
Pages from Russian history 

 

The Mongol-Tatar invasion 

 

At the start of the thirteenth century, the Mongol army, under the leadership of 

Chingis Khan, conquered a huge swathe of territory, from central China to the 

pre-Caspian steppes. 

 

Maintaining such a large army required new wars and new victories. In 1235 a 

decision was made, in general 'kurultai' (meaning 'session' or 'meeting'), on a new 

offensive against the west—against Russia and Europe. 

 

Preparations for this offensive went on for two years. The Mongols made up the 

spine of the army, although not more than 40% of it: along with them were 

representatives of many peoples from Siberia and the Volga region, to whom 

Russia gave a common name—Tatars. As a result, we call the whole invasion the 

Mongol-Tatar invasion. 

 

The overall size of the Mongol-Tatar army taking part in the campaign against 

Russia was about 150,000 men, which for that time was a very large army. The 

leader of this army was Khan Batyi, grandson of the invincible Chingis Khan. 

 

If the Russians had been able to unite all their principalities, they would have 

been able to assemble 100,000 fighting men. But they were disunited, and this 

played into the hands of the Mongol-Tatars, who were able to destroy the small 

armies of each Russian principality one by one. 

 

The first Russian principality to succumb to the offensive was Ryazan. In the 

course of December 1237, the Mongol-Tatar army overcame the principality, and 

reduced the city of Ryazan to ruins. 

 

In January and February 1238, several principalities in north-east Rus were 

conquered, and many more cities were razed to the ground, especially those 

which tried to resist. The Mongol-Tatars then entered the territory of the 

principality of Novgorod, but fearing that the spring weather would render the 

roads impassable, did not march as far as the city of Novgorod itself, returning 

instead to the south-east, to the steppes of the lower Volga, destroying on their 



way there the Russian towns of Kursk and Kosel'sk. For its fierce resistance, 

Kosel'sk was named the 'evil city' by Batyi, and he gave the order that all surviving 

defenders of Kosel'sk should be wiped out. 

 

Overall, the Mongols lost more soldiers in their battles with the Russian 

principalities than they had in conquering China. As a result, they needed two 

years to rest and rebuild their forces before undertaking any new battles. 

 

However, quite early in 1240, the Mongol-Tatars had already captured Kiev and 

other principalities in Southern Rus. Moreover, in 1241 and 1242 the Mongols 

won a string of victories in Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic. However, 

Batyi sensed that his army was already tired after its battles with Russia, and so 

led his forces out of central Europe, having created in the lower reaches of the 

river Volga his state of Zolotoya Orda ('Golden Horde'). Thus it can be said that by 

her resistance—and even by her defeat—Rus helped Europe escape the Mongol-

Tatar invasion. 

 

After all their defeats, the Russians were forced to acknowledge their dependence 

on Zolotoya Orda, and every year, Zolotoya Orda received payment of a levy from 

the Russian principalities. This levy could vary from one year to another, and 

amounted to anywhere from 10% to 40% of all the taxes collected in the Russian 

principalities. If the Mongol-Tatars considered that a particular principality was 

underpaying the levy, they exercised their power to send punishment squads to 

collect additional levies, destroying cities, killing many people and raping the 

Russian women. 

 

So began the era of the Mongol-Tatar yoke, which lasted 240 long years, from 

1240 to 1480. It is hardly surprising that this yoke did great damage to the 

development of Rus—the future Russia. After all, the very existence of the 

Russian state and of the Russian nation itself was at issue. Links with Europe 

weakened almost to the point of being altogether broken, and during these years, 

Russia fell a long way behind Europe. 

 

At the same time, the Mongol-Tatars contented themselves with collecting levies 

from Rus, and for the most part did not interfere in the internal affairs of the 

Russian principalities or of the Orthodox church. Moreover, they realised that 

they were better off collecting the levies with the cooperation of the Russian 



princes than having to send special envoys—baskaki—who were often attacked 

by the Russians. Some Russian scholars even suggest that the Mongol-Tatars 

helped the Russians to halt the advance of the Swedes and the Germans in the 

western bounds of the Russian principalities, and to keep the Orthodox religion in 

Russia. 

 

It is worth noting that during these years of semi-slavery, aspects of the Russian 

character took shape which need not be regarded as wholly negative—indeed, it 

is possible to see them as positives: patience, bordering on submissiveness; a 

negative attitude to work, since the results of one's work could be whisked away 

at any moment; fatalism, and a habit of hoping for a slice of luck to help them 

escape inevitable disaster. 

 

Also at this time, many Mongol and Tatar words entered the Russian language.  In 

some instances, they replaced old Slavic words, for example 'собака' ('dog') in 

place of the old Slavic word 'пёс', and 'лошадь' ('horse') instead of the old Slavic 

'конь'. 

 

At the end of the fourteenth century, the Russian principalities, having united 

around the Muscovite prince Dimitriy, made an attempt to free themselves from 

the Mongol-Tatar yoke. In 1380, the famous battle of Kulikovskiy took place. The 

armies of the Russians and Mongol-Tatars were about equal—150,000 fighters on 

each side—and yet the Russians managed to defeat the army of Khan Mamay. 

 

However, Russian joy was short-lived. As early as 1382, Khan Tokhtamysh, who 

had seized control in Zolotoya Orda as a result of a coup, succeeded in capturing 

and destroying Moscow, along with several nearby towns. After this, the Russians 

had to pay levies to Zolotoya Orda for another 100 long years. 

 

But by the end of the 15th century, the principalities of Kazan and Astrakhan had 

broken away from Zolotoya Orda. Zolotoya Orda was weakened as a result, and 

the great Muscovite prince Vasiliy III took advantage of this moment, refusing to 

pay dues to Zolotoya Orda. This was in 1478. Khan Akhmat assembled a large 

army, and in 1480 launched an assault on the Russian principalities. However, by 

that time, the Russians had been able to assemble more fighting men than had 

the Mongol-Tatars. 



For a whole month, a stand-off between the forces of Khan Akhmat and the 

Russian forces continued, along the river Ugra. Realising that he would not be 

able to defeat the Russians, Khan Akhmat led his forces away to Zolotoya Orda. So 

it was that the Russians once more became independent, and the Mongol-Tatar 

yoke ended. 


