rivers of the Baltic catchment in comparison with the
rivers of other East European sea-catchments is their limited territorial reach.
The avenue rivers of the Black Sea catchment, the Dniester, Dnieper, and Don,
and the avenue river of the Caspian catchment, the Volga, traverse enormous
distances, tying up the geopolitical regions of Eastern Europe by their tributary
networks entirely. Unlike them, the rivers of the Baltic catchment — the Neva,
Narva, Western Dvina (Diina and Daugava), Neman, Vistula, and Oder (Odra) —
are sub-regional vessels of segregated parts of the Baltic region. The inner water
systems of the Baltic peninsulas of Jutland and Scandinavia are unsubstantial.
Only the lacustrine system of the grand Swedish lakes, Mélaren, Vittern, and
Vinern, has the large drainage basin to integrate the Swedish hinterland.

At the same time, the watersheds between the Baltic riverine and lacustrine
systems were the natural barriers sufficiently strong to segregate state-build-
ing, military conquest, social and ethnic consolidation, and economic gravita-
tion within one large catchment from another. Two features of the watersheds
between the Baltic riverine and lacustrine basins supported their isolation. The
watersheds’ denial of transit between the basins was one of them. Their rise as
the political, ethnic, and religious boundaries was another.

Although the ridges of the Baltic watersheds are relatively low, mostly not
higher than two hundred meters, they are vast and full of water, composing
large swamps, webs of small rivers streaming in deep bogy ravines, and big for-
ests with dense undergrowth. The upper reaches of the rivers of different catch-
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ments while being close were often non-navigable. Some portages existed, but
they were laborious and of low transportation capacity. No technique of reliable
roadbuilding through the watersheds of the Baltic riverine and lacustrine basins
existed in the Mediaeval and Early Modern Periods. The roads were seasonal,
of low throughput, and easily blocked.

The Baltic watersheds imposed the political and military inertia to segregate
the sub-regions within the major riverine and lacustrine basins. The inertia was
no less important than the failure of the current technology to traverse the water-
sheds. Similar geographical conditions of the Baltic sub-regions brought about
universal logic* to keep state-building and war within the riverine and lacus-
trine basins. The polities and ethnic groups aggregated within the sub-regions,
and religions spread within them. The rulers and military commanders imagined
the limits of their realms and conquests on the surrounding watersheds.

The Baltic geopolitical arrangement was fragmented into a subregional pat-
tern. The states spread along the basins upstream or downstream from their nu-
clei according to the unavoidable logic of expansion that required possession
of both the estuary and upper reaches of the riverine and lacustrine systems.
The “forces moving upstream” clashed with the “forces moving downstream,”
while the watersheds’ topography and the pressure of competitors from the sides
blocked the transfer of expansion over the watersheds. In the Middle Ages,
Spykman’s fluvial law*’ directed domestic and international relations within the
Baltic region and its interaction with the outer world.

THE SEAPOWER PATTERN OF BALTIC STATE-BUILDING.

The rule of state-building in the Baltic geopolitical region along the major
riverine and lacustrine basins had its exclusions. Six of the sea onshore polities
emerged in the coastal districts of the Baltic Sea where the substantial riverine
and lacustrine drainage basins were absent. Two of them were the products of
natural consolidation, one was the product of economic development, and three
of them were the gains of conquest. They represented a minority of the cases
of Baltic state-building but the influence of its seapower pattern was growing
with the development of transportation, military, and administrative techniques.
By the end of the 16th century, it looked like an attractive pan-Baltic alternative
to the isolation of the Baltic sub-regions in their riverine and lacustrine basins.

46 Gray, Modern Strategy, 110
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Map. 3. the Baltic sea-power
Arealms in the Late Middle Ages.
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The coastal realms of Denmark and Norway.

The kingdoms of Denmark and Norway were two natural coastal realms in
the Baltic region. Their location more or less coincided with the territories of
the namesake modern nations. Both of them were successors of the stunning
seapower Viking or Varangian civilization. Neither Denmark nor Norway have
dominating riverine and lacustrine valleys. Their interior is dominated by the
seashore, although in different ways. Denmark is a geographical Janus with one
face looking at the Baltic Sea while another looking at the North Sea, an open
segment of the North Atlantic Ocean. However, the geographical duplicity of
Denmark did not have an important influence on its geopolitics in the Medieval
and Early Modern Periods. The attempts to drag Denmark and Norway into as-
sociation with England to create some North Sea empire from the 10th to 12th
centuries invariably collapsed. The Baltic affiliation of Denmark prevailed.

The Danish seashore represents an aggregation of peninsulas and islands
that are divided from each other by the narrow straits. They cluster mainly in
the Western Baltic sector of the Baltic Sea between the southeast of the Scandi-
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navian Peninsula and the northeast of the Jutland Peninsula. The sea gorge from
the North Sea to the Baltic Sea consists of the sectors Skagerrak and Kattegat.
Skagerrak is a passable gulf dividing the southwestern part of the Scandinavian
Peninsula and the northwestern part of the Jutland Peninsula. Kattegat is a sim-
ilar passable gulf of the Baltic Sea between the southeastern part of the Scandi-
navian Peninsula and the northeastern part of the Jutland Peninsula.

The further passage to the southeast into the Western Baltic sector is dammed
by the cluster of Danish islands with their deep-cut shores and tricky straits. The
Sound Strait between the island of Zealand and the district of Scéne or Scania
on the southern tip of the Scandinavian Peninsula is the widest of them. Besides
the Sound, two other straits connect the Western Baltic and Kattegat. They are
the Great Belt between the islands of Zealand and Funen and the Little Belt be-
tween Funen and Jutland. Kattegat and the Western Baltic in front of the Little
Belt and Great Belt are spotted with the number of skerries that are bare rocks
in the sea littorals.

This layout functioned as a substitution of a riverine basin for state-build-
ing. The Danish islands and peninsulas had the natural conditions, distances
and shape that the transportation, administrative, and military techniques of the
Baltic region in the 10th to 12th centuries were able to manage, providing con-
solidation and cohesion of the realm. The Danish navy of the time consisted
of Viking-style longboats that were unable to command the large “blue water”
space like the North Sea or traverse the Baltic Sea around the year. However,
they excellently operated within the straits and lagoons between the Danish is-
lands and peninsulas for economic, administrative, and military needs.

A longboat was not adequate to ship the cavalry to sweep large territory
and the siege machines to take strongholds. However, it had sufficient capacity
to ship mailed Nordic infantry that was able to conquer and occupy the limit-
ed coastal districts where strong fortifications were absent. The Danish rulers
chained the Nordic martial vigour to the consolidation of the Danish realm in-
stead of being spent for plunder and mercenary service over Europe as far as
Spain and the Byzantine Empire. Heavy cavalry and stone castles that were
the features of Western and Central European feudalism spread over Jutland
and adjacent islands simultaneously with the consolidation of the Danish realm.
They were adopted from continental Germany as well as the feudal structure
of power. The martial estate of aristocracy and nobility emerged. It dominated
over peasantry and urban communities. Being a geographical Janus, Denmark
became also the political hybrid of Central European continental and Nordic
seapower state-building.
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The seashore kingdom of Norway had substantially different natural condi-
tions than Denmark, but the transportation, military, and administrative tech-
niques of the time turned them to be highly similar. From a geographical point
of view, Norway is not a Baltic but an adjacent country. The southern part of
Norway where its state-building took place faces Skagerrak. Its seashore is
deep-cut by long inlets or fjords of which the biggest, Oslofjord, is 120 kilome-
tres deep. Norway’s statehood developed in the territorial pockets around the
fjords. The fjords were suitable for the same transportation, military, and admin-
istrative techniques that commanded the straits between the Danish peninsulas
and islands. The stone castles and heavy cavalry were imported to Norway from
Denmark due to the close ties between the two countries during the consolida-
tion of their realms.

The climate of Norway is much more severe for agriculture than the Danish
one. It restricted the resettlement in Norway of the Central European feudal
arrangement that was based on the extorsion of revenue by the nobility from
the peasantry. The Norwegian nobility remained small and weak, and the Nor-
wegian peasants who combined agriculture with fishing, forestry, and hunting
remained socially strong. The weakness of the Norwegian nobility determined
its dependence on the Danish partners. The dynastic unions of the two realms
were a feature of the Norwegian state-building. Cooperation of the Danish and
Norwegian realms brought about the feeling that the Baltic Sea might have
functioned not as a separating but uniting body of water for the Baltic polities.

Mecklenburg, the first Baltic coastal polity of conquest.

It was not strange that this prospect was first explored by the crusaders be-
cause the crusades were the most daring ventures of the European state-build-
ings and expansions. The first seashore polity of conquest in the Baltic region
was the Duchy of Mecklenburg. Mecklenburg was created by the Saxonian cru-
saders in the middle of the 12th century in cooperation with the Danish seaborn
crusaders in the lands of the West-Slavic tribes or Wends on the seashore of
the Baltic Sea between the neck of the Jutland Peninsula and the river Oder’s
estuary. While the Saxonian overland venture conquered the Wendish territory
inland, the Danish navy destroyed the Wendish seapower and accomplished an
onshore conquest. Mecklenburg’s vast interior plateau of “thousand lakes” re-
minds the topography of the Danish coast. It provided an environment for the
Danish amphibious invasion.

The West-Slavic clan of Nikloting became the dynasty of Mecklenburg’s
dukes. The duchy was incorporated into the Holy Roman Empire. Its territory
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was settled with the Germans, and its political constitution was shaped accord-
ing to the German pattern. The empire was a non-Baltic state from a geopoliti-
cal point of view, but its powerful position in Europe supported Mecklenburg’s
stance as a significant Baltic power.

The Danes also captured the island of Riigen that dominated the waterway to
the Oder’s estuary through the Stettin lagoon. The capture of Riigen established
the Danish naval domination over the Western Baltic. According to Spykman,
the Danish crusading had been an early example of “transmarine expansion”
that differed from the “circumferential” overland enveloping of the Baltic Sea
that Poland, Sweden, Brandenburg, and Russia practiced later.*® It was a perfor-
mance of seapower that mutated due to technological and social changes.

The Hanse and the pan-Baltic perspective.

The geographical factors of the Baltic Sea together with the political fac-
tors of the Holy Roman Empire’s constitution and technological factors of ship-
building produced the geopolitical phenomenon of the German Hanse in the
13th century. Sharp changes in ship architecture took place in Northwestern and
North-Central Europe from the mid-12th to mid-13th centuries. They produced
stout, large, and agile roundships, or cogs, that pioneered around-the-year nav-
igation over the open sea. The invention was demonstrated in the crusaders’
circumnavigation around Atlantic Europe into the Mediterranean. The cog was a
tool of the Danes to wrestle the naval superiority from the Wends in the Western
Baltic Sea. It was an innovation that initiated the geopolitical transformation of
the Baltic Sea from being a natural barrier to a corridor of expansion.

It increased the volume of trade in the Baltic region, changed its character to
more bulky goods, and moved its maritime routes from the littorals to the open-
sea lines between the staple ports. The latter move pushed ahead the creation of
the specific Baltic urban landscape that soon became one of the geopolitical fac-
tors. The new urban centres changed former Viking-style seafarer settlements.
They combined the material facilities of a castle, cathedral, and downtown with
a port, town hall, and market square, and urban organisation with professional
guilds and burgers’ self-rule. The Hanse was propelled into existence by the in-
troduction of the cog. It was an association of the urban centres of the new type
focused on seafaring and commerce.

The constitution of the Holy Roman Empire supported urban self-rule and
self-styled foreign policy. The Hanse united the traders of 70 large and more
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VLADIMIR SHIROGOROV GEOPOLITICS OF STATE-BUILDING 85

than 100 smaller towns, representing their economic interests, social identity,
and political position. The so-called Wendish towns located in Mecklenburg
were its core. The leading city of the Hanse, Liibeck, was founded in the middle
of the 12th century at the deep inlet of the sea into the mainland interior that is
formed by the estuary of the river Trave. The inlet exits to a large sea-bay at the
conjunction of the Jutland and Mecklenburg coasts. Despite its infirm charac-
ter, the Hanse ran the union diet in Liibeck and a network of trading posts, or
Kontores. Four of them in London, Novgorod, Bruges, and Bergen were large.

The export of East-European raw materials and agricultural products to
North-Western and North-Central Europe was the Hanse’s economic basis.
The goods were transported by combining sea, rivers, and overland routes. The
Hanse was an aggressive actor of Baltic politics. Liibeck and the Hanse learnt
to recruit large and effective professional military forces. The broad layer of
the free knightly nobility, or Ritterschaft, emerged in Germany instead of de-
pendent ministeriales in the 12th century. They came to the military market
and composed the bulk of the Hanse’s forces. The urban groups supplied the
specialised marines, pikemen infantry, crossbowmen, siege engineers, etc. The
Hanse used its mercenary forces to intervene in the Baltic states and implant its
colonies to secure “possession of points [...] dominating established commu-
nication routes.”® The Hanse became a seapower quasi-state with naval power
projection. Its activity provided the Baltic region with the integrating vigour of
a true geopolitical community. The conflict between subregional state-building
and pan-Baltic expansion emerged.

The maritime geopolitical turnover of the 15th century.

By the turn of the 14th to 15th centuries, the market for Baltic goods grew
fast in North-Central and North-Western Europe. The traditional luxury prod-
ucts of the Baltic export, like fur and wax, remained in strong demand. At the
same time, the demand soared for the products of agriculture and forestry, such
as grain, hemp, skins, and lard. They were bulky, and their wider customers of
the urban population and industry required bigger volumes. The new means of
transportation were needed, and the ships of the carrack type came to change
the cog. The carrack cargo capacity surpassed that of the cog, and it was suit-
able for navigation in the rogue North Sea. The new kind of ships changed the
balance of power on the Baltic Sea, propelling the new contenders into the Bal-
tic trade and Baltic political-military relations.

49 Spykman and Rorrins, “Geographic Objectives in Foreign Policy,” P.II, 602
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The ancient Hanse-held route of the Baltic export went along the Baltic lit-
torals to the neck of the Jutland Peninsula at Kiel, where the goods were un-
loaded for the overland transport to the Elbe’s estuary at Hamburg. Other ships
carried them from Hamburg to the Netherlands along the North Sea littorals. It
was a well-arranged way, but it did not provide transportation of bulky goods
in large volumes. A new route through the Danish Straits and around Jutland to
the open North Sea was traced. It was the direct link from the Baltic suppliers
to the customers in the Netherlands. The Netherlands were the aggregation of
provinces of the Holy Roman Empire, the Kingdom of France, and the Duchy
of Burgundy with specific political constitutions. In the 14th and 15th centuries,
they favoured the urban social class, vesting the towns with self-rule, strong
militias, and freedom of overseas commerce.

The stout ships of the open sea navigation from the Netherlands arrived in
the Baltic. First, they were loaded on the Sound’s bank in the Scane province by
the Hanse’s merchants. Soon the Netherlandish ships explored the staple ports
of the Baltic goods directly without the Hanse’s mediation. Their appearance
was met with enthusiasm by the Hanse’s opponents and the opponents of Lii-
beck’s dictate within the Hanse. The Hanse-controlled Baltic maritime routes
were contested. The Hanse became aggressive; it turned to defend its commer-
cial monopoly by military means. Liibeck’s relations with the regimes of the
Baltic states turned aggressive. It became a willing actor in the domestic pow-
er struggle in the Baltic states. It introduced tools of trade war like restrictive
tolls, trade bans, prohibition of goods, refusal of ports, privateering, and naval
blockades. The Hanze operated a thousand ships at the end of the 15th century
and was a force to reckon with. From 1438 to 1441, the Hanse’s Wendish towns
and the Dutch towns fought their first naval war over the shipping on the Baltic
Sea. The Hanse monopoly was breached but not destroyed since the shift of this
scale required a longer time and a broader solution than control over navigation.

The maritime geopolitical situation in the Baltic region and the Baltic re-
gion’s geopolitical position in Atlantic Europe were overturned. The Baltic
states adapted their economies to meet the West-European demand. The Baltic
grain cultivation and forestry boomed. The Baltic region became a partner of
the North-Western European economy of prime significance. The Baltic trade
was maybe the largest single source of revenue in North-Western Europe. Its
financing of political and military changes like the Dutch revolution in the last
third of the 16th century was decisive.
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A stiff cluster of the Elbe and Order basins. Brandenburg and Pomerania.

Ten Baltic polities emerged within detached riverine and lacustrine drainage
basins. The complex of states of the Holy Roman Empire in the basin of the
river Oder (Odra) was the westernmost of them and the one that belonged not
to Eastern but Central Europe. The Duchy of Pomerania and the Margraviate of
Brandenburg were the Baltic states of the Oder complex while others had differ-
ent affiliations. Pomerania and Brandenburg were the products of crusading ac-
tivity, Germanisation, and Christianisation of the West-Slavic population, which
is scholarly defined as the Wends and Polabian Slavs. Their proto-states and
social structures were destroyed by the German crusaders from the 10th to the
12th century, and their territories were annexed by the Holy Roman Empire and
thoroughly Germanized. The duchy of Pomerania was established in the 12th

50 See for the facts, sources, and literature on the epoch in: SHiroGorov, Ukrainian War. Vol. I,
Melee of Rus.
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century over the lower reaches of the river Oder, and the port town of Stettin
(Szczecin) was founded at its estuary in the Baltic Sea. The social and political
constitution of Pomerania was modelled after the German one. Pomerania was
colonised by the German settlers while local Wendish chiefs and the princely
dynasty of Griffin were assimilated into the German culture.

Pomerania was established simultaneously with the recovery of the Northern
March, a frontier polity launched at Elbe’s and Oder’s middle reaches a couple
of centuries before and soon lost to West-Slavic resistance. It was re-established
as the Margraviate of Brandenburg. Brandenburg became the sole state of the
Baltic region, with its political core located not in the riverine or lacustrine
valley but in the watershed. Brandenburg’s location corresponded to Geoffrey
Parker’s requirement on the location of the dominant state. Its core emerges at
a crossroad of parent German Christian culture and different West-Slavic pagan
culture in the marcher periphery at the lower reaches of the Elbe’s right tribu-
tary, the Havel. Then it moves upstream the Havel and its tributary the Spree
into the hydrographic centre in the watershed with the Oder basin named Mit-
telmark, where the city of Berlin was founded.

The watershed between the middle reaches of the river Oder flowing to the
Baltic Sea and the river Elbe flowing to the North Sea at the neck of Jutland was
the crossroad of North-Central Europe, and it was Brandenburg’s emplacement.
Brandenburg’s core transformed into a nation-state “located astride the origi-
nal and conquered territories,” working to increase their homogeneity by melt-
ing them together.”! From a geographical point of view, this range of the Elbe
and Oder watershed had the most favourable landscape for the administrative
and military connectivity among other watersheds of the Baltic riverine basins.
From the political point of view, the particular location of Brandenburg’s core is
explainable by the fact that it was not a “natural” Baltic polity but an implant of
the external interventionist, the Holy Roman Empire, that established it as a cru-
sading and colonising hub in the West-Slavic lands. The abnormal geographical
position of Brandenburg’s core in the watershed and its unnatural political po-
sition as the Holy Roman Empire’s implant determined Brandenburg’s jammed
geopolitical situation.

At the same time, the watershed position of Brandenburg’s core forced its
rulers to learn the unique technique of expansion not along the riverine and
lacustrine basin but in and over the watersheds that other polities imagined as

51 PaARkER, The Geopolitics of Domination, P.4



VLADIMIR SHIROGOROV GEOPOLITICS OF STATE-BUILDING 89

being their logical boundary.’? It was non-Baltic statecraft that originated in
state-building practice in mainland Western and Central Europe; nevertheless,
Brandenburg fruitfully relied on watershed expansion in its Baltic ambitions.
By the middle of the 15th century, Brandenburg’s expansion was disabled by
the constitution and balance of power of the Holy Roman Empire. Its move to
the North Sea along the Elbe was blocked by the imperial states, the Mediaeval
Duchy of Saxony and its successors, including the Duchy of Saxe-Lauenburg or
Lower Saxony, “the free imperial city” of Hamburg, and the County then Duchy
of Holstein. Holstein occupied the lower neck of the Jutland Peninsula and was
closely associated with the Duchy of Schleswig, which occupied its upper neck
and was a part of Denmark. The Duchies of Holstein and Schleswig were dy-
nastically associated, and Holstein gravitated toward Danish politics. Branden-
burg’s advance to the south along the Elbe was blocked by other Saxony’s suc-
cessors, including the Duchy of Saxe-Wittenberg or the Electorate of Saxony.
Brandenburg’s move to the Baltic upstream of the Oder was blocked by
Pomerania. Brandenburg was wrestling Pomerania insistently. But whenever
it gained control over Pomerania, either vassalising its dukes or conquering
some substantial Pomeranian territory, the Holy Roman Empire interfered and
cancelled Brandenburg’s gains. Pomerania was the dead end of Brandenburg’s
advance to the Baltic Sea. Silesia, located downstream the Oder from Bran-
denburg, was a possession of the kingdom of Bohemia from the middle of the
14th century. Bohemia was tied by its location and political adhesion to Central
Europe. It became a pillar realm of the Holy Roman Empire, being reigned by
the imperial dynasties of Luxembourg and Hapsburg. The status of Bohemia
in the Holy Roman Empire denied Brandenburg’s move to the southeast along
the Oder basin. By topography of its upper reaches, the Oder belongs not to
the East-European variation of rivers that have their sources in marchlands but
Central and West-European variation of rivers that have their sources in the
high mountains. The Oder’s sources are in the Sudetes Mountains, and its upper
reaches have strong natural limits. It was a dead end of fluvial expansion.
Some large political earthquakes in the Holy Roman Empire were needed
to stir the still cluster of polities in the Oder and Elbe basins and unseal Bran-
denburg’s potential to its Baltic destiny. It happened in the middle of the 17th
century when the Holy Roman Empire was dismantled as an integrated polity,
the Baltic map was reshaped, and the Baltic military balance changed decisive-
ly. Brandenburg moved to the Baltic Sea along the Oder. It was Brandenburg’s
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state-building with the Baltic accent. The moves to the Jutland’s neck down-
stream of the Elbe and moves upstream of the Elbe and Oder followed in the
18th century. They matched the Baltic standard of the river-valley expansion.
However, Brandenburg’s moves to the east and west with its feature technique
of watershed expansion in the 19th century became decisive in consolidating the
German Empire as one of the European superpowers.

A head-on pair in the Vistula basin. Poland and the Teutonic Order.

The Vistula sub-region lies to the east of the Oder basin. At the end of the
Middle Ages, it was shared by two states that represented two different geopo-
litical constructs. They were Poland in the Vistula’s upper and middle reaches
and the state of the Teutonic Order in its lower reaches and estuary. The Teuton-
ic Order started in the Baltic as a normal crusading military-religious venture
in the second third of the 13th century. It was a part of the overland crusading
movement that was promoted by the rulers of fragmented Poland, the dukes of
Greater Poland, Lesser Poland, and Mazovia, and supported by the princes of
the Holy Roman Empire, the dukes of Austria, kings of Bohemia, and margraves
of Brandenburg. A chain of crusading orders was placed along the Polish fron-
tier with the pagan Prussian tribes of the Baltic linguistic group according to the
well-tried Palestinian pattern. Soon, the Teutonic Order acquired its colleagues,
deploying superior resources and numbers.

The Prussian territory occupied an eastern fluvial adjunct to the giant Vistu-
la’s delta associated with the Vistula Lagoon of the Danzig Gulf. It was around
two hundred kilometres long and from a hundred to three hundred kilometres
wide. The Teutons conquered it by the end of the 13th century, advancing as far
as the easternmost river of the Vistula’s association, the Pregel (Pregola), in the
mouth of which in the Vistula Lagoon they founded their stronghold K&nigs-
berg. Some important innovations in weaponry and military architecture worked
for the success of the crusading mission in Prussia. They were the equestrian
armoured knight, crossbow and stone-throwing machine trebuchet, and stone
tower fort. They determined the course of the conflict that formed the geopolit-
ical situation in the Vistula basin together with innovations in military organi-
sation and tactics.

The Prussian venture was granted the status of the “permanent crusade” that
attracted the afflux of the “guest” crusaders from Western and Central Europe.
The crusaders deployed the fighting array of the “wedge” that broke the Prus-
sian tribal crowds. They arranged the conquered territory according to the cas-
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tle-based organisation that provided the suppression of the Prussians. Contrary
to the practice in Palestine, the Teutons evaded transferring their gains in Prussia
to some lay territorial princes of Poland or the Holy Roman Empire. They ad-
ministered their conquest on their own.

In the first decades of the 14th century, the Teutonic Order took over the
Slavic lands in the western part of the Vistula delta, Pomerelia or Pomorze
Wschodnie. Historical Pomerelia included the coastal district of the city of Dan-
zig (Gdansk) and the Chelmno Land or Kulmerland with its central town of
Thorn (Torun) around a hundred and a half kilometres inland. The city of Dan-
zig became the order’s most important acquisition. The West-Slavic lands of
the Teutonic Order received the denomination Western Prussia, although they
did not belong to Prussia from an ethnic or political point of view. The sudden
consolidation of the Teutonic Order as a territorial state under theocratic gov-
ernment followed the political trends in Western and Central Europe from the
corporative to statal consolidation in the Late Mediaeval Period. At the same
time, it was an exemplary geopolitical state-building in the Baltic region that
combined the geographical fluvial factor and the factor of the political and mil-
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itary capabilities in the current conflict.

Conversion of the Teutonic Order into a territorial state happened simultane-
ously with the Late Mediaeval reunification of Poland. The kingdom of Poland
and the Teutonic Order clashed, subordinating to the fluvial law of state-build-
ing in the major riverine and lacustrine basins of the Baltic catchment. The cre-
ation of the Teutonic territorial state was a political innovation that staged the
geopolitical situation in the Vistula basin, and the Teutonic military superiority
determined its unfolding. It was significant that the Teutonic Order obtained
Pomerelia, countering Brandenburg’s intervention in the Polish unification.

The move to the Baltic Sea along the Vistula was a strong impulse of the
Polish state-building.’ Brandenburg intervened in the Polish fray, exploring by-
passing the Duchy of Pomerania along the Oder-Vistula watershed and breaking
to the Baltic Sea at the Vistula Delta. Brandenburg acted against the unifying
Polish king Wtadistaw I Lokietek in alliance with his Polish opponents, target-
ing to take over Pomerelia, the ducal dynasty of which died out. The Teutons
interfered in favour of Wiadistaw I Lokietek. From 1308 to 1310, they defeat-
ed the Brandenburg troops and sacked Danzig, expelling the hostile burgers.
However, the Teutons did not transfer Pomerelia to Wtadistaw I Lokietek. They
bought out the successor rights of the Brandenburg margraves to Pomerelia’s
ducal dynasty and annexed it.

Wiadistaw I Lokietek followed the Baltic logic of the state-building along
the riverine and lacustrine basins. By the 1430s, he had overrun the principal
zones of the Polish statehood: Greater Poland with the city of Poznan in the
basin of the Oder’s right tributary, the river Warta, and Lesser Poland with the
city of Cracow in the Vistula’s upper reaches. Wtadistaw I Lokietek spent three
decades of the civil war rounding up the core areas of the Polish statehood in the
Vistula and Warta valleys, contrary to the Baltic fluvial rule of the major basin’s
separation. The unification case of Wtadistaw I Lokietek was much helped by
the early Polish nationalism that he exploited with the fierce anti-German rhet-
oric and actions.

Despite Wtadistaw I Lokietek’s best efforts, the cohesion of Greater Poland
and Lesser Poland remained feeble in the Early Modern Period. In case of some
political and military concussions, like the Deluge in the second third of the
17th century, Poland tended to fall apart into Lesser Poland and Greater Poland.
Poland was finished in the last third of the 18th century by Russia, Prussia, and
Austria, dividing it into Lesser Poland and Greater Poland, and so on. Greater
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Poland’s position at the Warta put it under permanent threat of conquest and
Germanisation from Brandenburg operating on the opposite, left bank of the
Oder and possessing the strip of land on its right bank with the Warta’s conflu-
ence.

The following Polish rulers who were sticky to Wiadistaw 1 Lokietek’s
geopolitical tradition abstained from claiming lower reaches of the Oder with
Pomerania, understanding well the non-Polish geopolitical base of its statehood.
Poland did not move downstream the Oder. Poland obtained Pomerania with
Stettin, the lower Oder, and the right bank of the middle Oder due to the Sovi-
et-led geopolitical reshuffle of Central and Eastern Europe in the aftermath of
WWIL. It was not a geopolitical reality in the Mediaeval, Early Modern, and
Modern periods.

Wiadistaw I Lokietek descended on the Teutons following the fluvial logic of
the Baltic state-building. It was corrected by the political cohesion and military
force of the Teutonic Order. The Teutons crashed Wtadistaw I Lokietek’s army
in the battle of Ptowce in 1331 and successfully invaded Greater Poland in 1332.
The heir of Wiadistaw I Lokietek, Casimir 111, ceded Pomerelia and the Vistula’s
delta to the Teutonic Order in 1433. As collateral, he also ceded Silesia in the
Oder’s upper reaches, to which the Polish kings had some hereditary claims, to
the Kingdom of Bohemia in 1435. Despite their military victories, the Teutons
did not proceed upstream of the Vistula because their expansion was directly
correlated with the German colonization. The Teutonic attempts to integrate the
unassimilated Polish population and nobility failed. They sold their unassimilat-
ed Polish lands back to Poland, focusing on their estuary gains.

The Teutons resettled Pomerelia, the Vistula’s delta, and Prussia with the
German farmers. They created the German urban communities and a class of
the landed German gentry. Their state combined the theocratic government and
well-defined lay social estates. The Teutons developed a prosperous economy,
opening the potential of the Baltic trade. They advanced the new kinds of goods
to the Baltic trade, turning Danzig into a hub of the Baltic grain export. Around
100 towns and 1,400 villages were founded over the Teutonic state in the 13th
and 14th centuries. Despite their achievements, the geopolitical position of the
Teutonic Order remained fragile. It failed to accomplish one of the principal
geopolitical rules, emphasised by Spykman. “Movement upstream is necessary
for purposes of defence, since whoever controls the upper valley has a distinct
strategic advantage.”>* However, the ethnic and political situation in the Vis-
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tula’s middle reaches was unsurmountable for the Teutonic Order to move up-
stream.

Being a great ruler, Casimir III understood that the Teutonic block to the Pol-
ish descent downstream of the Vistula to its estuary was abnormal. Abstaining
from hostilities with the Teutonic Order, he analysed the strength of the Teutons
to withstand the Polish pressure. It was not some geographic particularity but
their administrative technique and military capabilities. Casimir III spent his
long reign introducing to the Polish realm different social, political, and military
innovations, many of which he adopted from the Teutons and adapted to the
Polish traditions. His reforms corrected the course of the geopolitical conflict
between the Teutonic Order and Poland in the 15th century.

Fluid wrestlers in the Neman and Western Dvina basins.

The Prussians were not a single aggregation of the pagan Baltic tribes on the
coast. Their close relatives lived in the river Neman’s basin from its watershed
with the Vistula and in the basin of the river Western Dvina (Diina and Daugava)
to its watershed with the basin of the river Narva, Lake Peipus, and river Ve-
likaya where the territory of the tribes of the Finnish linguistic group began. The
Teutons continued their conquest non-stop. They invaded the Neman’s estuary
and subjugated the local tribes of the Scalvians, whom they slew and exiled.
In the eastern end of the Neman’s lagoon, the Teutons founded the port town
of Memel (Klaipéda) in the middle of the 13th century. It became an important
station for navigation along the Baltic coast and to the interior of the Neman’s
basin. The Teutons also conquered the territory of the Baltic tribes upstream on
the Neman’s left bank, the Jatvians. They perished.

The crusaders crossed the Neman. The natural conditions of their conquest
worsened. Marching from the Baltic coast deeper into the mainland upstream
of the Neman, the Teutons entered a typical Baltic watershed. The local Baltic
tribes lived in the marshy glens among dense forests on low hills divided by
swamps and ravines. They were fiercely hostile to the crusaders. It is the country
of Samogitia. Despite all of the difficulties, the Teutons were relentless. They
were encouraged by the Baltic geopolitical logic of expansion along the major
riverine and lacustrine basins. The Neman basin was one of them. It looked
like the Samogitians were doomed to be conquered, slaughtered, baptised, and
assimilated by the Teutons inevitably, although in a slower manner than the
Prussians.

However, the Samogitians were associated with the Baltic tribes further in-
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land, the Lithuanians. The Lithuanians differed from other Baltic tribes of the
Baltic region by their fast-strengthening pagan statehood. It was the political
factor that overturned the conflict of the conquering crusaders with the local
tribes. The state-organised Lithuanians demonstrated a military culture of much
higher fighting capability than their conquered relatives had done. In the same
geographical settings, Lithuania’s emerging statehood and higher fighting capa-
bility unfolded the geopolitical situation that resulted, although in a rather slow
manner, in the downturn of the Teutonic Order. It also destroyed, in two hundred
years, the abnormal Teutonic model of state-building in the riverine estuaries,
contrary to the typical Baltic logic of political formation over the major riverine
and lacustrine basins.

Two geopolitical factors pushed ahead the formation of the Lithuanian state-
hood and the strengthening of the Lithuanian military. One was internal for
the Baltic geopolitical region, and another was external. Lithuanian statehood
emerged according to the general Baltic rule in the valley of the river Neman
and its right tributary Neris (Veliya) up to its watershed with the next major
Baltic riverine system of the Western Dvina. In the middle and upper reaches of
both Neman and Neris, the Lithuanian lands overlapped with the territories of
Rus. Rus was the East-Slavic ethnic body and mighty East-European state with
its main cities of Kiev, Polotsk, Novgorod, and Vladimir. Polotsk was located in
the Western Dvina middle reaches and functioned as Rus’ foothold for expan-
sion into the south-central Baltic. Rus had a political and military culture on the
level of the advanced Central and Western European states. Its influence spread
over the Neman and Western Dvina basins. Many of the local Baltic tribes were
dependents of Polotsk.

The Lithuanian rulers adopted and copied Rus’ political and military struc-
tures. They developed the castle-based administrative organisation and martial
estate that fought as mailed cavalry. Access to horses was an important aspect
of geopolitics.™ The Lithuanians developed excellent horsemanship. The typ-
ical Baltic tribes had neither castle-based administration nor cavalry. Facing
the crusaders, they were politically weak and militarily doomed. The mounted
Lithuanians were not soft prey. By the 13th century, the Lithuanians entered
the political period of the “early military state.” They raided everybody around,
the Baltic-language and Finnish-language tribes, Rus, Poland, and fresh appear-
ance, the crusaders.

55 Brack, The Geographies of War, P. 5
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Fig. 1. The Lithuanian wedge between the Teutonic Order in the Vistula delta and
the Livonian Order in the Western Dvina estuary. Das Deutsche Ordensland im 14.
Jahrhundert, Deutscher Verlag und Propylden, Berlin, 1930 .
https://www.deutschorden-kommende-sancta-maria.de

The second factor that changed the geopolitical situation in the Neman’s
basin originated and unfolded outside of the Baltic geopolitical region. It was
the Mongolian invasion of Rus. In the 12th century, Rus had disintegrated, and
the Mongols destroyed it in the 1230s and 1240s. The communities in Western
Rus looked to the Lithuanians for alliance and protection. The Lithuanian rulers
subjugated some of them and enrolled their troops, adopting administrative and
fighting skills such as written law, princely court, urban organisation, composite
bow-shooting, and tactics of the close array. The main political development
consisted of the Lithuanians’ alliance with the Mongols. In the 1250s, the Mon-
gols arranged them as a police force in conquered Rus and auxiliary troops for
their expeditions to Poland. At the same time, the Mongols provided their sup-
port to the Lithuanians against the Baltic crusaders.
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Livonia, the second Baltic coastal polity of conquest.

The crusading Teutons were not alone in the Baltics. Three decades before
their crusade on the Prussians began, at the turn from the 13th to 14th centuries,
other crusaders had appeared in the mouth of the Western Dvina in the Baltic
Sea. The Western Dvina’s lower reaches were inhabited by the next group of
the Baltic language tribes, of which the Latgalians were most numerous. The
crusaders forced them into an alliance and subjugated the Livs, who belonged to
the Finnish language group of the ingenious population. The Livs provided their
name to the forming military-political entity, Livonia.

The Livonian crusade differed from the Prussian crusade in its military tech-
nique. The overland routes to Livonia were absent, and the Livonian crusade
was an amphibious venture. It represented the way of state-building and expan-
sion in the Baltic region that was alternative to their concentration in the seg-
regated major riverine and lacustrine basins of the Baltic catchment. It was not
surprising that the conquest of Livonia was pioneered by the German crusaders
of Mecklenburg and the Danish crusaders, who utilized the shipping capabilities
of the cog navies. They were associated with the growing Hanse and operat-
ed on the old trade route along the coast and the Western Dvina. The German
crusaders invaded the lands of the Latgalians and Livs. The Danish crusaders
operated further east in the watershed between the Western Dvina and the Nar-
va-Peipus-Velikaya basin.

The German crusaders formed the Sword Brotherhood, which was modelled
after the Templar Order. This arrangement narrowed it down to a hundred and
a half brothers. The Sword Brotherhood commanded the militia of the allied
Baltic and Finnish tribes. In the last decades of the 12th and first decades of
the 13th centuries, the Sword Brotherhood secured the mouth of the Western
Dvina, established the port town of Riga and multiple castles, and clashed with
the advanced posts of the Polotsk princes, who moved to the Baltic shore down-
stream the Western Dvina. It was the third component of the conflict that shaped
the geopolitical situation in the Western Dvina basin. The Sword Brotherhood
transferred most of the conquered territory to the local bishoprics, of which the
archbishopric of Riga was the main one.

The Danish crusaders invaded the lands of the Finnish tribes Eesti, or Ests,
from the last third of the 12th to the first third of the 13th centuries. The Western
Dvina flows in the Riga Gulf divided from the open Baltic Sea by the Moonsund
Archipelago. Its biggest islands are Osel (Saaremaa) and Dago (Hiiumaa). The
Western Dvina watershed with the Narva-Peipus-Velikaya basin has a triangle
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configuration. Its wider part between the estuaries is a coastal country traversed
by smaller rivers going to the Baltic Sea. Only its eastern strip contains the
tributaries of Lake Peipus. The territory was favourable for seaborn amphibious
conquest. The Danish crusaders captured the Moonsund Archipelago and land-
ed on the mainland shore. They suppressed the Ests’ resistance and founded the
port town of Reval (Tallinn). Denmark declared the conquered territory to be its
vassal Duchy of Estland.

The Livonian crusaders consolidated the substantial territory due to their
reliable sea communications with the German lands in the Western Baltic and
Denmark, superior weaponry and equipment, religious dedication and profes-
sional military organisation, and smart use of the local alliances. The German
and Danish crusading ventures joined. Moving east, they clashed with the pol-
ities of Northwestern Rus, the principality of Novgorod in the basin of Lake Il-
men, river Volkhov, Lake Ladoga, and river Neva, and its dependent principality
of Pskov in the basin of the river Narva, Lake Peipus, and river Velikaya. The
famous Battle on the Ice in 1242 displayed the conflict that shaped the geopolit-
ical situation in the Narva-Peipus-Velikaya basin for three centuries.

The Livonian crusaders moved inland on the Samogitians, who were sup-
ported by the Lithuanians. The factors of Lithuania’s strength influenced the
conflicts and reshaped the geopolitical situation in the Neman and Western Dvi-
na basins. The Sword Brotherhood and the foot militia of its dependent tribes
clashed with the Lithuanian cavalry. In 1236, the Samogitians and Lithuanians
annihilated the Sword Brotherhood in the battle of Saule near the modern city
of Siauliai. Almost all of the brothers and thousands of their auxiliaries were
killed. The Sword Brotherhood merged with the Teutonic Order to save the cru-
sading case and was converted into its branch, the Livonian Order. However, the
Lithuanians turned to the Mongols, their power sponsors. In the major battle at
Lake Durbe in 1260, the forces of the Teutonic and Livonian Orders were utterly
destroyed by the Lithuanian army that was strengthened with the troops of Rus
and the Mongols.

Teutonic and Lithuanian mutation. Call for external contenders.

The character of conflict over state-building and expansion in the Western
Dvina and Narva-Peipus-Velikaya basins changed dramatically. It was no lon-
ger a clash between the advanced political and military culture of the German
crusaders and disintegrated primitive pagan tribes. The crusaders clashed with
the equally developed capabilities of Rus and the fearsome external contender,
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the Mongols. The Mongols commanded Rus, sponsored Lithuania, and domi-
nated Eastern Europe, representing the Eurasian nomadic strategic culture that
was not inferior to the European one in its efficiency.

The Lithuanians adopted Rus’ social constitution and military arrangement.
They built the centralised state and learnt to organize the territory according to
Rus’ pattern as the rural districts around the prince-held hillforts with the adja-
cent downtowns, posads. This pattern was much more resilient to the Teutonic
onslaught than the former Lithuanian tribal layout.

The Teutons adapted their state-building to mobilise and channel the Holy
Roman Empire’s resources to the struggle against the mutating Lithuanians.
They established a dedicated technocratic government and cultivated Ger-
man-styled social estates to attract the German settlers of the nobility and urban
class, who composed the mainstay of the Teutonic army. The Teutonic Order
with its Livonian branch became a marcher outlet of the Holy Roman Empire.
It was the well-known geopolitical phenomenon® that had been represented be-
fore by the empire’s frontier marches. The Teutons capitalised on the empire’s
vast resources but became highly dependent on its ups and downs.

Being the Teutonic branch, the Livonian Order reconstructed Livonia ac-
cording to the Prussian pattern, inviting the guest-crusaders to fight the pagans
and Rus and settling the German land nobility to suppress the ingenious popula-
tion. The Livonians established the urban communities of the German migrants.
However, they did not change one of the main geopolitical characteristics of
Livonia, its ethnic composition, in a way similar to Prussia and Pomerelia. Li-
vonia’s rural districts remained autochthonous. The Livonians advanced to the
Baltic trade the new goods in the same way as the Teutons advanced grain that
arrived in Danzig by the Vistula. The prosperity of Riga and Reval was provided
by the transit of flax, hemp, skins, and other agricultural and forestry goods. The
plenty arrived in Livonia from Lithuanian Rus by the Western Dvina.

The Holy Roman Empire was resourceful, and the Teutons were effective
organisers. During the 14th century, they managed to mobilise and deploy
sufficient forces to overrun Samogitia and Lithuania proper. They destroyed
the army of Lithuania and Lithuanian Rus in the battle at the river Streva in
1348. From the 1370s to 1390s, they devastated Lithuania proper, occupied the
Neman’s middle reaches with the town of Kowno (Kaunas), and the Neman’s
upper reaches with Grodno and Novogrudok. They stormed the Lithuanian cap-
ital, Wilno (Vilnius). Wilno, Grodno, and Novogrudok were located in the con-

56 Spykman and RoLLins, “Geographic Objectives in Foreign Policy,” P.I, 403



100 Geopolitics and War

tact zone of the Lithuanians and Rus. The Teutons performed the conquest of
the Neman basin, and Lithuania proper was finished. The crusading state of the
Teutonic Order would convert the Neman basin into its fluvial heartland be-
tween the estuary districts of Prussia in the mouth of the Vistula and Livonia in
the mouth of the Western Dvina. Only the shift of Lithuania’s statehood to Rus
maintained its survival.

The Lithuanians eagerly searched for new resources for their struggle against
the Teutonic Order. It was the Lithuanian policy of “dynamic balance” that coun-
tered the Teutonic mobilisation of the Central and Western European potential
against Lithuania®’ through crusading, advanced state-building, and import of
military innovations. While the Teutonic onslaught was unfolding, the Lithua-
nians managed to annex Western Rus (Belarus now) and most of South-Western
Rus (a northwestern part of Ukraine now) channelling their abundant resourc-
es to struggle against the Teutons. Then the Lithuanian grand prince Olgierd
(Algirdas) envisaged incorporating under his control the North-Eastern polities
of pre-Mongolian Rus. Olgierd vassalised the Grand Principality of Tver and
moved to crush another successor of the Grand Principality of Vladimir, Mus-
covy. However, Olgierd’s campaigns against Muscovy in 1368, 1370, and 1372
ended in a stalemate.

Olgierd’s successor, Jogaila, turned to a traditional Lithuanian sponsor, the
Mongols, and allied with the Golden Horde’s ruler, Mamay. However, Mamay
was defeated by the Muscovite grand prince Dmitry in the battle of the Don
in 1380. Jogaila’s co-ruler Vitovt (Witold, Vytautas) attempted to reverse the
sponsor-client pattern of Lithuania’s relations with the Golden Horde by pro-
moting to the khan his ally Tokhtamysh. He was destroyed by Tokhtamysh’s
rival Emir Edige in the major battle of the Vorskla in 1399. Olgierd, Jogaila, and
Vitovt explored to impose their protection on North-Western Rus, and take over
Novgorod’s immense financial and military resources but failed because it was
staunchly independent and supported by Muscovy. The Lithuanian aggregation
and mobilisation of the resources of Rus by subjugating it piece by piece came
to the halt.

Racing for external resources for their conflict with the Teutonic Order, the
Lithuanians dragged the vast non-Baltic parts of Rus into the Baltic geopolitics.
Western and South-Western Rus belonged to the river Dnieper’s basin of the
Black Sea’s catchment. Secluded conflict over state-building in the basins of
the Western Dvina and Neman turned into an open-ended conflict to which both

57 Giebrovc, “The Arrival of Christianity in Lithuania,” 156-59; 174-76
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opponents dragged their geopolitical sponsors. The Teutons pulled in the Holy
Roman Empire with its pan-European resources of technology and manpower.
The Lithuanians associated with the Mongols and pulled in Rus. Both the Teu-
tonic Order and Lithuania mutated from being the Baltic contenders into the ex-
claves of the external non-Baltic superpowers. A Baltic “chessboard” enlarged
and diversified. Mutating Lithuania became more dangerous for the Teutons
than Poland. If the Teutons knew the capabilities of Poland well, the external
capabilities of Lithuania were for them an enigma.

The rooting of the Teutonic potential in Central and Western Europe and
the glide of Lithuanian statehood from the Neman basin to Rus are stunning
examples of the geopolitical technique of the Late Mediaeval Period. At the
same time, the basins of the Western Dvina, the Narva-Peipus-Velikaya, and the
Ilmen-Volkhov-Ladoga-Neva, where the Baltic Rus was located, became the
lines of assault of the external contenders on the Baltic region.

The Lithuanian lead and return of Poland.

Poland was a Baltic state, but its heartland of Lesser Poland was located far
away from the Baltic Sea. It occupied the upper reaches of the Vistula basin.
It was cut from Greater Poland in the Warta basin by Sieradz Land in its wa-
tershed with the Vistula and from the Teutonic Order in the Vistula estuary by
Mazovia and Kuyavia in the Vistula middle reaches. Following the settlement
with the Teutonic Order and Bohemia in the 1330s, King Casimir III exercised
the south-eastward strategy. He expanded Poland along the upper Vistula basin.
Casimir III annexed to Poland the north-western part of the Grand Principality
of Galicia-Volhynia around the town of Przemys$l and Western Volhynia around
Chelm and Belz at the Vistula’s tributary Narew from 1440s to 1460s. Pressing
downstream the Vistula basin, Casimir III gained Kuyavia and vassalised Mazo-
via in the 1350s and merged Sieradz Land from the 1430s to 1460s.

The Vistula has features of both Central-European and East-European riv-
ers. The Vistula and its major tributary, the San, have their sources in the high
Carpathian Mountains and lead to a topographical dead end. However, another
major tributary, the Western Bug, has its sources in the lowlands. Its middle
and upper reaches did not have strong natural limits. Casimir III transferred the
Polish expansion to the adjacent basin of Dniester belonging to the Black Sea
catchment and took over Galicia in its upper reaches. He also envisaged taking
over Podlasia and Eastern Volhynia in the Dnieper basin adjacent to Western
Bug’s middle reaches but was checked by Lithuania, Rus, and the Mongols.
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Casimir III’s annexation of Galicia and Western Volhynia determined the Pol-
ish novel position as a non-Baltic East-European contender in the northern
Black Sea region. It existed until the Soviet-led reshaping of Eastern Europe in
WWID’s aftermath, when Galicia and Western Volhynia were transferred to the
USSR’s Ukraine.

While expanding Poland southward, Casimir III fought a series of wars
against Lithuania that contested Galicia and Western Volhynia. Lithuania mobil-
ised Rus and was supported by the Mongolian successor, the Golden Horde. Ca-
simir III allied with his brother-in-law, the Hungarian king Charles Robert of the
Angevin dynasty. He managed to bring to the Polish throne Charles Robert’s son
Louis I, who turned the Polish commitment to the south completely committing
its resources to Bohemia, Hungary, Walachia, and Moldavia. However, neither
Casimir I1I nor Louis I managed to convert Poland into a Black Sea state. Their
efforts violated the geopolitical rule that Spykman observed. The location of the
estuary of the grand national river, like the Vistula, determines the direction of
the state’s international commitment.*® The river Vistula organised Poland as a
state and led it in the Baltic direction.

The Polish warfare in the 14th—15th centuries was predisposed to the Baltic
expansion. In the 14th century, Poland reshaped its military according to the pat-
tern of the Teutonic Order. The Poles copied the Teutons’ military organisation,
fighting technique, and tactics as much as possible. The pagan Lithuania and
the Golden Horde had ceased to be existential threats to Poland in the last third
of the 14th century, and the Polish modelling after the Teutonic Order strength-
ened. It was the period when Lithuania was associated with Poland following
the Catholic baptismal of its Lithuanian pagan population and the Lithuanian
princely dynasty, the Jagiellons, ascended on the Polish throne. The Golden
Horde ceased to be a doomlike threat due to its internal disarray. The Polish
military organization, weaponry, and tactics of the late 14th century lost their
edge against the southern and eastern enemies, but their northward efficiency
grew. The Teutonic Order was reimagined as an arch-enemy of the Polish state
and people.

The geopolitical failures of Olgierd, Jogaila, and Vitovt to drag Muscovy,
Novgorod, and the Golden Horde into the Lithuanian struggle against increasing
Teutonic pressure instigated the Lithuanian rulers to look for another geopolit-
ical solution. It was a pattern of not the Lithuanian dominance but Lithuanian
submission. Two relevant opportunities were at hand. Both of them looked like

58 Spykman and RoLLins, “Geographic Objectives in Foreign Policy,” P.I, 229-30
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alliances with stronger partners; however, they invoked different consequenc-
es. The merger with Muscovy was one of them, and submission to Poland was
another. The Lithuanian grand prince Jogaila explored them both and chose the
Polish option. Among different considerations, his comparative assessment of
the Muscovite and Polish military potential was decisive. Jogaila took baptis-
mal, married the Polish queen Jadwiga, and became her co-ruler as Wtadystaw
II Jagietto. He subordinated Lithuania to Poland to turn its huge potential against
the Teutons. Poland became a last stand of Lithuanian survival. At the same
time, Lithuania directed Poland’s return to its fluvial Baltic commitment.

The Polish turn to the Baltic in the 1400s was the Lithuanian and Jagiellonian
initiative. While the preceding kings of Poland looked southward, the Jagiellons
were Baltic-obsessed and fiercely anti-Teutonic. Wtadystaw II Jagietto and Vi-
tovt managed to bring the joint Polish and Lithuanian armies to Tannenberg
(Griinwald) in 1410, where the Polish ironclad mass smashed the Teutons. The
Teutonic Order was neither destroyed at Tannenberg nor pushed to irretrievable
decline, as it is sometimes declared. It was only checked. Nothing new hap-
pened at Tannenberg. It was an outdated Mediaeval slaughter, a head-on clash
that expressed the opponents’ geopolitical resolution in the tactical form. Some
new hardware and ideas were needed to destroy the Teutonic Order and sweep
it away from the Vistula estuary.

Valday, a solar plexus of Eastern Europe.

Western Rus that Lithuania annexed was a Baltic polity only partly. Its dis-
tricts Grodno and Novogrudok belonged to the Neman basin, and its districts
Polotsk and Vitebsk belonged to the Western Dvina basin. However, the main
bodies of Western Rus, South-Western Rus and North-Eastern Rus belonged to
non-Baltic riverine basins. The main bodies of Rus were divided from the Baltic
geopolitical region by the watershed between the Baltic comparatively narrow
catchment and giant catchments of the seas that envelope Eastern Europe from
the south, the Black Sea, and the Caspian Sea. The watershed is the upland
country of Valday.

Valday is not only the watershed between the catchments of the East Euro-
pean seas. It is also the location of the sources of their bigger riverine basins.
Valday contains the sources of the Baltic basins: the Western Dvina basin, the
Velikaya-Peipus-Narva basin, and the Ilmen-Volkhov-Ladoga-Neva basin. At
the same time, Valday contains the sources of the river Volga, the bigger tribu-
tary of the Caspian Sea, and the river Dnieper, the bigger tributary of the Black
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Sea. The Dnieper and Volga are two southward avenues of Eastern Europe that
traverse its central and southern parts and guide its geopolitics to the south.
They commanded the giant fluvial basins of the state formation and expansion.
The conflicts in the Black Sea and Caspian Sea catchments dominated Eastern
Europe and were the most important external factors of the Baltic geopolitics.

Valday is a geographical area that stretches like an arch, a thousand kilo-
metres long and three hundred kilometres wide, from Lake Onega in Karelia
two hundred kilometres south from the White Sea to Lake Ilmen two hundred
kilometres south of the Baltic Sea. The Valday hills are not high and steep;
their maximum height is just three and a half hundred meters over the sea level,
and they are slope. However, the lowlands between the hills are broken by the
ravines of the innumerable rivers and filled with impassable swamps. Valday
is covered by a dense forest with fence-like shrubs and bushes. Navigation on
the upper reaches of the rivers that start in Valday is difficult, and the portages
between them are rare, laborious, and of low transportation capacity. From a
hydrographical point of view, Valday is the southeastern border of the Baltic
Sea’s region and the North Atlantic pan-region as the superior water system to
which the Baltic belongs.

Novgorod, an open-ended geopolitical monopoly.

The riverine and lacustrine basins that have their sources in Valday were ex-
emplary areas of Baltic-styled state-building. Besides one of the starting pockets
of Rus’ statehood around Polotsk at the Western Dvina’s middle reaches, Rus had
two other pockets at the river Velikaya south of Lake Peipus and the river Volk-
hov north of Lake Ilmen. The latter had senior status in Rus’ geopolitics and ob-
tained unrivalled significance for the consolidation of Mediaeval Rus, its survival
in the Mongol invasion, the formation of Early Modern Muscovy, and its trans-
formation into Russia. Novgorod linked Rus to the Baltic Viking or Varangian
seapower civilisation that became an important component of Rus’ consolidation.

The legendary Varangian princes and their Novgorodian warriors controlled
the riverine waterways from the Baltic Sea via the river Western Dvina or Ne-
va-Ladoga-Volkhov-Ilmen system across the portages in Valday to the Black
Sea by the river Dnieper and the Caspian Sea by the river Volga. They imposed
their protection on the East-Slavic tribal associations in the middle Dnieper with
the town of Kiev and the East-Slavic and Finnish associations in the upper Volga
with Rostov. Although the descriptions of this activity are fabulous, it is clear
that the power projection of Rus’ state-building was directed southward from
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the Baltic region.

During the period of Rus’ disintegration from the 11th century, the Novgoro-
dian principality got virtual independence. The 14th century was a period of
its greatness. Geoffrey Parker classifies Novgorod as a city-state according to
its structure of power.” From the geopolitical perspective, it was the territorial
state largest in Eastern Europe after Lithuania and the largest one in the Baltic
region. Its political constitution shifted to the “republican” pattern with the rule
of the patrician oligarchy that guided the urban “democratic” institutions and
hired a prince as a military figure. The Novgorodians created a prosperous Bal-
tic-style economy combining agriculture and urban craft with the exploitation
of the wildlife of the East-European North. The Novgorodians became rich and
famous for exporting fur and wax. They also carried out “Eastern” transit from
Persia, India, and China to North-Western Europe and carried in the West-Euro-
pean import to Rus, the Golden Horde, and its successor states.

Novgorod’s military model combined Rus’ legacy, self-styled initiatives, and
adoptions from its Baltic neighbours. Novgorod built up three branches of arms
with special fighting functions and organization. The first branch consisted of the
court bands of the Rus and Lithuanian princes hired for particular campaigns. It
determined Novgorod’s balance of forces with its major neighbours, which were
the grand principality of Vladimir and its successors, as well as Lithuania, Swe-
den, and the Livonian Order. The second branch of the Novgorodian arms con-
sisted of the private bands of the Novgorodian family clans of enormous power
and wealth, or hoyars. Their bands were mostly mailed amphibious infantry. It
was the expeditionary force that advanced the Novgorodian control northeast
along the water system of Lake Ladoga, the river Svir, and Lake Onega, and
over its watershed to the basins of the rivers Onega and Northern Dvina flowing
to the White Sea.

The Northern Dvina basin, or Dvina Land, was the principal region of the
Novgorodian expansion and colonization. It was the territory of the giant hold-
ings of the Novgorodian boyars where they built up their wealth. It was the
source of the Novgorodian export goods and the foothold of the Novgorodian
plundering expeditions as far as Northern Eurasia, the Ural Mountains and the
Caspian Sea. The third Novgorodian branch of arms was the mailed cavalry of
the landed upper urban class. It was a military-social base of the Novgorodi-
an republicanism and a mobilisational base that provided the numbers for the
Novgorodian army.

59 PARker, Sovereign City, P.12
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The mercenary bands of the Rus and Lithuanian princes, amphibious forces
of the boyars, and the Novgorodian mailed cavalry joined the large expeditions.
In 1311 and 1318, they sacked the city of Abo, the capital of Swedish Finland.
From 1397 to 1398, they swept the Muscovite agents from the Northern Dvina
basin and deployed many siege machines against their stronghold, the fortress
Orlets, forcing it to surrender. In 1447, the Novgorodians destroyed the Livoni-
an and Teutonic troops in the amphibious battle at the Narva’s estuary. In 1463
the flotilla of Pskov, a Novgorodian dependent, brought the guns to the Livonian
castle Neuhausen, bombarded it, and landed the assault party that stormed and

sacked it.

Map. 6. Two ages of Novgorodian Baltic
greatness, ¢. 12501450,

1. Novgorodian
expansion.

2. Muscovite
expansion.

The background “Plate 49. Russia,
1613-1878," in Poole. R. Lane. Historical
Allas of Modem Europe from the Decline
of the Roman Empire. Oxford: The
Clarendon Press, 1902, a fragment, the
remarks of the current author,




VLADIMIR SHIROGOROV GEOPOLITICS OF STATE-BUILDING 107

The Novgorodian triad of arms turned Valday into a strong natural barri-
er against the external contenders of a kind that is accentuated by Spykman.®
The Mongols, pioneers of the Eurasian consolidation, turned back on Valday
while exploring the area of their conquest, even though Novgorod, the richest
objective in Eastern Europe, lay just over the hills. The Mongols’s successor,
the Golden Horde, never raided Novgorod. The Novgorodian geo-strategists
understood the validity of Valday well. Novgorod occupied not only Valday’s
northern slopes leading to the Ilmen-Volkhov-Ladoga-Neva basin but also the
hilltops where the fortress Torzhok controlled the main pass over Valday. How-
ever, Valday’s southern slopes remained in the hands of the Grand Principality
of Tver, Lithuania’s dependent. It was the Novgorodian Achilles’ Hill.

Utilising Valday as their geopolitical shield, the Novgorodians managed to
keep in bay the external predators who envied their prosperity. Neither Lithuania
nor the principalities of North-Eastern Rus achieved any success in subjugating
the Novgorodian Republic until the second half of the 15th century. The power
monopoly over the [lmen-Volkhov-Ladoga-Neva basin was the prime achieve-
ment of the Novgorodian state-building and military build-up. With stunning
geopolitical grasp, all of the Novgorodian social groups and political factions
united to maintain this monopoly, mobilising large armies to counter the out-
siders and roll them back from any barren piece of land in Valday and other
watersheds surrounding the Ilmen-Volkhov-Ladoga-Neva basin that looked a
waste place otherwise.

Being shielded by Valday, the Novgorodians accomplished the Baltic-style
state-building in the Ilmen-Volkhov-Ladoga-Neva basin, occupying it com-
pletely. In the 13th and 14th centuries, the Novgorodians successfully defend-
ed their control of the Neva valley against the Swedish overland aggression
from Finland and amphibious assaults by sea. They kept the Karelian Isthmus,
which is an onshore district between Lake Ladoga and the Finnish Gulf. They
also kept the right bank of the Narva and the coastal district Ingria (Izhora) on
the southern shore of the Finnish Gulf, where the fortresses Koporye and Yam
(Kingisepp) were built in 1237 and 1384, respectively.

In the middle of the 14th century, the large subsidiary of the Novgorodian
Republic, the Pskov Republic, that occupied the right bank of the Narva-Peipus
system and all of the Velikaya basin, split from Novgorod, forming its friendly
bumper facing the Livonian Order and Lithuania. The Novgorodian Republic
was a geographically complete, stable, and maybe the most resourceful Baltic

60 Spykman and RoLLins, “Geographic Objectives in Foreign Policy,” P.I, 233
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state with well-defined natural borders and a strong position in international re-
lations. Nothing within Novgorod’s geopolitical situation predicted its ongoing
doom.

Peripheral conquest in geopolitics and entering of Muscovy.

Unlike Brandenburg, until the middle of the 15th century, Muscovy was not
a state of the Baltic geopolitical region. Like Brandenburg, Muscovy had its
state-building core not in some major riverine and lacustrine valley but in a
watershed. Its reason for being located in the watershed was geopolitical safety.
The river-valley polities of former Rus were either destroyed by the Mongols or
captured by the Lithuanians, and often both. Muscovy started its ascension as a
small principality in the middle reaches of the river Moskva that is a tributary
to the river Oka, and the Oka is a confluent of the Volga in its middle reaches.

The slice of the Russian plain between the Volga’s upper reaches and range
of the Oka forms a “tong” of the Caspian catchment between the White Sea and
Baltic catchments in the north and north-west, the Don basin of the Black Sea
catchment in the south, and the Dnieper basin of the Black Sea catchment in the
south-west. The city of Moscow is located right in the middle of the “tong.” Ac-
cording to Spykman’s “blue water” classification, Muscovy was a tightly land-
locked state.®! However, in Mediaeval reality, it was well connected to the main
commercial and political centres of Eurasia, like being “a port of five seas,”
which is a cute Stalinist hydrographic slogan of the 1930s.

The Caspian Sea, the destination of the Volga’s flow, is a thousand and a
half kilometres to the south across three different climatic and vegetation zones
where the social and political heartland of the East European hegemon in the
middle 13th to middle 15th centuries, the Golden Horde, was located. It was a
space of enormous size and complexity. Muscovy’s resources, its administrative,
transportation, and military techniques at the turn of the Late Middle Ages to
the Early Modern Period were inadequate to envisage Muscovy’s state-building
downstream the Volga basin. The emerging Muscovite principality looked for
manageable objectives. They lay in the Volga’s upper reaches, unrolling from
the southern slopes of Valday. The fragments of the former grand principality
of Vladimir were located there. They became the first targets of the Muscovite
expansion.

The hilltops of Valday were occupied by the Novgorodian Republic. Mus-
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covy spread in the adjacent upper Volga. Muscovy fought over possession of
North-Eastern Rus’ senior seat, the Grand Principality of Vladimir, against
Tver, a Lithuanian dependent. Muscovy defeated Tver and wrestled the south-
ern slopes of Valday. It took over Vladimir’s seat as well. Vladimir had some
sovereignty claims over Novgorod. They worthened nothing while the utmost
sovereignty over Rus was exercised by the Golden Horde, but since the late
14th century, the Golden Horde turned to decline. The Muscovite rulers used
the opportunity to become the Golden Horde’s agent for collecting tributes over
North-Eastern Rus, including Novgorod. While other polities of Rus were des-
perately stressed by the Golden Horde’s demands, Novgorod provided its share,
a third of the collective tribute, smoothly, in cash, and without complaints.

The Novgorodian cash, revenue from its Baltic trade and exploitation of
Northern Eurasia, attracted Muscovy to the Baltic region. Muscovy utilised its
succession to the Vladimir grand principality to claim sovereignty over Novgorod
and Pskov. It was a principal mistake of the Novgorodian geo-strategists to af-
ford Muscovy’s claims to root in its relations with Novgorod. Novgorod fiercely
fought against the Muscovite political dictate and territorial encroachments, but
it accepted the claim of superior sovereignty. The Novgorodians underestimated
sovereignty as a geopolitical tool in situations when the military balance tended
to fluctuate.

Muscovy’s sovereignty claims over Novgorod became the leverage of pe-
ripheral conquest, which is a distinctive phenomenon of geopolitics. In theory,
it is accomplished by a state belonging to a core of the international system over
an objective that does not belong to it and lacks strong statehood.®? Geoffrey
Parker emphasises the location of the dominant state, its vigour to exercise con-
trol, and the geographical “logic of unity” that provides success to the peripheral
conquest.®* Muscovy became the core of North-Eastern Rus, substituting the
Mediaeval core of Eastern Europe, the declining Golden Horde. It demonstrated
vigour to dominate. It expanded not into an area with feeble statehood but broke
the accomplished state, the Novgorodian Republic, which was nevertheless pe-
ripheral in Eastern Europe. The Baltic region was not yet anticipated as an alter-
native political and military core of the international system.

In the middle of the 15th century, the Muscovite grand prince Vasily Il ad-
vanced on the Novgorodian Republic following his victory in the quarter-century
dynastic war in Muscovy to punish it for supporting his rivals. Novgorod coun-
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tered his ambitions by force. The Novgorodian army of the mercenary princely
bands and urban mailed cavalry was superior over the Muscovite noble levy and
militia a hundred years before. Now the military reforms of Vasily II changed
the game. The Novgorodians were crushed by the new Muscovite household
cavalry and Tatar mercenaries in Russa, the rich salt-boiling town on Valday at
Lake Ilmen in 1456. Another Muscovite corps took by storm the Novgorodi-
an fortress Molvotitsy that shielded a key pass through Valday. Novgorod was
shocked and submitted to the Muscovite sovereignty. Muscovy gained its Baltic
prospects without descending to the seashore by fighting on Valday.

Sweden, a geopolitical hybrid of seapower and landpower.

In the Middle Ages, the vast interior of Sweden consisted of a few poorly
connected regions. However, its heartland in the Swedish lowland was compact
and cohesive. It spread from the fortress of Alvsborg at the coast of Kattegat
across the Scandinavian Peninsula to the city of Stockholm at the Baltic Sea.
The Swedish heartland consisted of the Mediaeval provinces of Svealand and
Gotaland being from three to four hundred kilometres long and from two to
three hundred kilometres wide. It was ethnically homogenous and well-tied by
the large lakes and waterways between them. Svealand included the districts
around Lake Malaren, and Gdétaland spread east and west of Lake Vittern.

Stockholm is located in the middle of Lake Milaren’s hydrographic area and
the littorals of the Stockholm Archipelago. Together they represent the maze of
the islands and peninsulas around two hundred kilometres long. Lake Mélaren is
naturally connected to Lake Hjdlmaren, elongating this system another hundred
kilometres westward from the Baltic Sea. The system of Lake Vénern and the
river Géta Alv runs to the North Sea in another hundred kilometres west across
an unexpressed watershed. It is one hundred and half kilometres long. Lake
Vittern is located south of the watershed between Mélaren and Vénern basins.
It is finger-shaped from north to south along the Scandinavian Peninsula and has
a hundred-kilometre-long natural connection to a deep fjord of the Baltic Sea.

This geographic position of the Swedish lakes constitutes them as an in-
tegrated lacustrine, riverine, and sea-inlet water system orientated mainly to
the Baltic Sea but also linked to the North Sea. The system obtained a similar
function for the Swedish state-building as the riverine and lacustrine systems
of the mainland part of the Baltic region had for the polities of North-Central
and North-Eastern Europe. Unlike Denmark and Norway, which developed as
coastal kingdoms, Sweden developed as an interior kingdom in the basins of its
central lakes.
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It explains the delay in Sweden’s state-building in the 10th—12th centuries if
it is compared with Denmark’s. Sweden worked to integrate its land districts into
one realm. At the same time, the interior nature of the Swedish state provided it
with the gravitation core and expansionist vigour. The topography of Sweden’s
Baltic coast shielded it against the naval attacks, to which the narrow shape of
the Baltic Sea predisposes according to Spykman’s warning.** The naval threat
to the Swedish shore was damped by the maze of the islands and peninsulas with
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fiords and skerries. Only a few locations on the Swedish coast were assailable,
and they were the well-fortified port towns like Stockholm.

The interior mainstay of Sweden’s statehood in its central lacustrine basins
was responsible for the Swedish Late Mediaeval constitution. Sweden was not
a backward exclave of Western and Central Europe in austerity and wildness of
geographic “nowhere.” The Swedish particularity was caused by the self-made
development of its social and political structures in the specific geographical
environment of its lacustrine heartland. The strong self-ruling peasant commu-
nities with capable militias were the Swedish constitutional accents. The geopo-
litical situation of Sweden obstructed its assimilation into West-Central Europe.
Sweden produced self-styled social and political structures and mentalities.
The Baltic and not European geopolitical identity became the Swedish feature
through the Early Modern Period.

While being an interior kingdom, Sweden was a successor to the Viking
seapower civilisation similar to Denmark. Stockholm resides at the Archipelago
Sea, which is a maritime crossroad of the Bothnian Sea leading to the Bothnian
Bay in the north, the Finnish and Riga Gulfs leading to the estuaries of, respec-
tively, the Neva and Western Dvina in the east, and the Baltic Proper leading to
the Western Baltic in the south and to the Danish Straits through it. It was the
best location for seaborn expansion over the Baltic region. At the same time,
it was the worst location since it attracted the Baltic naval expansionists and
marauders.

Finland, the third Baltic coastal polity of conquest.

The south-eastern shore of the Scandinavian Peninsula is not open to an un-
obstructed sea. Instead, the Finnish Archipelago with its largest cluster of the
Aland Islands forms a kind of broken bridge from the district north of Stock-
holm to the frontal landmass of the North-Eastern European mainland. The
Aland Islands are similar to the Danish islands and Stockholm Archipelago with
their tight straits and mazes of fiords and skerries. In a situation when the Swed-
ish kings, local lords, and communities had at their disposal the Viking-style
flotillas of longboats, it was an inviting geographical situation for expansion via
the Aland Islands to the coast of the North-Eastern European mainland that was
inhabited by the Finnish tribes.

The coastal territories of Finland were conquered by the Swedish expedi-
tions in the second half of the 12th century and early 13th century. Some of them
were local initiatives, and others were declared crusades. Keeping of the coastal



VLADIMIR SHIROGOROV GEOPOLITICS OF STATE-BUILDING 1 13

strongpoints was the pattern of the Swedish expansion, while plunder and con-
version to Christianity as a symbol of submission dominated the day-to-day
practice. The Swedes moved to occupy the Finnish interior only in the second
third of the 13th century. The Finns did not have an organisation over the tribal
level. The conquest did not require big ventures. But it required to submit mul-
tiple tribal arrears secluded by unnumerable Finnish lakes, rivers, and swamps.
The Swedes built a network of castles and founded the town of Abo or Turku
that worked as a hub of occupation.

Many Finnish tribal chiefs were assimilated and integrated into the migrant
Swedish nobility. The resulting Swedish-Finnish nobility was more numerous
as a share of the population than the nobility in Sweden proper. It was more co-
hesive and controlled the peasants more strictly. The Swedish-Finnish nobility
became a social-military group, mastering seaborn expansion, amphibious con-
quest, and coercive occupation. The formation of the Swedish-Finnish nobility
became a principal social geopolitical factor of Sweden’s history in the Early
Modern Period.

Wrestling the Karelian Isthmus.

Advancing along the Finnish littorals, the Swedes came to clash with the
Novgorodians, who protected their monopoly over the Neva-Ladoga-Volk-
hov-Ilmen basin. The Karelian tribes, close relatives of the Finns, inhabited the
Karelian Isthmus between the river Vuoksi that connects Lake Ladoga and Lake
Saimaa and the Finnish Gulf. They were associated with Novgorod, and many
of them were baptised to Orthodox Christianity. The Karelians were skilled in
amphibious warfare with the longboats and deployed the mailed infantry of the
Novgorodian kind. The Novgorodians advanced to support them, sometimes
with their fully mobilised armies and frequently with their amphibious forces.
Wrestling of the Karelian Isthmus was a principal geopolitical objective for both
belligerents.

In 1292, the Swedes founded the fortress Vyborg at a fjord-like inlet of the
Finnish Gulf in western Karelia. In 1294, the Swedish assault was rebuked from
the town of Karela (Kexholm), the Novgorodian fort that controlled the Vuok-
si’s mouth in Ladoga. At the same time, the Swedish amphibious parties were
hunted down in the Novgorodian province of Ingria on the southern shore of
the Finnish Gulf. Ingria was inhabited by the Chud Finnish tribes relative to the
Karelians and Ests. The Novgorodians protected Ingria from the Swedish incur-
sions with special vigour, fearing the pincer move of the crusaders from Livonia
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and Swedes from western Karelia that might have strangled the Novgorodian
transit to the Finnish gulf via the Neva.

In 1300, the Swedes landed at the Neva estuary and built the fortress of
Landskrona. The Novgorodians destroyed it the next year. Novgorod responded
to the Swedish threat by refortifying Karela and Oreshek (Noteborg, Shlissel-
burg) at the exit of the Neva from Lake Ladoga. Oreshek’s location dominated
the seventy-kilometer-long range of the Neva to its estuary in the Finnish Gulf.
It also dominated the southern bank of Lake Ladoga between the Volkhov es-
tuary and Neva exit, the principal waterway of the Novgorodian transit. The
Novgorodians did not need a fort in the Neva estuary while possessing Oreshek
and deploying the forces to throw away the Swedes. At the same time, Oreshek
blocked the probable penetration of the Swedes into Lake Ladoga, endangering
the Novgorodian existential economic interests in the Svir-Onega basin and the
Dvina Land.

The location of Oreshek allowed the Novgorodians to utilise the riverine and
lacustrine amphibious warfare, which they mastered, and evade the Swedish su-
perior capabilities of naval warfare. The contest between Sweden and Novgorod
in Karelia became a fierce frontier war with the raiding of each other’s territory,
destruction of each other’s strongholds, and annihilation of each other’s allies
among the local population. The border was settled in 1323 for more than a
century. It ran along the river Sestra west of Lake Ladoga and to Lake Saimaa.
The Neva’s estuary, Karelian Peninsula, Neva-Ladoga basin, and the trade route
from Novgorod to the Baltic Sea remained the Novgorodian monopoly.

First try of Dominium Maris.
Seapower and landpower contest over Sweden.

The political constitutions of the three Nordic kingdoms were similar, repre-
senting the same social tradition. A strong monarchy was their axis. It dominated
the military, civil administration, legislation, and religious affairs. Both Sweden
and Denmark turned into elective monarchy during the 14th century, while Nor-
way remained a hereditary monarchy. The feudal semi-sovereign polities were
not constituted. The Duchy of Schleswig, a Danish fief, was the only exception
due to its dynastic union with the neighbour fief of the Holy Roman Empire, the
Duchy of Holstein. The nobility was not a privileged corporation but a service
group, and the urban communities were undeveloped. The estate legislatives
that were a feature of the Western and Central European Late Mediaeval politics
were absent in the Nordic kingdoms. The aristocracy had some political position
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in the royal councils with unshaped structures and obscure mandates. This kind
of political landscape was inviting for state-building experiments.

Different forms of overlapping of the three Scandinavian kingdoms existed
in the 14th century, including personal monarchical unions, dynastic intermar-
riage, migration of the aristocracy, joint bishoprics, sharing of the frontier prov-
inces, military alliances, and joint regulation of shipping and trade. They created
a ground for the integration of the sovereignty of the Nordic kingdoms by the
Danish seapower tradition. From 1387 to 1389, Margaret (Margrethe), a vision-
ary lady-regent of the kingdoms of Denmark and Norway, managed to obtain
a similar position in Sweden by providing military support to the Swedish no-
bles rebelling against their king Albert (Albrecht) of Mecklenburg. Margaret’s
grand-nephew Erick (Bogustaw) of Pomerania was declared a hereditary king
of Norway in 1389, and in 1396 he was elected to the thrones of Denmark and
Sweden. Constituting the union of the Nordic kingdoms, Margaret utilized their
Late-Medieval ideas of elective monarchy and strong royal authority.

The joint meeting of the royal councils of the three Nordic kingdoms af-
firmed Erik’s “Act of Coronation” in the Swedish town of Kalmar in 1397. It
established the Kalmar Union as a hereditary unified monarchy with integral
sovereignty. The three kingdoms joined their domestic and foreign affairs. The
royal structures of power were transferred to Denmark. Only some local affairs
were allowed for Norway and Sweden. They were run by the administrators
of the fiefs around the royal castles or /ens. The south-Scandinavian region of
Skane became the financial mainstay of the unified Nordic monarchy. Skaness
coast of the Sound was the principal location to sell the Baltic goods to the trad-
ers of North-Western Europe and reload them from the Baltic ships of littoral
seafaring to the customers’ ships adapted to the rough North Sea. The Hanse
occupied Skane in the 1360s and constructed a condominium over Skane with
Denmark in the 1370s—1380s. The Hanse ceded to it a third of Skane’s revenues
in exchange for the status to “consult” the choice of the Danish king.

Erik’s reign was a heyday of the Kalmar Union, however his authoritari-
an rule was not appreciated by the aristocratic factions in its kingdoms. In the
1420s, Erik rushed into the contest over the assets of the declining Teutonic
Order. His ambitions were countered by Poland and the Hanse. Poland looked
to annex the territory of the Teutonic state while the Hanse looked to take over
its trade monopoly in the Vistula’s and Western Dvina’s estuaries. The Hanse
fought off Erik’s ambitions with its naval force and incited the Danish and
Swedish aristocratic factions. The struggle with the Hanse exhausted Erik’s
reign and caused his expulsion. It triggered the downturn of the Kalmar Union.
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At the same time, Polish and Hanseatic geopolitical egotism produced a feeling
of deprivation and affront in Sweden. Its long struggle against Poland and the
Hanse to revise the Teutonic legacy followed into the 16th and 17th centuries. It
became one of the principal geopolitical issues of the Baltic region settled only
in the aftermath of WWII.

The aristocratic factions of the Nordic kingdoms required the transfer of rule
to the royal councils including control over the royal castles and administrative
lens that was the foundation of the united monarchy. The separatist movement
was strongest in Sweden, with its hinterland character and rural society of peas-
ants and miners requiring a nearby king who could directly administer the taxes
and justice. Erik’s alienation of the Hanse violated the interests of the mining
communities that were highly dependent on the Hanse’s export of their prod-
ucts. They required returning to the national monarchy. The precedents of a
popular levy against the “Danish” king appeared in the hinterland province of
Dalarna (Dalecarlia) northwest of Stockholm, where the mining district Berg-
slagen was mainly located.

It was a moment when the hinterland geopolitical character of the Swedish
statehood started to dictate its split from the Kalmar Union. The specific Swed-
ish hinterland nationalistic monarchism was born. Following the deposition of
Erik in all three kingdoms in the late 1430s, the Royal Councils of each of the
three kingdoms took over the royal power. The office of the supervisor of the
realm was introduced in Sweden. The maritime geopolitical character of Den-
mark and Norway was more favourable for the union with a split of sovereignty
between the distant king and aristocracy onsite. They proceed with this pattern.
The re-emergence of the separate government in Sweden transferred its sover-
eignty from the Kalmar Union to the native institutions. It was one of the factors
that made up the critical mass for a radical reshuffle of the Baltic geopolitical
region.

THE SUM OF THE BALTIC CONFLICTS IN THE MEDIAEVAL PERIOD.

The Baltic states had similar geopolitical resources. They were the agricul-
tural lands, areas for forestry, fishing, and hunting; the urban settlements as the
centres of commerce, craft, and administration; population or demographic po-
tential; points of control over the trade routes; and outlets to external resources.
Mineral resources and advanced technologies were not contested in the Late
Middle Ages. The Swedish mining region, Bergslagen, and the Novgorodian
outlet to Northern Eurasia, the Dvina Land, were probably the only exceptions
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from this universal similarity of the resources over the Baltic region.

However, the intensity of economic activity became highly different by the
turn of the 14th to 15th centuries. The concentration of the fur trade in Novgorod
brought to it a cash flow of silver and gold that surpassed the revenues of all
other states of North-Eastern Rus and maybe if being counted together with
the revenue of Lithuania. The tolls and taxes on shipping and trade collected
in the Jutland neck’s crossings under Liibeck control and Danish straits made
the Liibeck and Danish treasuries cash-excessive. The trade turnover, especially
with grain and forestry goods in Danzig and Riga, was higher than the turnover
of all other Baltic ports being taken together. Danzig was visited by a thousand
ships annually in the late 15th century and twice more in the late 16th century.
Most of them were Dutch ships while the trade with Danzig composed half of
Amsterdam’s commercial turnover. While all other cash-strapped Baltic rulers
scratched the social armies of feudal levy, urban militia, and peasant crowds,
Liibeck, Denmark, the Teutons, and Novgorod could afford to hire mercenaries
who were expensive but most efficient troops. There were the things to envy in
the common monotone picture of the Baltic and the things to fight for.

By the middle of the 15th century, several kinds of conflicts shaped the geo-
political situation in the Baltic region. They processed the geographical settings
with military and administrative techniques, social and political tools, and vi-
sions of actors.

Conflicts of state-building within the major riverine
and lacustrine basins.

The main conflict of the Baltic geopolitical region was the struggle over
dominance within its subregions. The geographical characteristics of the ter-
rain determine its suitability for military operations.®® The riverine and lacus-
trine basins of the Baltic sub-regions were the scope and kind of terrain that the
technique of the military operations was able to exploit on the eve of the Early
Modern Period. At the same time, the watersheds between the major basins were
the barriers preventing the transfer of conquest. The military of the time concen-
trated their activity within the major riverine and lacustrine basins that became
geopolitical sub-regions.

Many of the Baltic sub-regions were characterised by a “classic” geopolitical
split of the riverine valley to the polities of lower reaches and upper reaches. It

65 Brack, The Geographies of War, Ch.3
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was the geopolitical form of the conflict between Brandenburg and Pomerania
in the Oder basin, the Teutonic Order and Poland in the Vistula basin, the Teu-
tonic Order and Lithuania in the Neman basin, the Livonian Order and Lithuania
in the Western Dvina basin, and the Livonian Order and the Pskov Republic in
the Narva-Peipus-Velikaya basin. While the states in estuaries were mostly de-
fensive, the states in the middle and upper reaches were aggressive. The Baltic
fluvial geopolitics confirmed Spykman’s rule that “access to the sea remains a
universal desideratum” of the hinterland states.®

Was the river-valley consolidation of the Baltic polities also their intuitive
drive to autarchy that allegedly attracted the geopolitical thinkers?®” The Baltic
examples demonstrated that this was not the case. The Baltic polities wrestled
the territories with similar resources while increasing the deficit of the resources
that they lacked. They were moved by the logic of state-building per se with
its stakes to dominate or perish. They searched for the resources in shortage
by dragging into their struggle the outer contenders such as the Holy Roman
Empire, mainland Rus, and the Mongols. The intervention of the external con-
tenders reshaped the geopolitical situation. Geopolitical autarchy was never en-
visaged. The Baltic geopolitics formed as an open stage.

Conflicts over the watersheds of the riverine and lacustrine basins.

Among the Baltic states with their cores in the riverine and lacustrine basins,
only one had its core in the watershed. It was Brandenburg. Among the external
Baltic contenders, only Muscovy had a similar position. It transformed into a
Baltic state in the middle of the 15th century. Both Muscovy and Brandenburg
were the frontier polities that had their state-building cores in the watersheds of
the Baltic catchment with the adjacent sea catchments. Moscow had its core in
the upper reaches of the Volga-Caspian basin and Brandenburg had its core in
the middle reaches of the Elbe basin.

Brandenburg and Muscovy mastered political and military techniques to ex-
pand in the watersheds. Brandenburg had a watershed conflict on the Oder’s
right bank with Poland. Muscovy had a watershed conflict with Novgorod in
Valday. In the middle of the 15th century, it was not clear whether the watershed
technique of expansion was more efficient than the “classic” geopolitical tech-
nique of expansion along the riverine and lacustrine basins or maritime expan-
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sion to coastal territories. However, the crisis in which it might have been tried
was palpable.

Seapower assault on the river estuaries.

The Baltic states in the estuaries of the riverine and lacustrine basins were
not the products of the natural emergence but the seapower conquest. They were
either seapower implants like Mecklenburg, the Livonian Order, and Finland,
or gains of overland conquest like Pomerania. The Teutonic Order and Sweden
were two exceptions to this rule being the products of the natural state-building.

The Baltic Sea determined the state-building in the estuaries. Despite the low
capabilities of the longboat navies, the seaborn assault was a smooth venture in
the Mediaeval Baltic. There were only two examples of the successful defence
of estuaries against the seapower assault. They were the Novgorodian defence
of the Neva estuary with the Karelian Isthmus against Sweden and the Narva
estuary with Ingria against the Livonian Order. They were provided by the su-
perior military capabilities and statehood of Rus.

Contest over the coastal chokepoints.

Domination of the seapower implants in the riverine and lacustrine estuaries
in the Baltic Sea emphasised the control over maritime communications. The
littoral seafaring of the longboat navies was controlled by the coastal choke-
points. They had two key characteristics. First, they were located in the natural
positions on which the navigation depended. Second, their natural position af-
forded capturing and defending them with amphibious force. The locations were
not contested if they were too far from the shipping trails or unassailable and
undefendable by seapower. The province of Scdna on the shore of the Sound
Strait was a much-desired naval and commercial chokepoint. The Swedish at-
tempt to establish a similar chokepoint at the Neva estuary in 1300 with a fleet
of a thousand longboats was parried by Novgorod with a similar large fleet
and strong land forces that annihilated the Swedes and destroyed their fortress
Landskrona in 1301.

The Teutonic fortress port of Memel could not be developed as a significant
staple port despite its favourable geographical position near the Neman estu-
ary. The Teutons could not secure its adjacent interior, and Memel was under
incessant Lithuanian pressure. The Swedish fortress port Vyborg did not grow
as a large staple depot due to the Swedish inability to conquer the Karelian Isth-
mus and check the Neva. Both Memel and Vyborg remained mere military na-
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val chokepoints. Unlike Memel and Vyborg, Narva became an important naval
and commercial chokepoint, being impregnable to multiple Novgorodian and
Pskovian attacks with numerous armies and siege machines. Narva’s naturally
strong position was timely fortified, and the adjacent left bank of the Narva was
arranged as its geopolitical district. Novgorod and Pskov had to use Narva’s
bottleneck for their transit commerce. The castle-based technique of occupation
provided defence of the coastal chokepoints against the overland attack. Dan-
zig, Riga, and Reval became major chokepoints of trade and navigation in the
14th century, being well-protected by the Teutonic occupation of Prussia and
Livonia.

At the same time, the development of the amphibious technique created new
threats to the coastal chokepoints and turned some of them undefendable. It was
anovel rule that the amphibious application of the gunpowder weapons brought
in the 15th century. The introduction of the caravel by the middle of the 15th
century and the development of the naval artillery to exercise deck-to-shore
gunfire, and the spread of handheld firearms to the amphibious troops improved
the efficiency of amphibious operations. Many of the coastal strongholds that
had looked impregnable before became assailable from the sea.®®

Particularism of the sub-regions versus the integrating vigour
of the Baltic Sea.

The geopolitical situation in the Baltic region was determined by the conflict
between landpower and seapower, but in a special way. While landpower sup-
ported state-building and expansion in segregated riverine and lacustrine basins
of the Baltic catchment, seapower spread over the Baltic Sea as the hub of the
entire region. The Brandenburg, Polish, Lithuanian, Novgorodian charge to the
estuaries along the riverine and lacustrine basins represented the Baltic sub-re-
gional particularism. The Danish, crusading, Swedish conquests, and Hanseatic
interventions utilised the Baltic Sea as an integral space.

These two patterns of expansion competed not only between the states but
also inside the states, where they looked like different ways of state-building.
Sweden was an exemplary polity, oscillating between the options. While one
faction of the Swedish aristocracy looked for a seapower statehood cooperating
with their Danish colleagues in the Kalmar Union, another faction associated

68 See on the gunpowder revolution in amphibious warfare in: SHirRoGOrROV, “A True Beast
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with the hinterland communities looked to establish a landpower national mon-
archy. Then a third group entered the fray; it was the Swedish-Finnish nobility
that mastered seaborn amphibious conquest and occupation of the mainland in-
terior. They clashed over the political priorities, mobilisation and utilisation of
resources, structure of the realm, and its sovereignty. It was the projection of the
geopolitical choices on state-building.

Break-in of the external contenders.

No external contenders entered the Baltic region on their own, being guided
by some large-scale geopolitical considerations like Mackinder’s move of the
Eurasian heartland to its natural delimitation with the maritime outskirt. The ex-
ternal contenders were guided by the Baltic states. It was a guide of three kinds.
First, the external contenders moved to the Baltic in a manner of peripheral con-
quest over the watershed between the Baltic catchment and the sea catchment
where the prospective contender was located. It was a move conducted by Bran-
denburg and Muscovy. It could have different reasoning, ways, and characters.
The Holy Roman Empire moved to the Baltic following its peripheral conquest
of the watershed between the Middle Elbe and Middle Oder and organising its
gains as the Margraviate of Brandenburg. Pomerania and Mecklenburg were the
further fruits of this expansion.

Muscovy moved to the Baltic region, venturing a peripheral conquest in Val-
day. The impulse for the Muscovite advance came from its clash with Lithua-
nia over the heritage of pre-Mongolian Rus. Muscovy countered the Lithuanian
annexations by military force and wrestled the southern slopes of Valday con-
trolled by the Lithuanian dependent, the Grand Principality of Tver. Then Mus-
covy interfered in domestic politics of the Novgorodian and Pskovian Repub-
lics, utilising both its Valday foothold and sovereignty claims. The next impulse
for the Muscovite advance to the Baltic came when Muscovy achieved situa-
tional military superiority in the mid-15th century and turned the Novgorodian
Republic into its dependent.

The second kind of guide for the external contenders to advance into the
Baltic region was the mutation of a Baltic state into an external power. It was
a way of Lithuania. Cooperating with the Mongols and merging Western and
South-Western Rus that lay in the basin of the river Dnieper and Black Sea,
Lithuania mutated from an aborigine Baltic state into a state with predominant-
ly non-Baltic association. The transformation changed Lithuania’s Baltic social
structures and military by adopting non-Baltic patterns.



122 Geopolitics and War

The third kind of guide for external contenders to advance into the Baltic re-
gion was the development of the Baltic trade, its goods, customers, routes, trans-
portation facilities, and volume. The Baltics’ geopolitics was highly sensitive to
the demand of commercial markets and technological changes in shipping and
naval warfare. The Netherlandish urban classes organised as commercial ven-
tures and town alliances entered the Baltic Sea to wrestle the commercial domi-
nation from the Hanse by economic and naval means. There were no limitations
for other similar contenders to follow the Netherlandish pattern and invade the
Baltic region by sea, guided by the development of international trade and naval
capabilities. England followed this pattern to enter the Baltic region in the 16th
century.

The “Grand Games” of the great powers is a signature show of geopolitics.®
The Baltics became its stage and bounty.

THE BALTIC, A SEPARATE GEOPOLITICAL REGION.

Growth of the Baltic region s integrity.

The geopolitical conflicts in the Baltic region formed three groups. Strug-
gle within the secluded riverine and lacustrine basins belonged to the first one.
Wrestling the watersheds between the basins belonged to the second group.
Capturing the coastal areas belonged to the third group. While the first group
split the Baltic into sub-regions, the third one worked for its geopolitical integ-
rity around the Baltic Sea. The second group of conflicts strengthened the Baltic
homogeneity.

The effects of the groups of conflicts enhanced the settings of the Baltic’s
physical geography. On the one hand, it divided the region by the rogue sea,
great distances, and impassable watersheds. On the other hand, it tied the Bal-
tic up by the marine and riverine navigation, similar natural conditions, and
resources. The Baltic’s political, social, economic, and military uniformity be-
came another foundation of its performance as an integral and definite geopo-
litical region.

During the Middle Ages, the Baltic states developed similarities and com-
patibility in their social structures, political regimes, and military organisations.
Being visibly different, the regimes of the Baltic states occurred stunningly the
same. Their political feature was the oligarchic rule that equally resisted abso-

69 KELry, Classical Geopolitics, 180
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lutist and estate legislative trends that increased in continental Central and West-
ern Europe. Sweden and the Teutonic Order were oligarchic. The oligarchic
regimes encroached on the royal power in Denmark-Norway, Lithuania, and Po-
land. They subjugated the popular assemblies in the Novgorodian and Pskovian
Republics. They substituted the estate legislative in Brandenburg, Pomerania,
and Mecklenburg. The oligarchs of these states understood each other well.

The oligarchies of the Baltic states consisted not of the inborn aristocrats
with feudal land possessions and sovereignty rights, as in continental Western,
Central, and Eastern Europe, but of the officeholders, military commanders, and
urban merchants. The mercenary aristocracy was prominent in the Baltic states,
unlike the continental dominance of the native aristocracy with feudal status.
Among other conditions, the character of the Baltic oligarchies was created by
the opportunities of the fast social lift that proposed the Baltic trade, shipping,
and raiding. The Baltic was a space of opportunities and migration.

Monopolisation of the military service by the martial estates did not spread
over the Baltic. The military service belonged to different social groups that or-
ganised it according to their structure. The Swedish peasant levy is a well-stud-
ied example of this Baltic feature. The Novgorodian mailed cavalry of the land-
ed urban class is an understudied one. The Novgorodian, Pskovian, Teutonic,
Livonian, and Hanseatic urban militias are other examples. The professional
military of domestic hirelings and mercenaries was more prominent in the Baltic
region than in continental Europe, where the armies were a function of the mar-
tial estates. Baltic warfare was based on amphibious operations, advanced naval
techniques, and strong infantry. It contrasted with the armies of the European
mainland that were based on cavalry and committed to land warfare.

The Baltic s security communities.

A few “particular [...] security communit[ies]” emerged within the Baltic
uniformity. The security community is characterised by one or several distinc-
tive “strategic and military cultures” associated with specific missions or geo-
graphical environments.”” The geographic conditions and history of conflicts
shape it.”! Five security communities consolidated in the Baltic region. The lo-
cation of the security communities did not coincide with the border of states;
sometimes the security communities included a few states and sometimes cut

70 Gray, Modern Strategy, 28,131

71 See on interaction of the technological, social, and geographical factors for the East-European
“military revolution” in: SHIROGOROV, “Quo Vadis?”
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the states in parts.

Brandenburg, Pomerania, Mecklenburg, Teutonic and Livonian Orders, and
Danish Schleswig belonged to the German security community, while anoth-
er part of Denmark and Norway belonged to the Nordic security community.
Poland belonged to the West-Slavic security community expanding over Lith-
uania. The Pskovian Republics and Lithuanian Rus belonged to the East-Slav-
ic security community. Sweden and the Novgorodian Republic belonged to an
“amphibious” security community, maybe the most complex creature of the
Baltic Mediaeval conflicts. The German security community, the West Slavic
security community, and the East Slavic security community were relatively
stronger in land warfare. The Nordic security community raced ahead in naval
warfare. The Swedish-Novgorodian security community increased its amphibi-
ous capabilities. Adhesion of the Baltic security communities to different kinds
of warfare responded to their geographical conditions and military traditions. At
the same time, they were a vision of their strategists on the ongoing geopolitical
engagements of their states.

The Baltic geopolitical chokepoints.

Different kinds of conflicts shaped and structured the Baltic’s geopolitics. A
hierarchy of geographical chokepoints appeared. Some were the keys to dom-
inance in the riverine and lacustrine basins. They often coincided with the po-
litical and economic centres of the states. Others provided control over mari-
time communications in the Baltic Sea. They migrated following the changes in
transportation and naval techniques and patterns of power projection.

The Sound Strait changed the Kiel overland route as a gorge of the Baltic
westward commerce. The Western Dvina-Dnieper portage was obscured by the
Ilmen-Volga portage as the transit link from the Baltic to the trans-Eurasian
caravan routes. Danzig took over the new-emerged commerce of grain and ag-
ricultural products, while Riga took over the new-emerged commerce of hemp
and forestry goods. Being thrown off the Neva estuary, the Swedes established
Vyborg to control the gouge of the Finnish Gulf by naval means. The new Mus-
covite fighting technique turned the Valday passes penetrable and Novgorodian
fortifications assailable. The speed of the military changes increased with the
diffusion of firearms on land and sea and the growth of professional warfare. It
was also influenced by the political map on which the territories of the Baltic
states and their relative strength were not stable. Human geography became a
fluid pair to rigid physical geography.
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Both of them were responsible for the appearance of the chokepoints of
the Baltic regional importance, which became the joints that fastened together
the region’s geopolitical construction. At the same time, they were the hing-
es, which linked the Baltic region to the outer geopolitical world. Three of the
principal Baltic chokepoints emerged and were apprehended for geopolitical
practice. The Sound Strait and province of Scédne were one of them. It was a
knot of the Baltic naval and commercial network and the Baltic link to the North
Atlantic Ocean and thus to maritime communications and seapower of the West-
ern Hemisphere. Valday was another one. It provided the corridor for overland
power projection to the Baltic from the East-European hinterland. It connected
the Baltic region to the Near East, Central Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia.
The watershed of the Elbe and Oder became the third principal chokepoint of
the Baltic region. It provided the corridor for the overland power projection to
the Baltic from Central Europe. Central Europe was the hub of the European
state building, where the fast economic and social development of the time pro-
duced excessive potential for expansion.

The Baltic principal chokepoints were not static locations to take over and
possess. They were more like dynamic links of the Baltic interaction with the
outer world and knots that tied up the Baltic integrity. The ties were functional
like a collection of goods for export through the Sound, a tribute to Muscovite
sovereignty through Valday, and following the German religious guide through
the Elbe-Oder watershed. All kinds of resources came to the Baltic through the
regional chokepoints, from the conquering armies, mercenaries, new weapons
and fighting techniques to precious metals, political knowledge, engineering
skills, and styles of architecture. The Baltic exported through them its plenty.

It was insufficient to take over and exploit one of these three chokepoints to
dominate the entire Baltic region. It was necessary to control all. Large distances
between the regional chokepoints and their adhesion to contrasting geopolitical
pan-regions neighbouring the Baltic prevented them from being conquered by
one of the Baltic contenders. Their belonging to the separate contenders exclud-
ed the Baltic hegemony. At the same time, it excluded the settlement between
the Baltic contenders. Only once in the Early Modern Period did one of the Bal-
tic contenders come close to possessing all three regional chokepoints. It was
Sweden in the 17th century. However, possessing them became an unbearable
burden for Sweden, and it collapsed.



126 Geopolitics and War

THE LATE MEDIAEVAL RESHUFFLE OF THE BALTIC REGION,
THE 1450s 10 15205.7

The geopolitical approach provides another classification of wars that rav-
aged the Baltic region during its transition from the Late Mediaeval to Early
Modern Periods. The geopolitical perspective on them differs from the cliches
of the nationalistic historiographies. The wars leave their nation-bound iden-
tification and gravitate to clusters around resolving certain large geopolitical
issues. The conflicts in the Baltic riverine and lacustrine basins prevailed in the
Baltic geopolitics. However, by the middle of the 15th century, the technique of
land warfare changed sufficiently to turn the conflicts in the Baltic sub-regions
from pushing forth and back the borders between contenders into the decisive
clash over the entire basin and total elimination of the opponent.

War of the Stettin succession, 1464—1529.

Since the middle of the 12th century, the House of Griffin divided the Duchy
of Pomerania into a few parts that came from one line of heirs to another accord-
ing to an erratic inheritance pattern. In the middle of the 13th century, Branden-
burg claimed sovereignty over some parts of Pomerania. In the 14th century,
Brandenburg focused on Pomerania’s central part, the Oder’s lower reaches with
the port city of Stettin. At the turn of the 14th to 15" centuries, the House of
Hohenzollern ascended the seat of Brandenburg and reinvigorated its charge on
Pomerania. In 1420, it annexed the southern Pomeranian province of Ucker-
mark. In 1454 Brandenburg’s kurfiirst or prince-elector Frederick II the Irontooth
bought back from the Teutonic Order its province Neumark alienated from Bran-
denburg as a mortgaged pawn half a century before. Neumark lay north-east of
Brandenburg’s possessions on the Oder’s right bank at the Warta’s confluence.
Brandenburg enveloped the central part of Pomerania from three sides.

In 1464, Frederick II charged decisively claiming succession to the extinct
line of the Griffins in the Duchy of Stettin. Other lines of the Griffins opposed
his claims. The treaty of Prenzlau followed heavy fighting over Neumark, Uck-
ermark, and the Stettin area in 1479. It granted Stettin to the Griffin dynasty
but imposed Brandenburg’s feudal sovereignty on it. None of the sides was sat-
isfied with the outcome because Brandenburg looked for immediate authority

72 See for the facts, sources, and literature on the period in: SHIROGOROV, War on the Eve of Na-
tions.
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in Stettin and over the Oder’s estuary, and the Griffins looked to avoid being
Brandenburg’s vassals. A series of clashes followed, including the riverine war
over the free shipping on the Oder’s lower reaches in 1518 and 1519. Finally,
the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V extorted Pomerania from Brandenburg’s
sovereignty, emancipating it to the status of an imperial fiefin 1521. At the same
time, he confirmed the Hohenzollern’s succession to the Griffins in case of their
extinction. It was a perfect arbitrage but not an accomplishment of Branden-
burg’s objectives.

Brandenburg remained cut from the Baltic Sea, and its next chance to ad-
vance on Pomerania would come only a century later. During this period, Bran-
denburg’s international behaviour might have been explained by its efforts to
resume the advance to the Baltic Sea east of the denied Oder basin. It was the
direction through the watershed to the Vistula estuary contesting the lands of the
Teutonic Order that were annexed by Poland but never recognised as a natural
Polish possession until the Soviet-led reshuffle of Eastern Europe in the after-
math of WWIL.
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War of the Teutonic corridor, 1454—1525.

The introduction of usable firearms, the spread of the waggon-camp tactics
of the Bohemian Hussites, and the growth of the professional forces decisively
influenced the struggle over the Vistula estuary. By the middle of the 15th cen-
tury, the social estates of the Teutonic state matured to challenge the Teutonic
theocratic government over the issues of taxation, trade regulation, land law,
and foreign policy. The dispute between the Teutons and the union of the estates,
Bund, turned into rebellion, and the Bund applied for Polish support. The Bund
and Teutons operated with the mercenary armies equipped and trained for the
Bohemian waggon-camp tactics. Poland operated with an outdated noble levy
of the Tannenberg’s epoch. Facing the disastrous defeat at Konitz in 1454, Po-
land was forced to rebuild its army into a similar professional force consisting of
the noble-based native hireling cavalry and mercenary German and Bohemian
infantry. The reform increased the Polish capabilities and brought Poland and
Bund victories in the land battle of Schwetz (Swiecino) in 1461 and the amphib-
ious battle in the Vistula lagoon in 1463.

The strong Teutonic performance prevented Poland from sweeping the Vis-
tula estuary. The settlement in 1466 transferred to Poland the western part of the
Teutonic state, Pomerelia, while its eastern part, Prussia proper, remained a self-
ruled Polish vassal. Pomerelia was vested with the self-rule, and its Polonization
was restricted. Poland did not smash the Teutonic Order completely. It did not
push the Germans from Pomerelia because the Teutonic Order and Pomerelian
German communities were protected by the Holy Roman Empire. The Holy
Roman Empire interfered in favour of the Order. It promoted to the Teutonic
grand masters the scions of the first-rate German dynasties, such as the Houses
of Saxony and Brandenburg. The Teutonic Order survived as a Polish vassal in
the watershed between the Vistula and Neman, confirming the inability of the
geopolitical technique of the time to transfer the conquest over the watersheds
dividing the major Baltic riverine and lacustrine basins.

The Holy Roman Empire had strong reasons to intervene in the conflict
between Poland and the Teutonic Order. The collapse of the Teutons renewed
conflicts in the Polish western periphery, in the watershed between the Vistu-
la and Order. Facing the riot of the Bund, the cash-strapped Teutonic Order
allowed Brandenburg to redeem Neumark. Brandenburg occupied Neumark,
suppressing the pro-Polish sentiments of the local estates and rejecting Polish
claims. Brandenburg’s funds and mercenaries were the key components of the
Teutons’ initial landslide in the war against Poland. Considering Brandenburg’s
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ever-aggressive stance in Baltic affairs, its annexation of Neumark threatened to
provoke a full-scale war with Poland directed by no less aggressive Lithuanian
Jagiellons. The empire pressed Poland and forced the Jagiellons to cede Neu-
mark to Brandenburg.

In the watershed of the Vistula’s middle reaches with the Oder, in Silesia, the
collapse of the Teutonic Order provoked a war over the Bohemian succession
between the Bohemian native Hussite party that allied to Poland and Lithuania
and the Hungarian king Matthew Corvinus. The sides fought a war from 1471 to
1474. It witnessed the massive Polish invasion of Silesia that Matthew Corvinus
had occupied and the siege of its capital Breslau (Wroctaw). Matthew Corvinus
fought it back and decimated the Polish army. At the same time, he supported
insurgents in the Royal Prussia and the Teutonic Order that resisted the Pol-
ish annexation of district Warmia from 1472 to 1478. The settlement that was
mediated by the Holy Roman Empire in 1479 provided the Jagiellons with the
Bohemian seat but deprived Poland of its main objective, Silesia. It remained in
Matthew Corvinus’s hands.

Poland did not spread its state-building to the Oder’s basin, being deprived
of its lower reaches by Brandenburg and middle reaches by Matthew Corvinus.
The Polish gains were reduced to limited authority over the Vistula’s estuary.
Another Polish and Lithuanian setback consisted of the new position of the Li-
vonian Order. Livonia was not included in the partition of the Teutonic state
but was declared independent under the protection of the Holy Roman Empire.
Lithuania did not sweep the Livonians from the Neman’s and Western Dvina’s
estuaries. They remained locked for the Lithuanian state-building, the former
until the aftermath of WWI and the latter forever. It was a hard geopolitical de-
feat of Lithuania that triggered a countdown of its existence.

From 1519 to 1525, Poland and the Teutonic Order fought the revisionist
Reiterkrieg, or Riders’ War. The Teutons deployed the effective military innova-
tion of the massive squares of the pike and shot infantry. They imported it from
Germany with the Muscovite subsidies and coordinated their operations with
the Muscovite offensive in Lithuania. It was a malicious novation in the Baltic’s
international relations. Poland suffered defeats that endangered its possession of
Royal Prussia with Danzig. It found a political solution to the conflict with the
mediation of the Holy Roman Empire’s Reichstag and Martin Luther, a seminal
figure of the Protestant Reformation. The Teutonic state was secularised ac-
cording to Lutheran doctrine and converted into the Duchy of Prussia. The last
grand master of the Teutonic Order in Prussia and first duke of Prussia, Albert
belonged to the house of Hohenzollern of Brandenburg’s margraves.
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It was a historical accident and a variation of the geopolitical rule at once.
The Duchy of Prussia was located in the watershed of the Vistula estuary with
the Neman. It was the position that suited the particular pattern of Brandenburg’s
state-building and expansion in the watersheds. Brandenburg deviated to the Prus-
sian byway toward the Baltic Sea as the route of expansion along the Oder was
denied by the Holy Roman Empire’s regulation. The Duchy of Prussia became
the geopolitical corridor of Brandenburg’s march to the Baltic in the 17th century.

The war of the Teutonic corridor continued with interruptions from 1454 to
1525. On one hand, it secured control of the entire Vistula basin for Poland. On
another one, it turned Eastern Prussia into an outlet of Brandenburg’s statechood
and blocked the Polish advance to the Oder’s lower and upper reaches until the
aftermath of WWIL.

War of the Novgorodian legacy, 1456—1518.

Natural obstacles and distances are the principal settings for military oper-
ations.” Invention of the marching and fighting techniques to overcome them
or new operational ideas to fight among them might change the ratio of the bel-
ligerents’ capabilities in the particular geographical environment or a balance
between offence and defence in general.”* It might also reconfigure the area
of operations and shift their spatial focus. These changes might have decisive
political consequences.

Strengthening of the Muscovite household cavalry and reorganisation of the
Muscovite mass territorial cavalry to the orderly pattern, investments in artil-
lery, and development of amphibious warfare increased the Muscovite superior-
ity over the Novgorodian army in the specific environment of Valday. Following
two entering episodes of the war of the Novgorodian legacy, the battle of Rusa
in 1456 and the clash over Oreshek in 1462, Muscovy envisaged the invasion of
the Novgorodian Republic targeting its destruction and occupation.

In 1471, the Muscovite troops destroyed the Novgorodian land army at the
river Shelon in the pass across Valday and the Novgorovian amphibious forces
in the combats on Lake Ilmen’s banks. At the same time, the Muscovite am-
phibious forces defeated the Novgorodian counterparts at the river Shelenga,
sweeping the Novgorodian possession in the Dvina Land and advancing to the
Onega-Svir-Ladoga basin. Novgorod lost its self-rule and most of its economic

73 Brack, The Geographies of War, Chs. 4,5
74 Jervis, “Cooperation under the Security Dilemma,” 194
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potential. In 1472, the Muscovites defended their grip on Novgorod by fighting
a shielding operation against Novgorod’s protector, the khan of the Grand Horde
Ahmed, at the river Oka south of Moscow.

In 1477, the Muscovite army traversed Valday and marched on Novgorod
along the riverine corridors, clearing them by amphibious forces and cavalry.
It encircled Novgorod, sieged and bombarded it, demanding the unconditional
surrender of the republic. Novgorod was occupied. The Muscovite grand prince
Ivan III grabbed the wealth of the extinct republic and invested the proceeds
into territorial expansion and the buildup of the military forces. In 1480, the
Muscovite army rebuked the invasion of the Grand Horde, the Novgorodian
protector, in a confrontation at the river Ugra south-west of Moscow. Although
it is normally presented as a decisive Muscovite move to independence from
the Grand Horde, from a geopolitical point of view it was the defence of the
Muscovite takeover of the Novgorodian Republic against the intervention of the
Mongols’ declining successor.
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From 1488 to 1489, Muscovy cancelled the Novgorodian social constitution
and expelled from Novgorod the social groups that it considered hostile to the
takeover. The Novgorodian bhoyar clans were smashed and their leaders exe-
cuted while the landed urban class of the Novgorodian mailed cavalry was dis-
persed to other Muscovite lands. Muscovy took over the Novgorodian heritage
and vassalised the Pskovian Republic.

Muscovy annexed the Novgorodian heartland, the Ilmen-Volkhov-Lado-
ga-Neva basin and its Ladoga-Svir-Onega outbranch with the adjacent districts
in the Northern Dvina’s basin without sharing the prey with other Baltic con-
tenders. The Grand Horde did not maintain the existence of the Novgorodian
Republic in the same way as the Holy Roman Empire did for the Teutonic Order.
However, other Baltic contenders did not consider the outcome to be fair. Be-
sides Lithuania, which aspired to impose its protection on the Novgorodian Re-
public, Sweden moved to take over the long-disputed Karelian Isthmus, and the
Teutonic Order attacked the watershed between the river Velikaya and inner Li-
vonia that the former Novgorodian dependent, the Pskovian Republic, inherited.

Lithuania planned to advance in alliance with the Grand Horde, but the
Grand Horde’s defeat at the Ugra in 1480 and Lithuanian domestic problems
ruined the plan. The Livonian Order had recuperated after the Teutonic collapse
and moved for its share of the Novgorodian heritage. The Livonians envisaged
to press the Pskovian Republic out of the Muscovite vassalage and reinstall
it as a buffer state under their protection. The Livonians coordinated their ef-
forts with the Grand Horde’s invasion and launched their offensive when Khan
Ahmed engaged the bulk of the Muscovite army at the river Ugra. In 1480, the
Livonian Order built up a strong army of German mercenaries and carried out
three attacks on the Pskovian Republic. It advanced to the outskirts of Pskov
and bombarded the city over the Velikaya. However, the Livonians lost the am-
phibious battle in the Velikaya’s estuary, and their landing was rebuffed by the
Pskovian and Muscovite troops.

Sweden did not enter the struggle over the Novgorodian assets in the 1470s
and 1480s due to its simultaneous engagement with Denmark over the Kalmar
Union. However, Sweden moved on in the 1490s, claiming the Karelian Isthmus
and control over the Novgorodian transit via the Neva’s estuary and Finnish
Gulf, where the Swedes worked to convert their military chokepoint Vyborg into
a commercial staple port. The war was fought from 1495 to 1497. It witnessed
the heavy fighting over Karelia that included the Swedish raids on the Novgoro-
dians strongholds Karela and Oreshek, the Muscovite siege of Vyborg and raids
on Abo on the side of land warfare.
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On the side of amphibious warfare, of which both belligerents were the ad-
epts, the war witnessed the Swedish naval assault on the fresh Muscovite fortress
Ivangorod at the river Narva and the Muscovite naval raid over the White Sea
to northern Sweden. The settlement between the belligerents secured the Mus-
covite undisputable takeover of the Novgorodian heritage. Sweden withdrew its
claims, but only because it could not persist while waging a war over the Kalmar
Union’s divorce. Sweden kept its demands for a share of the Novgorodian heri-
tage until the Great Northern War in 1700 to 1721.

The Livonian Order did not step back from its demands for a share of the
Novgorodian assets as well. From 1501 to 1503, it fought a series of campaigns
against Muscovy and Pskovian Republic. From an East-European geopolitical
perspective, it was a part of the coalitional war between Lithuania, Poland, the
Livonian Order and the Grand Horde on one side, and Muscovy, the Crimean
Khanate, Kazan Khanate, and Moldavia on another. From the Baltic geopolitical
perspective, it was a part of the wars over the Novgorodian legacy. The Livonian
Order, under its landmaster Walter von Plettenberg, established itself as a strong
geopolitical actor in the Baltic. Plettenberg managed to obtain the Holy Roman
Empire’s subsidy and mercenaries. The Livonian participation in the war over
the Novgorodian legacy became the Holy Roman Empire’s power projection to
the eastern Baltic.

The Livonian mercenary army destroyed the Pskovian forces in the battle
at the river Seritsa in the Velikaya-Western Dvina watershed south of Pskov
in 1501. However, the Livonian amphibious assault on Pskov a month lat-
er was unsuccessful. The sides exchanged the Muscovite raid to the town of
Dorpat (Tartu) east of Lake Peipus in Estland and the Livonian raid to Gdov
west of Lake Peipus in Ingria. In 1502, the Muscovite and Novgorodian troops
fought the Livonian mercenary army to a standstill at Lake Smolino in the Ve-
likaya-Western Dvina watershed south of Pskov.

The campaigns of the Livonian Order distracted the Muscovite forces from
Lithuania at a moment when the Muscovites destroyed the Lithuanian army and
moved to finish Lithuania and take over Lithuanian Rus. Lithuania survived and
managed to rebuff the Muscovite advance on Polotsk and Vitebsk in the West-
ern Dvina basin, deploying the Czech mercenaries. They were another tool of
the Holy Roman Empire’s power projection to the Baltic region. However, the
Livonian Order did not secure its objectives in the Pskovian Republic. In 1510,
it was incorporated into Muscovy.

The struggle over the Novgorodian legacy in Valday and Lithuanian posses-
sions in the Western Dvina basin resumed a decade later. In 1517, the Lithuanian
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and Polish troops sieged the Muscovite fortress Opochka in the watershed be-
tween Western Dvina and Velikaya and failed to take it. In 1518, the Muscovite
army sieged Polotsk and did not take it. Both campaigns failed because the be-
siegers lost fighting over the watershed areas around their objectives. Their
failures confirmed the inability of the states that consolidated within the Baltic
riverine and lacustrine basins to spread over the watersheds. Conquest over the
watershed remained unattainable for the geopolitical technique of the epoch.
Military and political resources in the hands of the expansionists were too mea-
gre to accomplish it.

A sole exclusion, the Muscovite grab of the Novgorodian legacy in the 1470s
secured Muscovy’s control over the entire Ilmen-Volkhov-Ladoga-Neva basin
with its coastal appendices of the Karelian Isthmus and Ingria on the northern
and southern shores of the Finnish Gulf, respectfully. It has been a keystone of
Russia’s statehood ever since.

War of the Swedish secession, 1471-1523.

After the death of the Kalmar Union’s king Christopher of Bavaria in 1448,
different kings were elected in Denmark and Sweden, Count Christian I of Old-
enburg and the Swedish supervisor of the realm Karl Knutsson, respectively.
Clans with strong links to the hinterland communities of peasants and miners
grouped around Karl Knutsson. By the last third of the 15th century, the Kalmar
Union needed to be either recharged or disassembled. While Christian I moved
to install his rule in Sweden by arms preparing the intervention, Karl Knutsson
and his retinue mobilised hinterland support for the nationalistic case. When Karl
Knutsson died in 1470, his nephew Sten Sture the Elder came to lead the hinter-
land pro-independence party.

When the two parties met at Stockholm’s suburb Brunkeberg in 1471, the
character of their forces displayed their opposing geopolitical ground. While
Christian I commanded the seaborn force of the warrior elite, the Danish and
Swedish nobility and German mercenaries who were heavy cavalry, Sten Sture
led the hinterland force of the plebeian social groups, peasants and miners, who
were light infantry. Christian I’s force was based on the large seafaring ships,
while Sten Sture’s troops operated with light lacustrine boats. The diffusion of
firearms over the Swedish peasant levies and their purposeful reorganisation
made them strong opponents to the Danish feudal and mercenary troops. It was
a geopolitically motivated and shaped battle. Christian I was shot in the face
by a handgun, and his forces were outmanoeuvred by Sten Sture’s amphibious
infantry and defeated.
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Sten Sture the Elder was elected the regent of the realm. In the following three
decades of his regency, he relentlessly strengthened his affiliation with non-aris-
tocratic communal social groups of the lacustrine hinterland. In 1481, Christian
I’s eldest son Hans inherited the Norwegian throne and was elected to the Dan-
ish throne but not the Swedish one. In 1482 and 1483, the royal councils of the
three realms schemed a deal, the Kalmar Recess, that could provide his election
in Sweden while vesting the power in the aristocratic clans. Nevertheless, Sten
Sture the Elder did not invite Hans on the throne. He suppressed the pro-union
opposition by relying on the geopolitical separatism of the Swedish hinterland.

Sten Sture the Eder’s agenda was determined by the geopolitics of his power.
He developed mining and metallurgy, shipbuilding and fabrication of firearms,
commerce, and export. He allied with the Hanse against Denmark utilising
the Hanse’s growing willingness to intervene in the Baltic states and keep its
trade monopoly by naval force. He also turned his head to the collapse of the
Novgorodian Republic, which was the most important Swedish counterpart out-
side of the Kalmar Union. It was impossible to revitalise Novgorod; however,
Sten Sture the Elder considered the Muscovite selfish grab of the Novgorodian
legacy as a challenge to Swedish interests.

Sten Sture the Elder looked to get a share of the Novgorodian heritage by
taking over the Karelian Isthmus and the Novgorodian transit route via the Neva
and Finnish Gulf. He had a ready staple port to resell and reload the Novgoro-
dian goods; it was Vyborg. Sten Sture the Elder clashed with Muscovy over the
Karelian Isthmus. He also harassed the Livonian route of the Novgorodian tran-
sit. Sten Sture the Elder attacked the new Muscovite staple port Ivangorod at the
river Narva. The social-military group of the Swedish-Finnish nobility backed
his aggressive ventures.

Sten Sture the Elder supplemented the peasant mass of the Swedish army
with the professional core recruiting the Swedish nobles and non-nobles and
German mercenaries. He equipped them with firearms and trained them for ad-
vanced tactics, including amphibious assault. He developed transportable artil-
lery and commissioned naval ships to deliver his infantry and guns to faraway
destinations better than traditional longboats did. Sten Sture the Elder’s pro-
fessional troops demonstrated high fighting capability, keeping Vyborg against
the Muscovite siege and assaulting Ivangorod. They became an example of a
decisive military variable in the geopolitical equation.” However, fighting for a
share in the Novgorodian legacy, Sten Sture missed the Danish strike.

75 Spykman, “Geography and Foreign Policy,” P.I, 40
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In 1497, King Hans landed at Stockholm, gathered the aristocratic opposition,
and defeated Sten Sture the Elder’s peasant militia at the village Rotebro that
blocked the waterway from the Baltic Sea to Lake Malaren, where the regent’s
powerbase lay. However, King Hans did not dare to invade the Swedish hinter-
land and settled with Sten Sture the Elder, giving him Finland as a len. The Finn-
ish len was a dangerous creation because one of its centres, Vyborg, was a base
of Sten Sture’s professional troops and navy while another one, Abo, was a hub
of the Swedish-Finnish nobility that ascended as a vigorous nationalistic force.

Vyborg and Abo were closely connected with the Livonian port towns of
Riga and Reval, the Hanse, and Novgorod by the network of Baltic shipping
and trade. It did not take a long time for Sten Sture the Elder to reconstruct his
power. He rebelled against King Hans in 1500 and took over most of Sweden by
1502, when Stockholm surrendered to him. Sten Sture the Elder died in 1503,
but the Swedish war against King Hans continued with the support of the Hanse.
The Hanse fished in Sweden for the people and forces which could counter the
1dea of Dominium Maris Baltici, naval control over the Baltic communications,
that sparkled in the Danish minds.

In 1512, Sten Sture the Younger, a distant relative to his namesake, utilised
the support of the hinterland peasant and miner social groups to oust the aris-
tocratic faction of the Kalmar Union’s supporters from the Royal Council and
grab the regency. King Hans died in 1513, and his son Christian II succeeded in
Denmark and Norway. He ventured two seaborne amphibious assaults on Stock-
holm in 1517 and 1518 to get the Swedish throne, but both of them failed. The
hinterland social groups supported the self-made regent, who summoned their
representatives to improvise a legislative, or Riksdag. Their self-consciousness,
organisation and vigour to pursue their particular interests grew.

Christian II was smart enough to conclude that he needed not a peripheral sea-
power strike at Stockholm to gain the throne but the decisive crush of Sten Sture
the Younger’s hinterland powerbase. He needed to strike urgently until it consol-
idated. It was a geopolitical revelation. In 1520, Christian II’s land-based army
of German and Scottish mercenaries invaded Vastergdtland and met Sten Sture
the Younger’s peasant militia on the frozen lake Asunden. The militia was anni-
hilated, and the regent was deadly wounded. Christian II brought in his fleet and
established control over Sweden, including Stockholm by the autumn of 1520.

Christian Il was a troublesome geopolitical figure to the point that he was
blemished for being crazy by his opponents. But he was the first to grab the
hinterland nature of the Swedish statehood. He proposed himself to the Swed-
ish peasant and miner communities and Stockholm burgers to be their king,
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encouraging the mining and protecting the trade. He was the first geopolitician
to envisage Dominium Maris Baltici as a system of naval supremacy, not in the
coastal chokepoints but on the seafaring routes. After dealing with the forces
of Swedish hinterland separatism, Christian II moved against the Hanse, which
hindered his seapower ambitions. He rushed to strengthen the Kalmar Union’s
royal fleet and established the Kalmar Union’s royal trading and shipping com-
pany to deprive the Hanse of its monopolistic position over the Baltic naval
forces, shipping, and trade. He secured a verdict of the Holy Roman Emperor
Charles V against the Hanse and befriended Albert of Prussia, who attacked
Danzig, waging his war against Poland from 1519 to 1521.

Christian II also moved against the aristocratic rule in Norway and especially
in Denmark, where he successfully attracted the support of the wider nobility
and urban class. However, the idea of popular monarchy was nowhere as strong
as in the Swedish lacustrine hinterland. Feeling it by his power instinct, Chris-
tian II marched against the aristocracy in Sweden decisively. On his coronation,
he extorted from the Swedish Royal Council the declaration of his hereditary
kingship. A few days later, he beheaded dozens of Sten Sture the Younger’s sup-
porters in the so-called Stockholm Bloodbath.

Christian II removed the Swedish aristocrats from the Royal Council, ap-
pointing to it his Danish and German associates. It was his fatal mistake because
the aristocratic clans that supported Swedish association with the Kalmar Union
turned against him. The clan of Vasa was among the defectors. Christian II’s
policy and propaganda were smart, but he was unable to deter the geopolitical
inertia that dictated the Swedish political development in the direction of the na-
tional hinterland monarchy. The massacre of the Swedish aristocracy unleashed
peasant and miner communal separatism that was much more radical than the
aristocratic encroachments.

Young Gustav Vasa was lucky to serve as a hostage in Denmark when a few
of his family members were slain in the Stockholm Bloodbath. On hearing it,
he fled from his confinement to Liibeck. Liibeck was pressed to extradite him
and Gustav Vasa had no choice besides returning to Sweden, where he landed
in 1520. He was hunted by Christian II’s loyalists but found his shelter with
Dalarna’s miner communities that were infuriated by Christian II’s plans to mo-
nopolise the mining business and export. Gustav Vasa recruited some survivors
of Sten Sture the Younger’s regime to his entourage. In 1521, the peasant levy
of Dalarna elected him their captain. His campaign against the “Danish occu-
pation” gained widespread support. He was elected the regent and took over
control of the Swedish hinterland.
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Gustav Vasa’s election to the Swedish throne was accomplished by the as-
sembly of the hinterland social estates, constituted as Riksdag, in June 1523. It
was supported by the Hanse’s commissars and German mercenaries. Stockholm
surrendered to Gustav Vasa a few days later. He ruled the hinterland kingdom
with a seaward outlet of Stockholm while the principal Swedish maritime prov-
inces, the islands of Go6tland and Bornholm in the Baltic Sea, the North Sea on-
shore province of Bohuslin, and Scéne on the southern tip of the Scandinavian
Peninsula remained in Danish hands.

War of the Hanseatic reduction, 1531-1544.

Gustav Vasa ascended the throne as the hinterland monarch, utilising the mo-
ment of the Hanse and Denmark’s clash over the Baltic Sea dominance. How-
ever, the loyalist port towns of Stockholm, Kalmar, and Alvsborg were impreg-
nable to the communal militias of his army. Gustav Vasa approached the Hanse
and gained the support of Liibeck and Danzig. In 1522, they sent to his disposal
the mercenaries and warships. The feverish naval and amphibious activity of
the Hanse in Sweden curfewed a more dramatic action in Denmark. The Hanse
used its connections to the Danish aristocracy to overthrow authoritarian Chris-
tian II who fled to the Netherlands in 1523. His uncle Frederick I of Holstein
was elected the Danish and Norwegian king. Christian II befriended the Hanse’s
Dutch enemies. Being a grandson-in-love of the Hapsburg Holy Roman emper-
or Maximilian I and brother-in-love of Charles V, Christian II guided the Dutch
and imperial intervention in the Baltic.

The Hanse’s mercantile dictate to the Nordic kingdoms bound its position to
the Kalmar Union’s fate. In 1531, irreconcilable Christian II landed in Norway.
