Battle Report # 10

Byzantines vs. Slavs
The Byzantine Empire had suffered terribly from the Bulgars, Rus and Slavs and this was to be the first real test for its re-trained -new model- army that Nikephoros II had designed. Despite the fact that the battlefield was not of the Slavs’ choosing, with large stretches of open fields, the battle turned out to be a typical Balkan affair, with ruses and ambushes, which proved almost disastrous to the Empire.
The opponents

The Bulgar/Rus/Slav alliance, under Kroumos II, had created a very powerful army strong in almost every area, but missiles. The Bulgars provided a most capable cavalry contingent of 5000 heavy (20 x Irr Cv S, Shk/Msl [Lance],[Bow]), (equal to all but the best Tagmatic Byzantines) and 1000 light horsemen (6 x Irr LH S, Msl/Shk [Bow]). The Rus had contributed a powerful contingent of 5000+ heavy infantry (18 x Irr Swordsmen O, Fast, Heavy, Shk) plus their household Druzhina of 1800 (6 x Irr Foot Knights S, Pro1, Heavy, Shk ) and the Slavs made up the balance with some 9,000 lighter infantry (36 x Irr Peltasts O, Shk/Msl [Jav]) and 1500 light archers (10 x Irr Ps O, Msl [Bow]).

The Byzantines under the great General Vassilios had a very powerful army at his disposal with 1000 superb Tagmatic Kavallarioi (4 x Reg Cv S, Pro2, Heavy, Shk/Msl [Lance][Bow]), 3000 excellent provincial Kavallarioi (12 x Reg Cv O, Pro1, ½Heavy, Shk/Msl [Lance][Bow]), two very powerful new units of Kataphraktoi -500 men each- (2 x Reg Cat S, Pro2, Shk/Msl [Bow], W) in wedge formation, plus a 1000 man unit of light lancers from the old thematic army (6 x Reg LH O, Shk [Lance]). The cavalry force was supported by a unit of 1000 mercenary Patzinakai horse archers (Irr LH O, Pro1, Msl [Fast]). His infantrymen were organized into three taxeis of mixed spearmen and archers (each of 4 x Reg O, 2E, Heavy, Shk/Msl [Bow]) , numbering 6000 altogether, with over 2000 light armed slingers and crossbowmen in support (12 x Irr Ps O, Msl [Sling][Xbow]). Troop morale was excellent but past experiences had shown to the Byzantines that war in the Balkans meant they ought to expect the unexpected.

The deployment

The leader of the coalition, Khan Kroumos II, had decided he could not risk a frontal engagement with his cavalry against the best Byzantine cavalry –always a respected factor in their wars – and opted to lay an ambush away from the main battlefield. He knew his Slav infantry was more than adequate to cover all the wooded terrain and considered the Rus as superior to the Byzantine protected archers. He, therefore, ordered that all the infantry be deployed in the centre, anchored on the two extremes of the line in woods, with the Rus in the centre to deliver the decisive blow or hold the Byzantine cavalry long enough until he could arrive with his own cavalry. The central infantry Command was by far the strongest extending over the centre and right wing of the Byzantines while a smaller Command mainly of Slavs and light archers was deployed on the extreme left. 

Vassilios had learned of the coalition against him and was very unhappy. He also did not want to risk his very expensive new heavy cavalry against a combination of heavy infantry and cavalry and sought to avoid a direct assault. He opted to ride with his entire cavalry force around the right flank of his slower moving opponents, relying on his protected foot archers in the centre to keep away the Bulgar cavalry until he could deliver the decisive blow with the heavies. The terrain favoured him as there were few wooded areas to conceal an ambush and he felt confident that his swift troopers would be able to out-manoeuvre his enemies. The commander of the infantry, the Serb General Gheorghios was a seasoned veteran but felt it was too risky to separate the cavalry from the infantry from the onset. The ability of the Bulgars to do the unexpected always entailed risk that made him uneasy.

Both opponents, therefore, had opted to risk all in a cavalry strike, without combining arms. Both were to be proven wrong, but the Gods were to play a decisive role in the outcome of the battle.

The battle

As Vassilios witnessed the enemy deployment in the distance he immediately knew something was amiss. The enemy cavalry was nowhere in sight. Knowing that he would have to act quickly to avoid his numerous opponents attacking his unsupported infantry he nevertheless moved quickly on his move around the enemy right flank. The only obstacle to his plan was a thick wood on the right flank of the Slavs that obstructed his view of the battlefield and was obviously full of enemy troops. He would need to skirt around this to attack the flank/rear of the enemy infantry. He did not send -as was customary- the light cavalry or the Patzinakai ahead, but kept these in reserve near the infantry Command’s left flank just in case the Bulgars made a sudden appearance against the infantry. Ahead, he sent two heavy cavalry banda of 1000 men each, with himself, his 1000 Tagmatic kavallarioi and the kataphraktoi units following behind. The rear was brought up by another bandon of 1000 kavallarioi and the provincial light lancers. 

The Rus/Slav foot moved very slowly indeed. The Russ leader was following the plan very closely and did not wish to commit his infantry with the dangerous Byzantine cavalry on his flank until the Bulgars arrived on the battlefield. These did come and at the most opportune moment possible. As Vassilios was passing close to the woods to his right, ready for anything from that quarter, he heard shouts from the other side, to his left, and immediately knew that he had found where the Bulgar cavalry lay hidden. He had only time to turn the kavallarioi and kataphraktoi in their direction before the enemy charge hit the Byzantines pushing them back in disorder. His strong vanguard was well ahead and could not intervene immediately, while the rearguard was only then approaching the woods. He was alone with the best troops the Empire could muster, their rear totally exposed to the woods in a most provocative way, and without adequate time to prepare for battle. All could be lost.

Kroumos had seen his chance and seized it. His charge had to be decisive as the prize was to be the head of the Roman Emperor. He was expecting his subordinates would see what was happening from the nearby woods and send infantry to complete the encirclement, but as he charged in nothing happened. The first shock proved disastrous to the Byzantines, with the first line of kavallarioi being ridden down and the right-wing kataphraktoi being overwhelmed. The line buckled but still held despite being pushed further back towards the dreaded woods. Still no one came to threaten their rear. 

It is rare in war to see such breakdown of command when so much is at stake, but it is dramatic when it does happen. Kroumos saw that the Byzantine vanguard had already turned and was approaching rapidly to save their Emperor, while the Byzantine rearguard -not having to turn back- was already threatening his right. In a few moments his advantage in numbers would be overturned. Finally, a few Slavs appeared at the wood edge, but to his despair they were only light archers sniping at the Byzantine Emperor. Vassilios isolated and holding the rear of his beleaguered formation turned to this new threat and attacked again and again to disperse the skirmishers. He did not dare venture close into the woods, but their sniping was becoming increasingly dangerous and he expected swarms of enemy infantry to appear at any moment. Just as the last of the right-wing kataphraktoi died, completely surrounded, his vanguard came into the fray and took some of the pressure off, saving him from encirclement and certain death. His elite kavallarioi had also succumbed to the enemy onslaught, losing over half their number, but the remnants of their bandon were holding on heroically to save their Emperor. The Byzantine vanguard and rearguard, however, had now taken off the pressure from the centre and the last of the kavallarioi with the relatively untouched left-wing kataphraktoi were given a respite. In fact, Kroumos, furious about the lack of support from his infantry, was now coming under direct attack himself.

In the centre, the Russ commander, still seeing no friendly cavalry, decided he should be cautious and continued to move infuriatingly slow. He only sent the Bulgar horse archers ahead to test the missile power of the Byzantines. Only the small Slav Command on the extreme left, seeing how exposed the Byzantine infantry taxeis were, decided to move in rapidly against their right flank. The Byzantine infantry commander, realizing there was no point in trying to cover the entire front with his weaker infantry had decided to deploy them in dispersed units, in depth, to maximize their missile power. As the Slavs moved in they were decimated. The Slavs outflanking the archers were hit so severely it was only the presence of the overall commander that was holding them together. Eventually, two Slav units hit the Byzantine taxis from two sides causing it severe casualties. The entire destruction of this taxis was imminent when the mauled Slavs on the flank decided they had had enough. The remnants of their unit broke and ran taking their general with them. The rest could do nothing but follow. The kontaratoi and toxotai of the Byzantines, bloodied and in complete disarray, crossed themselves repeatedly and thanked the Holy Virgin Mary for her intervention. 

In the centre, the Russ finally moved in under a hail of arrows, easily pushed back the light cavalry that tried to intervene on their right and crashed into the Byzantine taxeis arrayed in depth. The ordinary Russ infantry found the going hard and took some casualties before being repulsed, but the Druzhina tore into the hapless Byzantines and pushed them back. The heavy axes of the Russ elite crushed the front line of kontaratoi and prepared to decimate the archers behind, but at that moment, the Byzantine cavalry appeared from both sides of the wood threatening the entire right flank. The Russ commander, seeing that both his flanks were unsupported immediately ordered a quick withdrawal. 

The outcome

Losses on the Slavs and Rus were relatively low for such a defeat, no more than 2000 Slavs and 1000 Russ falling on the battlefield (the Byzantines not being able to pursue) and Kroumos escaped with his life along with almost half his cavalry force, but found it impossible to cooperate with the Russ as the Bulgars were much weakened and believed –not without reason – that the Russ were responsible for this defeat. 

The victory of the imperial forces was impressive as it was close. It was only the quality of the elite imperial troops that had saved the day, for, given the successful surprise attack and the initial success against the Empire’s best, any misfortune to the Emperor would have spelled disaster. The cost, however, had been heavy. About half his elite horsemen had died along with half the precious kataphraktoi, the other banda and the Patzinakai suffering only light casualties. The infantry had also suffered against both the Slavs and Russ losing almost 1000 men, along with 300 light skirmishers, but had at least remained victors on the field of battle. Vassilios had proved his worth beyond all doubt and had strengthened his hold on the throne, but the end of the war was nowhere in sight yet.

