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At the start of the 1400s, the Teutonic Order was most powerful crusading order in Europe. Its 

military state on the Baltic Coast controlled critical commercial routes and the lucrative trade in 

amber. This wealth, the backing of the Papacy, and the support of many nobles and knights 

throughout Western Europe made the Order the most formidable military machine of its day. It 

greatest threat was the rising power of the unified kingdom of Poland and Lithuania under the 

able King Władysław Jagiełło. The “Great War” of 1409–10 between these two powers 

symbolizes the clash between a military-religious order founded during the heyday of the 

Crusades and the new monarchal states that emerged in the late Middle Ages. 

 

The Grunwald Campaign, 1409–10 

Throughout the first decade of the 1400s relations between Poland-Lithuania and the military 

state of the Teutonic Knights deteriorated. Teutonic attacks into Grand Duchy of Lithuania and 

raids on Poland continued without pause. Meanwhile, Polish military assistance flowed north 

into Lithuania to help stiffen defenses there. In 1409, a Lithuanian revolt in the captive province 

of Samogitia brought tensions to the boiling point. Negotiations between the sides broke down 

and the Teutonic Knights launched a full-scale attack on the Polish border province of Dobryzń, 

driving out local forces. 

 Throughout the winter of 1409–10, both sides prepared for a major showdown. The 

Knights recruited a large number of Western European nobles, hungry for glory and booty as 

well as units of cannon and elite Genoese crossbowmen. In the coming campaign, the Teutonic 

Order would field the best-equipped, best-trained, most technologically advanced army in 

Europe up to that point. Backed by the Order’s vast wealth and protected by the most formidable 

castles in Europe, to any observer it must have seemed their forces would easily sweep all before 

them. 

 King Władysław Jagiełło (ruler of Poland-Lithuania since 1386), however, had not been 

idle. He began to systematically mobilize the forces of the Polish Kingdom. It was then that the 

reforms of Casimir the Great half a century before bore fruit as Polish knights and commoners 

responded en masse. The king also stockpiled supplies and equipment. In Lithuania, Duke 

Witold organized the forces of the Grand Duchy. The allied armies, while slightly larger than the 

Knights, were not as well equipped. Only the wealthiest Polish knights could match the Teutonic 

brethren in horses, arms, and armor. The Lithuanians and their auxiliaries, while tough fighters, 

tended to be lightly armored and rode small, shaggy, sturdy horses descended from herds of 

Genghis Khan. 



 The Allies faced a major strategic problem: their two armies were separated by great 

distances and the Vistula River which lacked permanent bridges in northern Poland. Getting the 

entire Polish army across the river in the face of the deadly Teutonic army would be dangerous 

and time-consuming. Unless the two armies could join forces they had little hope of victory and 

each on their own could be easily defeated. But years of fighting against the descendants of the 

Mongols had imparted many military secrets to the king, secrets unknown in most of Europe. 

Throughout the winter, Polish engineers labored in secret to create Europe’s first pontoon bridge 

based on Mongol models. As the campaign began, the bridge was floated downriver to a point 

near Warsaw and assembled. The entire army of the kingdom crossed the Vistula in days instead 

of weeks. Soon they linked up with the forces of Grand Duchy under Witold. 

 On July 15, 1410 the two armies met at Grunwald, in present-day Mazury: nearly 30,000 

Teutonic Knights and about 38,000 Allied forces. The Knights were arrayed in a tight semicircle, 

infantry, cannon, and crossbows backed by ranks of mounted knights, the brothers of the Order 

clearly visible in their white cloaks bearing the black Maltese cross. In the ranks was the Grand 

Master of the Order himself, Ulrich von Jüngingen. Facing them on the right were the Lithuanian 

forces of the Grand Duchy under Duke Witold assisted by Mongol auxiliaries. In the center stood 

the Smolensk Regiment of Belarussian boyars fighting under banners bearing images of 

Orthodox saints. On the left stood the forces of the Polish Kingdom, knights, townsmen, and 

armed peasants. The royal guard remained in reserve while the king himself was positioned, like 

a Mongol general, on a hill overlooking the scene. (Like the Mongols, the king would direct his 

forces using a complex set of signal flags and messengers.) 

 As morning broke, Allied forces remained in place, facing off across the field. From the 

Polish ranks, the ancient “Bogurodzica” (Hymn to the Virgin Mary) could be heard sung by 

nobles and commoners alike. In the late morning, action was joined as Lithuanian forces on the 

right tested the Teutonic defenses. For the Knights seeing the foe that had eluded them for so 

long exposed in the open field was too great a temptation and they counterattacked. The 

Lithuanians, however, were well versed in the Mongol tactic of feigned retreat and began to flee 

in apparent confusion. The Teutonic Knights, with their heavy warhorses could not be stopped 

and the lightly armored Lithuanians fell back but away from the Allied center. It seemed as if the 

Knights had triumphantly scattered half the Allied army and they began to pursue the retreating 

Lithuanians. Between the Lithuanian and Polish forces stood the three banners of the small 

Smolensk regiment. Though lightly armed like Lithuanians, the Belarusins stood their ground 

against the Teutonic onslaught, suffering horrific losses. One banner fell under the hooves of the 

Knights’ horses, but the Belarusins, according to the chronicler, “fight as befits knights and men 

and emerge victorious.” Thanks their stand, the main thrust of the Teutonic charge was directed 

away from the Polish forces. 

 On the left, the Poles attacked. Peasants, townsmen, and impoverished members of the 

gentry advanced on foot under fire from cannon, primitive handguns and a hail of arrows to cut 

through the makeshift field defenses protecting the Teutonic lines. Through these gaps the 



mounted Polish knights, the main strike force of the kingdom, hit the Teutonic forces. The ranks 

of Teutonic foot soldiers were driven back by the momentum of the Polish attack into the lines of 

mounted knights behind them, leaving the Teutonic Knights little room to maneuver. As they 

were pressed back, Teutonic commanders were forced to commit their reserves to stop the Polish 

advance in ferocious close-quarter fighting. 

 Meanwhile on the left, the heavy warhorses of the Teutonic Knights began to tire and get 

bogged down in swampy terrain. Although the Lithuanians had been driven far from their 

original positions, their smaller horses had great stamina and Witold’s men had not suffered 

major losses. As their pursuers began to fall back to rejoin the main body of the Teutonic army, 

the Lithuanians rallied and counterattacked. Soon, Teutonic forces were being hemmed in on 

both sides as the Allied forces gradually encircled the Knights. King Jagiełło committed his 

reserves and the Teutonic army began to break. Lightly armed infantrymen and foreign knights 

began to lay down their arms or run away. But the fighting brethren of the Teutonic Order 

neither gave nor received quarter. Many battled to the bitter end as their army fell apart around 

them. 

 By the end of the day, the largest and most important battle of the European Middle Ages 

was over. The Grand Master and nearly all of his Knights lay dead on the field. In a single day, 

the army of the most powerful military state in Europe had been crushed. For Poland, it would 

mark the dawn of her golden age. 
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