Winged

Hussars
“Their mien, the beauty of their
weapons and horses and richness of
their equipment surpassing by far
anything that the authors tell us of the
Greeks, Persians and ancient Romans,
as well as anything that can be seen
in Europe and in Asia.”

Image: Polish Winged Hussar
(Photo source: ‘Winged Hussars’ by R. Sikora and R. Szleszynski.
ERICA, Warsaw 2014. Photography by Andrzej Wiktor)
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Top left: Hussars in full flight
Hussar re-enactors at the charge in Warsaw (Poland) during the 400th
anniversary of the 1610 Battle of Klushino
(Photo: Bartosz Musialowicz)
Right: Hussars and Cossacks together
Polish Hussar and Ukrainian Cossack re-enactors in front of the
monument to the 1694 Battle of Hodov (Ukraine)
(Photo: Dziennik Kijowski)
Bottom: Remembering the saviours of Christendom
Polish Hussar re-enactors in Vienna (Austria) during the 333rd
anniversary of the 1683 Battle of Vienna
(Photo: Ewelina Koziol)
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The Winged Hussars were the pride and glory of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. For about two centuries, they spearheaded
the armies of the Commonwealth, leading them from victory to
victory against often overwhelming odds. These Hussars remain
beyond doubt the most effective military force in the history of
Poland. Many academics rank them among the best cavalry formations in the entire history of warfare. Modern Ukraine abounds in
monuments and relics related to the Winged Hussars.
According to numerous contemporary seventeenth century accounts, the Winged Hussars were there best and the most beautiful cavalry in the world. Numerous admiring descriptions have survived. Philippe le Masson du Pont, a French engineer in the service
of the Polish Crown, wrote in his late seventeenth century memoirs:
“It is the elite of all the nobility. Their mien, the beauty of their weapons and horses and richness of their equipment surpassing by far
anything that the authors tell us of the Greeks, Persians and ancient
Romans, as well as anything that can be seen in Europe and in Asia.
I dare say that there is indeed no sight more fair or splendid than
troops of hussars when on a beautiful day they are seen marching
across a plain.” Meanwhile, the King of Sweden Carl X Gustav declared in 1655, “If I had some ten thousand of such soldiers, I would
expect to easily conquer not only Turkey, but the entire world.”
The Hussar force existed in Poland and the Commonwealth for
nearly three hundred years from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. They changed considerably in costume and composition over
this period. The origins of this cavalry force can be traced to the
turn of the 15th and 16th centuries. They have their roots in the
Serbian cavalry formations that arrived in Poland following the defeat of the Serbians at the Battle of Kosovo in 1389. Initially, they
operated as light cavalry. Gradually, the Hussars began to adopt
protective armour and replace medieval lancers on the battlefield.
They became a staple Polish military formation during the reign of
late sixteenth century reign of Poland’s King Stephen Bathory, who
played a key role in their development. The successes the Hussars
achieved under the warrior king Stephen Bathory paved the way
for their period of greatest success in seventeenth century, culminating in a starring role at the head of the Christian coalition that
relieved the Ottoman siege of Vienna in 1683.
The Hussars were heavy cavalry whose flexibility and durability
made them unique among the European armies of the time. They
combined contemporary Eastern and Western tactics, allowing
them to draw benefits from both military schools. This gave them
a range of advantages and made them effective against practically
any adversary. Hussar forces proved themselves equally successful
against Western European musketeers and pikemen, Turkish janissaries, roving Tatar raiders, and Muscovite cavalry. No rival force
could muster such universal troops.
The legendary reputation of the Winged Hussars rests largely on
the fact that most of their victories came in battles where they
faced seemingly insurmountable odds. The second ingredient feeding their iconic status is their sheer longevity. For two centuries,
they remained among the armed elite of continental Europe, making them one of very few military formations to have remained at
the apex of battlefield power for so long.
What was the secret of this long-term success? It seems to have
been a combination of horsemanship, weaponry, morale, individual
training, and the ability to operate as a unit. Due to the technical

Tomb of Hetman
Stanislaw Zolkiewski
at the Collegiate Church
of St. Lawrence in
Zhovkva (Ukraine)
(Photo: Radoslaw Szleszynski)

Winged Hussars: Most Memorable Engagements
1572
Moldavia
1581
Mogilev
1605
Kircholm
1610
Klushino
1621
Khotyn
1629
Trzciana
1683
Vienna
1694
Hodov

400 Hussars routed 1000 warriors of the elite
Turkish cavalry
200 Hussars prevented a 30,000 strong Tatar/
Russian army from storming the city

3,800 Hussars routed a Swedish force three times
larger
Hussars routed a vastly larger Russian force and
seized the Kremlin in Moscow
Major battle featuring the largest assembly of
Hussars in history (8,000 troops)

Swedish force under King Gustav II Adolf routed
despite enjoying a two-to-one numerical advantage

Winged Hussars led decisive charge that saved
Vienna from Ottoman capture
400 Hussars defended themselves against a vastly
superior Tatar force

:
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‘Hussars – The Charge’ painting by Miroslaw Szeib (2016)

: difficulty of the tactics employed by the Hussars, it was a profes-

sional formation attracting the best soldiers in the Commonwealth.
Many nobles had previously served in other types of national-class
cavalry before graduating to elite service. Sebastiano Cefali, Italian
secretary to the Polish King John II Casimir Vasa, wrote in 1665:
“The Hussars deserve special attention both for their unparalleled
bravery, and for personal dignity. The finer nobility enrolls in such
units, as well as experienced officers who used to command Cossacks or other special regiments. They do not consider it detrimental to serve as simple soldiers among the Hussars.”
Unsurprisingly, fascination with the Hussars has long focused on
their distinctive wings. This highly original element of their uniform lends these mounted troops an unforgettable appearance unlike any other cavalry units. There is now sufficient evidence to
demonstrate that the wings were not merely ornamental additions
used for parades and other official occasions. References to the military significance of Polish Hussar feathers
appear in contemporary chronicles dating back as far
as the first half of the sixteenth century. Although the
specific wing designs seem to have evolved over many
decades, they are a recurring feature throughout the history of the formation. The Hussars
appear to have worn their wings into battle
in order to awe and intimidate adversaries. Some have speculated the wings
made a loud clattering noise during
cavalry charges that could intimidate

enemy infantry and horses. Other explanations of their battlefield
usefulness suggest a primary purpose of protecting the backs of
Hussars or creating larger-than-life silhouettes. Whatever the original objective, these wings gave the Hussars an added iconic value
that has stood the test of time.
Ukrainian territories played a significant role in the history of the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, also producing many outstanding Hussars and Hussar commanders. As the course of history ebbed
and flowed, Hussars sometimes went into battle against Ukrainian
Cossack forces, but they also fought alongside each other in many
campaigns against common enemies. Traces of the Winged Hussars
can still be found at locations across present-day Ukraine. The Collegiate Church of St. Lawrence in Zhovkva (Lviv Oblast) houses the
tomb of Stanislaw Zolkiewski, the Hussar commander and winner of
the Battle of Klushino (1610) which resulted in the capture of Moscow by Polish forces and the election of Polish Prince
Wladyslaw as a Grand Duke of Muscovy. Meanwhile, a
monument erected on the orders of Polish King Jan III
Sobieski in Hodov (Ternopil Oblast) commemorates a
Hussar victory of 1694. It survived for 320 years and
was the subject of a renovation initiative in
2014 by the MOSTY Foundation, in cooperation with numerous Polish institutions and
private sponsors. There are many further
monuments to the legacy of the Winged
Hussars dotted around Ukraine, many of
them waiting for renewal and salvation.

About the authors: Radoslaw Sikora is a Polish historian. Bartosz Musialowicz is the Head of Trade and
Investment Promotion Section at the Embassy of the Republic of Poland in Ukraine.
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