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Egy hatarfoly6 kornyezettorténete: Haboru és vizgazdalkodas a
kora ujkori Raba-volgyben [Environmental history of a boundary
river: War and water management in the early modern Raba Valley].
By Andras Vadas. Budapest: Bolcsészettudomanyi Kutatokozpont,
Torténettudomanyi Intézet, 2021. 332 pp.

As Gabor Agoston, professor at the Georgetown University in Washington and
renowned scholar of early modern Hungarian history, observes, “[a]s in other
parts of the wotld, border defense systems along the Ottoman-Hungarian/
Hapsburg frontier often followed major rivers and used river systems,
marshlands, mountains and other natural defensive features that geography
offered.”" Agoston also notes that “[w]ar conditions demanded military work
on waterways, such as creating protective marshes. On plain lands, protection
was secured by building castles in river estuaries and river bends or by routing
water via canals from nearby rivers, streams, or marshes into ditches dug around
the castles.””” The Rdba River, or more precisely the parts of this river under
discussion, served as a good example of this in the first half of the seventeenth
century. Andras Vadas, assistant professor at the Institute of History at E6tvos
Lorand University, Budapest, intends to clarify the “sketchy picture” (p.45) we
have of the river with the help of primary sources. However, he approaches
the topic from the point of view not of military events, but of environmental
changes (p.11). This widens the focus of the analysis to economic and territorial
issues and problems of local risk management.

The strength of the work is its thorough use of the secondary literature and
the analytical tools Vadas has chosen to handle his sources. Vadas’ reflections
on earlier research include developments in the study of the climate, forests,
and waters of the early modern Pannonian Basin, situating his discussion of
these issues in the international secondary literature. He does so by adopting an
interdisciplinary approach to the topic, including works on history, the natural
sciences, and technology. Vadas pays particular attention to the debates in
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the scholarship and evaluates them, for example, by drawing attention to the
shortcomings in the handling of sources in the existing literature on Hungarian
climate history, such as the work of Andrea Kiss® (pp.28-33). He also reevaluates
earlier, controversial assessments of uses of timber in the Ottoman wars (pp.37—
39). Vadas draws for the most part on private correspondence. The fact that
many of these letters have survived in the archives of the Batthyany manor
in the region under study is fortunate, as these sources offer Vadas a unique
glimpse into the environmental history of the Western part of the Kingdom of
Hungary. The spatial and temporal limits of the research were thus practically
determined by the location of the family estates (primarily in Vas County) and
the death in 1659 of Adim Batthyany, the landlord who played a decisive role in
the area because of the size and of his estates and the detailed documentation
of their operation (pp.13-21).

Vadas has been working on the topic for more than a decade, so the chapters
following the introductory section (chapters 1-3) are based on his previously
published articles.* Chapter 4 deals with surveys of the river in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, comparing them with the maps of the period.
The description of the alteration of the course of the river with felled trees
and temporary dikes and palisades, sometimes for protection and sometimes
for economic purposes, is also of ethnographic interest (pp.82—86). Chapter
5 describes the environmental and historical links between the floods and
the mills, using the examples of Kérmend and some nearby villages (such as
Molnaszecs6éd and Csakany) with mills belonging to the Batthyany estate. The
importance of Koérmend is due to its strategic location, the bridge over the Raba
River, and its castle. The discussion of the mills is supplemented by a discussion
of their relevance in the context of European historiography (pp.124—31). Vadas’
analysis of the sources shows that, though it would have made sense, flood
protection did not impact the nature of farming. The manor always rebuilt the
mills in the same places after flood damage (pp.188-90). The benefits of flood
protection, as discussed in Chapter 6, were probably greater for the manor than
the costs of the repairs and reconstruction. Vadas also incorporates the latest
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literature on floods and forests based on research from the natural sciences.” The
section about droughts (pp.204—7), which has not been published before, shows
even more clearly the military importance of water flows, which is, as the study
demonstrates, more significant than their economic importance.

Vadas shows that the area under study was indeed a war environment, where
water management and border control were both taken into consideration.
Military and management considerations were mutually reinforcing in drought
years, when maintaining minimum water levels was important both from
an economic perspective (it was important to keep the mills running) and a
defense perspective, but when these considerations came into conflict, for
example during times of flooding, contemporaries generally prioritized military
defense, which was the more pressing concern. The book concludes with the
question of whether floods were unforeseen disasters or a conscious risk taken
by contemporaries as part of a strategy of adaptation to their environment,
including, for example, the rebuilding of flooded mills in the same place from
time to time (pp.211-12). This raises an important question of environmental
history: are the social responses of the past the same as the responses of the
present, and can we draw relevant conclusions concerning the future based
on these responses? Though the question obviously arises, Vadas’ conclusion
does not address it. Rather, in a measured way, it reflects on the subject of
the study, concluding with the following lines: “I hope that this case study has
demonstrated the relevance of the environmental history of early modern wars
to the study of the war environments of the premodern age” (pp.213—14).

The book is supplemented by a collection of primary sources and a repertory
of regests, and it also has important additional materials, especially maps which
illustrate and clarify issues raised in the main text. Vadas’ work is significant in
the sense that it demonstrates how an environmental historian can contextualize
his findings in the larger body of secondary literature, not only within Hungarian
historiography but also within the most recent international and interdisciplinary
discourse. This is a strength lacking in many works on Hungarian environmental
history. A revised English edition for an international scholarly audience
would be most welcome. From a methodological point of view, the analysis
clegantly demonstrates the usefulness of private correspondence as a source
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of environmental history, and it would also offer, in good English translation,
an important contribution to the environmental history of the region. Finally,
it would be useful as a handbook for others seeking to pursue similar research.
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