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Mapping premodern small war: The case of the Thirty 
Years War (1618-48)
Peter H. Wilson a, Katerina Tkacova b and Thomas Pert c

aFaculty of History, University of Oxford, Oxford, UK; bBlavatnik School of Government, 
University of Oxford, Oxford, UK; cCentre for the Study of the Renaissance, University of 
Warwick, Warwick, UK

ABSTRACT
The example of the Thirty Years War (1618–48) demonstrates that small war was 
already integral to the conduct of premodern hostilities. Commanders 
employed these methods with a purpose and generally tried to limit the 
accompanying violence to preserve discipline and effectiveness, as well as 
their claims to be waging a just war. We explain why conventional histories 
have neglected the presence of small war in premodernity, and show how its 
importance, methods, and wider impact can be reconstructed through innova-
tive digital mapping techniques, which have the potential to be applied to 
conflicts in other times and places.
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Small war resists a succinct definition and has changed character over time. 
Most studies understandably focus on recent or contemporary examples, 
while discussions of earlier periods sometimes risk becoming a teleological 
search for antecedents, especially in terms of doctrine. We should not mistake 
the frequently disparaging remarks contemporaries made about small war 
and its practitioners to mean that it was not an important part of premodern 
conflict. This paper will demonstrate that it was integral to the conduct of the 
Thirty Years War, Europe’s most destructive conflict prior to the two world 
wars, and that armies had already evolved sophisticated and effective ways of 
practicing it.

The first task will be to explain the relative neglect of small war in this 
conflict and the concomitant overemphasis on allegedly ‘decisive’ battles, 
which were in fact quite rare. A fruitful way forward will be explored in the 
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main part of the article through a case study of small war in Westphalia, the 
region of north-western Germany usually considered as only of secondary 
importance in the wider history of the war. Westphalia’s experience will be 
contextualised, followed by an overview of small war operations there to 
indicate their character and variety. The discussion will illustrate how the 
application of digital mapping techniques assists the presentation and the 
interpretation of the patchy and often difficult evidence and improves our 
understanding of the dynamic between the different forms of warfare and 
their wider impact on the area of operations.

For clarity, the Thirty Years War is defined here as the struggle over the 
political and religious order within the Holy Roman Empire which began with 
the infamous Defenestration of Prague (23 May 1618) and concluded with the 
twin treaties of Münster and Osnabrück forming the Westphalian peace 
settlement (24 October 1648). This is in distinction to the common, but less 
precise use of the term to encompass Europe’s other conflicts, notably the 
Eighty Years War (or Dutch Revolt, 1568–1648), the Franco-Spanish War 
(1635–59), and Sweden’s intermittent conflict with Poland (1621–9). While 
several belligerents participated in more than one of these wars simulta-
neously, they nonetheless regarded them as distinct and demarcated their 
commitments carefully.1

Premodern small war in the literature and archives

The study of pre-modern small war has concentrated on tracing its presence 
in military treatises, as well as the perceived shift in the status and role of its 
practitioners during the mid-eighteenth century, which in turn is presented 
as a step towards the more fluid and hence ‘modern’ approaches associated 
with the era of the French Revolution and Napoleon.2 In fact, the term ‘petites 
guerres’ (small wars) was already widely used by the 1630s in public discus-
sion of the Thirty Years War.3 The actual practice of small war has received less 
attention. There are excellent studies of French operations during 1672–1697, 
demonstrating the close correlation between efforts to secure vital resources, 
whilst simultaneously degrading the enemy’s capacity. The high level of 
violence attracted considerably public interest, which in turn could influence 
political and military decisions.4

The only substantial study for the Thirty Years War examines the use of 
irregulars by Sweden and Denmark in their separate conflict 1643–5, 
launched by the former to ensure the latter would not act as a hostile broker 
at the peace congress which had just opened in the Westphalian towns of 
Münster and Osnabrück.5 This relative neglect is not surprising given how 
conventional military history depicts the whole of Europe’s early modernity as 
the Age of Battles.6 The concept of ‘decisive’ battles is central to the influen-
tial thesis of a Military Revolution, which supposedly transformed warfare 
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through the development of larger, more professional armies. The Thirty 
Years War has been seen as the peak of these developments, allegedly 
forging the ‘standing armies’ characterising Europe’s Old Regime.7

In fact, battles and major sieges were comparatively rare with only 48 
engagements involving 7,000 or more combatants across the thirty years.8 

Major sieges were equally uncommon. Battles have been noted for their 
bloody butcher’s bills, but the war’s deeper demographic, economic, and 
societal impact was primarily made through the far more numerous and 
extensive minor operations like skirmishes, raids, ambushes, and foraging 
expeditions.9

The nature of the surviving historical records has fundamentally influ-
enced the conventional view, as well as posing considerable challenges to 
anyone seeking to understand small war at this time. The Thirty Years War 
was a conflict of multiple belligerents fought in a vast area of decentra-
lised political authority. The Empire lacked a single, national archive, and 
the records of its main central institutions were deliberately dispersed 
amongst the successor states after these achieved sovereignty in 1806. 
Seventeenth century armies certainly generated mountains of paperwork, 
but administration remained largely in the hands of often relatively junior 
officers who were expected to sustain their units on what would today be 
considered a semi-private basis. Relatively few papers survive in private 
family archives, which are scattered and sometimes still only partially 
accessible.10 The concentration of forces for major operations required 
considerable effort and correspondingly left a more obvious archival 
footprint.

Battles were considered major events in participants’ lives and feature 
prominently in eyewitness accounts, as well as contemporary art. Paintings 
and engravings of battles and major sieges were usually large format works, 
whereas small war actions appear in compact genre paintings and engravings 
like the famous cycle ‘The Miseries of War’ produced by Jacques Callot, which 
are only each the size of a banknote. Other than infamous massacres, the 
events depicted are usually generic scenes of violence. These in turn have 
become iconic for the war as supposedly a directionless ‘all-destructive fury’, 
further hindering our understanding of how and why certain operations were 
conducted.11

Civilian records include summary lists and information compiled at the 
request of district and central authorities, as well as diaries and other personal 
accounts.12 The district of Ahlen in the bishopric of Münster was plundered 17 
times between 1618–42. The official record for 1633–49 lists over 40 incidents 
of various factions causing damage, with only two years (1646, 1648) without 
incident.13 Such sources have traditionally been used to assess the war’s 
broader impact, but while they also offer detailed insight into small war 
operations, they are very difficult to use. The information is generally 
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recorded without context, as those involved often did not know to which side 
parties of soldiers belonged, or why they were there, beyond their demands 
for resources.

We propose mapping and spatial network analysis as additional research 
tools. Current cartographical approaches used in military history are not well 
equipped to depict small war and their deficiencies have helped obscure the 
significance of small war and its broader impact on civilians. Aside from 
showing the locations of the major battles and sieges, the existing maps 
usually display homogenous fronts, not distinguishing between empty 
spaces and areas with affected settlements. They also depict major cam-
paigns as snail trails that not only fail to show the actual routes taken, but 
also do not reflect the dispersed character of military movement nor the 
dynamics of conflict at a more local level (see Figure 1). Small war operations 
are omitted completely.

The true complexity of military operations begins to emerge when we 
combine what we can recover from archival sources with more creative 
mapping techniques. Our approach combines information on the location 

Figure 1. An example of the conventional cartography of conflict. Source: P.K. O’Brien 
gen.ed. Oxford Atlas of wWorld hHistory (Oxford University Press, 1999), 159.
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of garrisons with the historical road maps14 and spatial network analysis15 

to calculate the areas that could have been affected by operations. We 
assume a maximum zone of influence for each garrison as having a radius 
of 25 km, considering that a mounted man could ride a round trip of twice 
that distance by road in a day.16 Our calculations include adjustments for 
the effect of the slope of the roads on the travelled distance, as well as 
rivers and other topographical features.17 An advantage of this approach is 
that the discovery of additional historical data can be used directly to 
improve the digital maps.

Westphalia as a war zone

Westphalia is usually treated as a secondary theatre in general accounts of 
the war, probably because there were no major sieges and only three sub-
stantial battles, none of which is particularly famous or considered decisive. 
The region was indeed secondary to the war’s primary belligerents (the 
Habsburg emperor, his Spanish and Bavarian allies, and his Danish and then 
Swedish and French opponents). Nonetheless, its location in northwest 
Germany placed it directly next to the Low Countries, which saw prolonged 
fighting between Spain and the Dutch once their truce expired in 1621, as 
well as between Spain and France after the latter began its own war in 
support of the Dutch in 1635. Throughout, those belligerents engaged in 
the war in the Empire were concerned to keep their struggle separate from 
these western European wars: for instance, France’s incremental support for 
Sweden after 1630 was intended to prevent the emperor from defeating his 
German opponents and turning the Empire’s considerable resources to sup-
port Spain in the west.

Westphalia was one of the Empire’s ten administrative regions (called 
Kreise) which, together with the Bohemian lands and those collectively called 
Imperial Italy, formed the extent of imperial jurisdiction.18 It only loosely 
corresponds with the modern Federal State of Nordrhein-Westfalen and, at 
the time, encompassed around 59,600 km2, or just under 9% of Empire’s 
surface area (excluding Imperial Italy) with probably a similar proportion of 
its 23 million inhabitants. Within it, were around 50 secular principalities and 
counties, of which only six were substantial. The collapse of the Jülich-Cleves 
conglomerate after 1609 removed the only powerful local secular prince and 
increased the proportion of lords based elsewhere who held Westphalian 
land, notably the duke of Pfalz-Neuburg who secured Jülich and Berg in 1609.

By contrast, nearly four-fifths of Westphalia was composed of ecclesiastical 
territories (compared to a proportion of about a seventh of the Empire over-
all). In descending order of importance, these were the bishoprics of Münster, 
Paderborn, Osnabrück, Minden, Verden, and seven large abbeys and con-
vents including Corvey and Herford. Another bishopric, Liege, formally 
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belonged to Westphalia, but was isolated as an enclave within the neighbour-
ing region known as Burgundy, which belonged to Spain under nominal 
imperial jurisdiction. The character of these lands was important because 
their disputed possession was both a primary cause of the war, and a core 
goal for most belligerents.

Another region, the Electoral Rhine totalling 26,500 km2, lay partially to 
the south, with the rump of the original duchy of Westphalia confusingly 
belonging to electoral Cologne as an enclave within the region of Westphalia. 
The Palatinate, the only substantial secular territory in Electoral Rhine, was the 
initial leader of the anti-Habsburg alliance, whereas the other three principal 
members were Mainz, Cologne, and Trier, which all joined the Liga (Catholic 
League), formed by Bavaria, which backed the Habsburgs throughout the 
war. Cologne was the most militant of the three and the most powerful 
principality in northwest Germany thanks to the common practice of electing 
his ruler to govern the Westphalian ecclesiastical lands. Ferdinand of Bavaria 
(1577–1650), archbishop-elector of Cologne from 1612, also ruled Münster, 
Paderborn, and Liege, as well as Hildesheim in the Lower Saxon region 
immediately east of Westphalia.19

Most inhabitants lived in small villages and hamlets. The self-governing 
imperial city of Cologne was Westphalia’s principal city but – in a reverse of 
the duchy of Westphalia – was an enclave within electoral Cologne territory. It 
had around 40,000 people on the eve of the war, making it one of the 
Empire’s largest cities. Though Catholic, it tried to remain neutral to preserve 
its economic ties across northwest Europe.20 The region’s other two imperial 
cities, Aachen (pop.20–25,000) and Dortmund (pop.6–7000), attempted the 
same course, but with less success. Münster and Osnabrück each had 10– 
12,000 inhabitants, while around another ten towns had at least 2,000 each. 
Several of these were on the Hellweg, one of the Empire’s most important 
roads dating back to the neolithic era, which ran from the Rhine crossing next 
to Duisburg in the west, through Essen, Dortmund, Unna, Werl, Soest, Erwitte, 
Geseke, Salzkotten, Paderborn to Höxter and Corvey on the Weser in the east 
on the border with Lower Saxony (See Figure 2).

The western edge of Westphalia had already suffered raiding during the 
first phase of the Dutch Revolt against Spain (1568–1609), when the rival 
armies tried to outflank each other through incursions eastwards into the 
bishopric of Münster. Meanwhile, electoral Cologne had witnessed consider-
able fighting as Spain intervened to support a Bavarian candidate in 
a disputed episcopal election (1583–8). As a staunch Catholic, the Bavarian 
Wittelsbach family were considered more likely to deny access to their 
Westphalian lands to the Dutch. Though Spain concluded the Twelve Years 
Truce with the Dutch in 1609, the Lower Rhine was immediately plunged into 
renewed turmoil through a disputed succession to Jülich-Cleves, the only 
substantial conglomerate of secular land in the region. Both Spain and the 
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Figure 2. Westphalia around 1600. The blue lines and red lines represent rivers and 
roads, respectively. Black dots show the location of settlements. The brown shading 
indicates the topographic “slope The coloured version of this map can be viewed 
online”.
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Dutch were wary of reigniting their own war prematurely, and correspond-
ingly restricted their involvement to seizing strategic minor towns improving 
their access to the Lower Rhine crossings. The Dutch remained entrenched in 
these until 1672, despite never becoming formally involved in what became 
the Thirty Years War.21

Many of the features of small war common during the Thirty Years War 
were already present during these events, though not on the same scale or 
level of destruction. The experience also shaped how the region’s numerous 
local authorities responded to events as they unfolded after 1618, notably by 
fostering widespread scepticism of the efficacy of robust military action 
against incursions and sustaining a belief that intra and supra-regional dis-
cussions offered a cheaper and less bloody way to limit violence.22 Such 
cooperation became much harder, but never entirely disappeared after 
1618. The elector of Cologne supplied regular troops to support the Liga’s 
assistance to the emperor after 1619, but otherwise refrained from raising 
units for local defence for fear of antagonising the Dutch. Like other 
Westphalian rulers, he preferred to rely on local militias, despite their 
repeated failures to prevent earlier incursions. The militia were paid from 
local resources, whereas regular troops required new taxes and were thus 
more contentious in negotiations with the various assemblies known as 
Estates composed of the leading nobles, clergy, and urban representatives.23

The militia’s inadequacy was exposed in January 1622 when forces led by 
Christian of Brunswick burst into Westphalia. This began what was to become 
a cycle of incursions of forces allied to the anti-Habsburg faction. As in this 
case, these usually invaded from Lower Saxony to the east and had to be 
countered by forces organised by electoral Cologne from its dispersed terri-
tories, as well as those sent periodically by the emperor or Bavaria. Prior to the 
end of 1631, the invaders lacked a presence in the region and their inability to 
secure bases limited their operational effectiveness. Christian and his colla-
borator, Ernst von Mansfeld, were military entrepreneurs supporting the anti- 
Habsburg cause in the hope of personal advancement. Neither had substan-
tial possessions, and they were entirely dependent on securing money and 
supplies locally to sustain their operations, since their nominal masters were 
rarely able to pay them.

Christian was driven out after four months but had captured Lippstadt, 
roughly equidistant from Münster, Paderborn, and Dortmund, which offered 
a strategic base and which his forces managed to hold until October 1623.24 

Meanwhile, Mansfeld ensconced himself in the duchy of East Frisia, in 
Westphalia’s northwest corner next to the Dutch border.25 His failure to assist 
Christian contributed to the latter’s defeat at Stadtlohn in the bishopric of 
Münster on 6 August as he tried to escape the pursuing Liga main army. The 
engagement was the largest battle in Westphalia during the war, involving 
35,700 combatants with 7,000 casualties.26 Despite these numbers, in terms 
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of size it ranks only as 15th among the war’s 48 battles. The Dutch arranged in 
January 1624 for Mansfeld’s troops to be paid off at East Frisia’s expense once 
his presence there began to conflict with their own interests, which centred 
on a prolonged occupation of the port of Emden.

Spain had assisted in Christian’s defeat, but otherwise restricted its opera-
tions to ejecting the Dutch from the town of Jülich in February 1622, thereby 
blocking the route up the Rhine. Spanish troops remained there until 1660.27 

These victories gave pro-Habsburg forces control of most of Westphalia from 
which they drew money and supplies at considerable cost to the inhabitants. 
Denmark’s intervention restarted the war in 1625 but did not affect 
Westphalia beyond a brief Danish incursion into Osnabrück.

The situation altered radically with Sweden’s victory at Breitenfeld in 
September 1631, fifteen months after its invasion of northeast Germany 
restarted the war after Denmark’s defeat in 1629. Despite French financial 
backing, Sweden could not pay its German allies and collaborators, upon 
whom it depended to sustain its war in the Empire. Payment came in the form 
of conquered lands which were ‘donated’ in return for military cooperation 
from the recipients. The landgrave of Hessen-Kassel and the duke of 
Lüneburg backed Sweden in the hope of acquiring the numerous, rich 
Catholic ecclesiastical lands in Westphalia and Lower Saxony. The location 
of these territories largely determined their operations, and they were reluc-
tant to send their troops to support the Swedes elsewhere.28 Sweden toler-
ated this, because its own forces rarely constituted more than a third of the 
10–20,000 or so anti-Habsburg troops in Westphalia. Its ability to control its 
allies declined further after the death of its warrior king, Gustavus Adolphus, 
in November 1632.

Both sides were repeatedly hampered by the requirement to despatch 
senior officers and troops from Westphalia to assist elsewhere in the Empire 
where the war became general after 1631, rather than being waged in no 
more than three regions simultaneously. The balance shifted first in Sweden’s 
favour in summer 1633 after the imperial and Liga field army in Westphalia 
was defeated in Lower Saxony where it had intervened to assist 
a beleaguered garrison. Sweden was able to seize Osnabrück, which it garri-
soned until 1643 when this town, along with Münster, was declared neutral as 
venues for the peace congress. Though the Hessians also benefited, most of 
their army moved southeast in a bid to recover their homeland in 1634. The 
imperial victory at Nördlingen caused Sweden’s position across southern and 
much of western Germany to collapse that September.

However, the Hessians were left in possession of most of their Westphalian 
garrisons in the hope that they could be persuaded to accept disadvanta-
geous terms at the Peace of Prague in May 1635 which was intended to end 
the war to the emperor’s favour. It was not until summer 1636 that the small 
imperial army in Westphalia seized key points along the Hellweg, thereby 
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ramping up pressure on the Hessians who were cut off from their homeland. 
Facing defeat by 1637, the Hessians left two strong garrisons in their home 
fortresses and relocated their main army to East Frisia where they lived, like 
Mansfeld, at the locals’ expense. Distractions elsewhere encouraged contin-
ued toleration of Hessian neutrality into 1639. Meanwhile, an attempt by the 
exiled elector Palatine to recover his lands in collaboration with Sweden was 
crushed at Vlotho on 17 October 1638, the second of Westphalia’s three 
battles, which involved only around 8,400 combatants.29

Though small, the victory nonetheless encouraged Ferdinand of Cologne 
to revive efforts at regional cooperation, intending to persuade the various 
Westphalian territories to fund an army of at least 19,000 men to eject the 
remaining foreign troops and ensure future security.30 His efforts were ham-
pered by the refusal of the prince of Pfalz-Neuburg to cooperate. As the 
leading secular Catholic prince, his voice mattered, while he had repeated 
sanction from the emperor for his armed neutrality which was seen as a way 
of demarcating war in the Empire from that between Spain and the Dutch.31

Pfalz-Neuburg neutrality collapsed in December 1639 as the Hessians re- 
entered the war while the imperial army became increasingly desperate for 
resources.32 The return of the main imperial field army to eastern Westphalia 
late in 1640 briefly tipped the balance again, but the situation changed as 
soon as it left. Meanwhile, Sweden’s former south German army, which had 
retreated west into Alsace late in 1634, passed more firmly under the control 
of its new French paymasters after the death of its commander in 1639. Keen 
to shore up its alliance with Sweden, France had sent this force into central 
Germany that year, but strategic disagreements led to it being redeployed to 
the Lower Rhine late in 1640 where it cooperated with Hessian efforts to 
secure more bases. A rash attempt by the local imperial commander to 
confront this combination ended in defeat at Kempen in electoral Cologne 
on 17 January 1642. The third and final Westphalian battle involved 16,500 
combatants of whom around 2,500 were killed or wounded and 3,000 cap-
tured, ranking it 33rd of the 48 battles.33 The victory enabled the Hessians to 
seize a string of new bases along the Lower Rhine, but relations with the 
French remained difficult until the latter switched their troops back to south-
west Germany in 1643, thus removing them as competitor for scarce 
resources.

Their departure assisted Ferdinand of Cologne who finally secured the 
Westphalians’ agreement to establish a regional army in June 1644. At around 
15,000 effectives, this was large enough to stabilise the situation, but too 
small to eject the Hessians and remaining Swedish troops. Having conquered 
Verden and other areas on the Westphalian-Lower Saxon frontier in 1644–5, 
the main Swedish army finally launched an invasion in April 1646.34 This 
improved the Hessians’ position, but momentum was lost as soon as the 
Swedes left again a month later. Though Cologne joined Bavarian in 
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temporarily adopting neutrality in April-August 1647, this gave it greater 
leverage over the emperor who was desperate for their support. Local gen-
erals replaced imperial officers in command of the Westphalian army which 
managed to hold its own against the Hessians until the end of the war.35

The conduct of small war

As the foregoing indicates, it proved difficult to secure a military preponder-
ance in Westphalia because troops were frequently summoned elsewhere 
each spring, only returning as the autumnal rains signalled the end of the 
‘campaign season’. As a relatively populous and agriculturally rich region, 
Westphalia was prized as a location for ‘winter quarters’ where field units 
could rest, re-equip, and prepare for next year’s campaign. The emperor and 
his allies regarded it as ‘home’ territory and expected the local authorities to 
accommodate their troops – naturally, at the inhabitants’ expense. Imperial 
demands for winter quarters carried some weight but were frequently met 
with requests for mitigation or exemption on the grounds of growing impov-
erishment as the war progressed.36 The presence of large forces over the 
winter offered the prospect of major operations at either end of the campaign 
season, but the wider strategic situation rarely permitted either side to leave 
substantial numbers in Westphalia for long.

Small war was less seasonally determined as it involved far fewer troops 
operating more quickly over shorter distances. It is better to consider the 
forces involved as appearing across a spectrum rather than the sharp division 
between special forces and line of battle troops envisaged by much of the 
secondary literature. All the types employed in small war also appeared on 
the battlefield. The imperial army possessed vastly superior light cavalry who 
were invariably called ‘Croats’ or ‘Cossacks’, though both were recruited 
across East Central and South-East Europe and included many Hungarians, 
Poles, and Ukrainians.37 Their employment reflected the early modern equiva-
lent of later colonial ‘martial race’ theory, that certain peoples possessed 
unique skills and proclivities suiting them to particular kinds of warfare.

This explains their relative absence amongst the Swedish, French, and 
Hessian armies, which lacked the ability to recruit them. These powers relied 
on dragoons who also featured in the imperial and Liga armies and who had 
emerged around 1600 as mounted infantry. They and the eastern types of 
light cavalry could also be deployed in regular battles to perform broadly 
similar roles as in small war: scouting and screening movements, disruption of 
the enemy, notably by harassing his flanks, and raiding.38

Likewise, line troops could also be used for small war operations. 
Musketeers were frequently ‘commanded’ or drawn from their parent regi-
ment and sent on detached duty. Raiding parties often included musketeers 
mounted on the cruppers of cavalrymen’s horses to speed movement. 
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Medium cavalry called arquebusiers were also used, particularly in larger 
parties launching surprise attacks on enemy wintering in scattered billets. 
Arquebusiers briefly fell from favour in the imperial army during the 1630s 
but were used throughout by the Swedes and their allies as all-purpose 
cavalry.

The core components of line of battle formations appeared less frequently. 
Pikemen provided the backbone of infantry formations but were only effec-
tive when fighting in close order. Cuirassiers were better armoured than 
arquebusiers and were considered frontline cavalry who were usually too 
expensive and slow-moving to risk in small war. Artillery was also cumber-
some, slow, and in short supply. The Westphalian army’s train in July 1638 
totalled only 12 guns, 3 mortars, and 6 petards, but still required 109 wagons 
for ammunition and equipment, as well as 758 horses to move it.39

The local population was a variable resource. Militia were poorly suited for 
offensive operations but could perform well when defending their home-
towns when they were often supplemented with armed inhabitants, such as 
the repulse of a surprise attack on Höxter in 1621.40 Though clergy often 
viewed the conflict as an apocalyptic showdown between good and evil, the 
secular authorities did not summon their populations to holy war and pre-
ferred that they remained passive, obedient subjects working to pay their 
taxes.41 The diversity of the Empire’s political geography and the correspond-
ing complexity of the issues at stake also mitigated against partisan warfare, 
because the distinctions between the contending parties were frequently 
blurred or confused. This was a civil war into which foreign powers inter-
vened, ostensibly in the name of supporting one of several interpretations of 
the Empire’s common legal and political order. Several important actors 
changed sides or retreated into at least temporary neutrality. Under these 
circumstances, it was hard to mobilise popular support, whilst all established 
political authorities remained suspicious of autonomous popular action. By 
contrast, the Swedish-Danish conflict of 1643–5 which was an inter-state war 
with more clearly defined fronts in which the Danish government encour-
aged its population to resist the Swedish invasion.42

The closest to partisans in Westphalia were the free companies oper-
ating on the fringes of official control or even beyond it. Some of these 
were the remnants of units, which were cut off in areas overrun by 
superior enemy forces, such as the small imperial and Liga detachments 
contesting Hessian control in the bishopric of Paderborn in 1631–3.43 The 
rulers and senior commanders feared independent action could slip 
entirely from their control, particularly as marauders added to the pro-
blem of banditry already present since the 1580s. Marauders were indi-
viduals or small groups wholly beyond official control, acting on their 
own accounts and using violence to sustain or enrich themselves. They 
included both deserters and civilians who joined them, either 
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opportunistically, or if war had made a settled existence unsustainable. 
Their depredations hindered military operations by consuming valuable 
resources, antagonising the local population, and undermining the 
authorities’ claims to be waging a legitimate war. Rulers’ periodic efforts 
to raise new regiments were in part to soak up these freebooters and 
impose their authority.44

Freebooters added to the uncertainty and confusion, and commu-
nities were often unsure of soldiers’ true identity – a problem already 
endemic in the later sixteenth century.45 Given their generally bad 
behaviour, all soldiers were regarded with suspicion. The prevailing 
customs euphemistically termed the ‘laws of war’ gave soldiers 
a sense of entitlement. For instance, communities which were taken 
after refusing a summons to surrender were considered free to be 
plundered. The imperialists’ ‘liberation’ of Werl in ducal Westphalia 
from Hessian occupation in 1636 cost the inhabitants 10,500 talers 
(hereafter tlr). 46 Autonomous popular action was limited to taking 
revenge on isolated parties or stragglers.47 However, inhabitants could 
serve as guides and often accompanied raiding parties in return for 
a share in the plunder.48

Though winning ‘hearts and minds’ was rarely an important element of 
strategy, commanders recognised that unrestricted plundering and violence 
undermined the material basis upon which all belligerents depended. The 
relative fluidity of operations contributed to this, since reversals of fortune 
were frequent, obliging troops to shift their location at short notice. It made 
little sense to devastate an area into which one might wish to move or might 
be forced into. For example, mandates were issued forbidding the stealing or 
slaughtering of breeding animals, not only in areas under current control, but 
also those in enemy hands.49

Commanders of small war operations exhibited a similar spectrum as their 
subordinates. There were few prominent specialists, the most famous of 
whom was Johann Count Isolani (1586–1640) from Gorizia famed as a general 
of Croats in imperial service.50 A few officers rose to senior command thanks 
to demonstrating skill in small war, notably Jan van Werth (1591–1652), 
a peasant from the Grevenbroich area, a district in the duchy of Jülich. 
Having begun his career as a stable hand, he advanced successively through 
Spanish, Cologne, and Bavarian service to become an imperial baron and 
general of cavalry. Unlike Isolano, he also served in Westphalia, commanding 
the imperial and Liga forces there in 1642.51

Lothar Dietrich von Bönninghausen (1598–1658) provides a more com-
mon example. He was a minor Westphalian nobleman who was not particu-
larly successful as a field commander but excelled at raising new regiments at 
a time when recruiting was often very difficult. He rose through service in line 
cavalry and infantry units, but between 1632 and 1640 was often tasked with 
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leading small detachments in Westphalia and elsewhere across north-central 
Germany. His notoriety as a plunderer led to his dismissal in 1643 and 
temporary switch to French service in 1645–7.

Whereas all three examples were men who campaigned over wide areas in 
mobile warfare, others were compelled to pursue small war thanks to their 
appointment as commanders of isolated garrisons. Konrad Widerholt (1598– 
1667) is an extreme case. A Hessian who had entered Württemberg service, 
he was appointed commander of the Hohentwiel fortress, perched on 
a volcanic outcrop far from the duchy in southwest Germany, just as the pro- 
Swedish position in southwest Germany collapsed after the imperial victory at 
Nördlingen in 1634. He sustained himself and his men thanks to systematic 
raiding and hostage-taking in the surrounding area till 1648, despite three 
major attempts to capture his castle.52

A good example for Westphalia is Daniel Rollin de St André (1602–61) from 
Metz who joined Hessian service in 1634 having previously fought for the 
Swedes and was appointed commandant of Lippstadt which was crucial to 
sustaining Hessian regional influence. He features in the novel Simplicissimus 
by Hans Jacob Christoffel von Grimmelshausen (1621–76) which is celebrated 
as the primary literary reflection on the war. Though not published until 1669, 
it draws heavily on the author’s personal experience with Simplicissimus, the 
central character, following Grimmelshausen’s own trajectory from an ado-
lescent servant with imperial dragoons, escaping the defeat at Wittstock 
(1636) and becoming St André’s servant. Aged around 15, Simplicissimus 
assumes the nom de guerre Jäger von Soest (Huntsman of Soest) named 
after a town around 10 km southwest of Lippstadt. The narrative stays rela-
tively close to real events, though presents these in a distorted, alienated 
manner reflecting the postwar critique of undisciplined soldiery. The 
Huntsman displays the cunning, skill, and personal bravery, which were 
praised as attributes of successful small war commanders, whilst his desire 
for promotion leads him to reject piety and embrace the necessity to shed 
blood and transgress moral and societal norms. The latter aspect is presented 
unfavourably as part of Grimmelshausen’s reflection of the widespread dis-
quiet caused by the war’s disruption of society, as well as his old soldier’s 
grumblings at unfair advancement.53 The Huntsman figure has become 
a local mascot, while Widerholt was celebrated as a folk hero into the 
twentieth century, indicating how the positive attributes of small warriors 
could become mythologised.

These forces could perform a secondary function by supporting major 
operations, or act as the primary strategic tool. The customary focus on 
large battles and sieges is reflected in the fuller coverage of the former rather 
than the latter role. However, supporting small war operations were far more 
common than the general narrative of military history suggests, because they 
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accompanied largely unrecorded manoeuvres, which did not result in major 
engagements because one or other side avoided contact.

Support for major operations included actions intended to facilitate the 
movement of the main field army by scouting terrain and enemy positions, as 
well as those to degrade enemy capacity through the surprise or ambush of 
detachments or the interdiction of supply convoys. The same operation 
frequently combined both aspects, whether originally planned or not. 
Scouting was essential because senior commanders generally lacked maps. 
Topographical information was often simply handwritten lists of settlements 
in sequential order along known routes between major destinations. Local 
knowledge was therefore vital. Scouting was frequently combined with 
actions intended to confuse the enemy or screen the movement of the 
main army, such as the Hessians’ devastation of settlements along the 
Lower Rhine in October 1642.54 Such activity could flow seamlessly into 
attempts to hinder the enemy by denuding an area of resources.

Westphalia is an ideal case study since the general shortage of troops 
forced commanders to rely on small war as their primary strategic tool to 
contest control of territory which was both a means to sustain themselves 
and a core political objective. It also reflected the structural conditions of the 
war zone in which political and economic power were decentralised. Territory 
could not be controlled effectively from large urban centres, which were few 
and far between, whilst such locations threatened to consume precious 
manpower. Even a middling town of upwards of 5,000 inhabitants required 
1,000 or more troops to hold it against a determined siege. A shortage of 
troops compelled the Swedes to hold Osnabrück with only around 600 
men.55 The Cologne-Westphalian army totalled 2,000 cavalry and 14,000 
infantry at the end of 1642 but held 38 towns and castles.56

The reluctance to tie up significant numbers of troops conflicted with the 
desire not to leave major centres unoccupied. Cologne’s neutrality proved 
convenient for the pro-Habsburg side during the 1620s because the city hired 
its own self-defence force, which repulsed the only attack it suffered during 
the war when the Swedes assaulted Deutz, its bridgehead on the east bank of 
the Rhine, in December 1632. This action rebounded badly for the assailants, 
by persuading the city council to shift to a more pro-Habsburg stance, whilst 
still paying for its own defence.57

Large garrisons relied on smaller ones to sustain them as even small towns 
were not self-sufficient and depended on access to food, firewood, and other 
essentials from the surrounding countryside. Smaller garrisons were posted 
along access routes to keep open lines of supply and communication, as well 
as offering a manpower pool, which could be drawn on to provide a relief 
force in case of attack. Other than Cologne, few towns had modern defences 
and most larger communities, like Münster, relied on adding bastions to their 
medieval walls.58 Secondary or tertiary settlements rarely possessed even 
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these, relying instead on fences, ditches, and solid buildings like churches and 
storehouses. Isolated castles or manors offered little protection against ser-
ious attack but were still useful for securing highways or acting as a tripwire 
to warn of major enemy operations in the area.

Secondary settlements could have garrisons of up to 500 men, while those 
in tertiary posts could be as few as a dozen. Where possible, garrisons 
included at least some cavalry to extend their reach into the surrounding 
area through mounted patrols to detect threats and demonstrate mastery of 
the area to its inhabitants and encourage compliance with demands. Cavalry 
could also escort friendly artillery trains or supply convoys as they passed 
through a garrison’s area.

Garrisons served as bargaining chips in future peace negotiations, either to 
consolidate claims to permanent possession of an area, or to be relinquished 
in return for other concessions. In August 1635, Sweden’s senior officers 
forced its government to promise to include their substantial pay arrears in 
its political demands; a goal, which was eventually secured in the Peace of 
Westphalia. A congress at Nuremberg in 1649 arranged a phased withdrawal 
in return for incremental payments from local taxation to cover the arrears.59

More immediately, possession of district towns enabled armies to access 
the network of local officials upon whom they depended to secure money 
and supplies. Billeting and transit were nominally regulated by imperial law to 
which all belligerents paid more than lip service, given that they legitimated 
their goals as defence of the Empire’s constitution. Communities were sup-
posed to be notified in advance of the arrival of troops who were obliged to 
promise good behaviour and pay for goods and services at agreed rates.60 

Military ordinances specified pay and provision rates with, for example, the 
average monthly cost of an imperial infantryman fixed at just over 4tlr, 
compared to 11.5tlr for a horseman. These averages hide large variations 
according to rank, with regimental staff being particularly expensive, costing 
an average of 57 to 59tlr per person.61

A significant proportion of these costs were expected to be met in kind 
rather than cash. Armies acted like locusts, consuming vast quantities of food 
and drink in an age when agricultural surpluses were relatively small – even 
grain exporting regions consumed about 90% of production. The official daily 
requirements of a 1,000-man Cologne infantry regiment in 1631 comprised 
6,000lb bread, 3,000lb meat, 40 barrels of beer, 1 of wine, 50 chickens, plus 
salt, oats, and other goods, in total costing 326tlr. Whereas soldiers might 
wait years for their pay, their bodily needs were immediate, and commanders 
knew that they would desert or disperse to plunder if they were not fed and 
watered. Christian’s quartermaster expected the bishopric of Münster to 
provide 200,000 two-pound loaves, 800 barrels of beer, and 100,000 litres 
of oats within two days in July 1623.62
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Belligerents largely stopped paying soldiers regularly shortly after the war 
began, instead reserving their limited funds to purchase weaponry and 
service their ballooning debts. Soldiers’ maintenance was devolved to the 
areas where they operated to be met through ‘contributions’. These could be 
levied through threats of violence, such as those issued by Christian of 
Brunswick whose quartermaster euphemistically warned of ‘displeasure’ 
and the threat of forced billeting and ‘all other inconveniences’, whilst singe-
ing the edges of the letters with a candle to signal the intention to burn down 
recalcitrant communities.63 Commanders preferred negotiated agreements, 
since this burdened local officials with enforcing payments, though the threat 
of military action remained omnipresent.64

Soldiers rarely received the official rates, but the ordinances did serve as 
a guide to what was considered appropriate to demand from inhabitants, 
while the sums help put the figures quoted in this paper into perspective. 
Initial demands were clearly a point of negotiation, as when Christian 
accepted 20,000tlr rather than the initial summons for 50,000tlr from ducal 
Westphalia in January 1622.65 Community leaders usually feared that failure 
to agree would prompt the soldiers to impose themselves anyway at a much 
higher cost. Commanders provided a ‘safeguard’ (Salvagarda) or promise not 
to take more and to prohibit other units in their army from seeking resources 
from the same area. These documents were often backed up by small 
detachments who, of course, were also to ensure the community paid up.66 

Enforcement naturally proved harder when troops were on the move, and 
Christian’s army received little of what it demanded as it raced through 
Westphalia in summer 1623 in its futile attempt to escape the pursuing Liga 
army.67

These circumstances encouraged the proliferation of garrisons, not only in 
Westphalia, but also as a general characteristic of the war. The growing 
permanence of the inflated military presence encouraged the regularisation 
of contributions, which increasingly replaced normal taxes, with money no 
longer going to district and territorial treasuries, but instead directly to 
military officials and units at noticeably increased rates.68 The inability of 
either side to gain a military preponderance by December 1637 encouraged 
the imperial and Westphalian commanders to conclude a pact with their 
Hessian opponents to demarcate zones of extraction at the cost of the local 
inhabitants who were expected to pay higher contributions in return for both 
sides suspending raiding and reprisals.69

The agreement tacitly acknowledged that both parties realised that their 
incessant raiding was devastating and depopulating the region, while the 
Hessian senior officers knew their government was negotiating over possible 
acceptance of the Peace of Prague, which could involve switching to the 
emperor’s side. The initial agreement was soon extended with the imperialists 
hoping it would be the first step to peace, while the new Hessian ruler, Amelia 
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Elisabeth (1602–51), wanted to buy time to bargain a better deal from France. 
Both sides nonetheless valued the truce. Paderborn town was taken by 
surprise in an unauthorised raid launched by St André’s Hessian garrison in 
Lippstadt, but was subsequently returned, though only after it had been 
thoroughly plundered.70 The truce reduced the incidence of raiding in east-
ern Westphalia but did not include the Swedes and was abandoned once 
Hessen-Kassel resumed offensive operations in 1639 in alliance with France.

Even when regulated, the military burden was reaching the limits of what 
could be sustained by that point. The letters of Münster’s privy council to its 
absentee master, Ferdinand of Cologne, repeatedly complain about the 
‘impossibility’ of meeting demands even from their own forces, which in 
summer 1638 cost around 21,000tlr monthly, of which only 5,000 was 
intended for the two field regiments, and the remainder for seven 
garrisons.71 The district of Ahlen, which probably had around 2,000 inhabi-
tants, suffered damage and other military costs totalling 203,380tlr 1633– 
49.72

Figure 3 shows snapshots of the reach of soldiers stationed in garrisons in 
1635, 1638 and 1643 for the district of Ahlen and some key towns nearby, 
such as Münster and Soest. The region features several garrisons held by the 
imperial and Hessian armies, with their daily reach shown shaded in red and 
blue respectively. The areas within daily reach are demarcated by the roads 
that can be seen as lines within the shaded space. Grey lines outside the 
shaded area show uncontrolled roads.

The use of spatial network analysis allows for the identification of areas 
where multiple garrisons overlap. These areas are represented on the map by 
overlaps of multiple colour shadings. For example, the settlements around 
Wiedenbrück and Lippstadt could be reached within a day by raiding parties 
from multiple garrisons controlled by both armies. Comparing the situation in 
1635 and 1638, the local position of the Hessians weakened as they lost 
control of seven garrisons while the imperial army gained six. One of those 
lost garrisons was Soest, which provided access to 48 settlements and control 
over several vital roads leading to other larger towns. Although the Hessian 
army maintained its control over Lippstadt in 1638, the garrison’s reach 
overlapped with other garrisons exposing the civilians to potential raids 
from multiple directions. Soest’s example highlights the advantage of our 
mapping approach over a textual description or traditional maps. The sig-
nificance of the Hessians’ loss of Soest in 1638 is strikingly revealed, as is the 
imperialists’ ability to maintain their position in the area through possession 
of surrounding settlements despite losing the same town subsequently.

Other locations also experienced overlapping reach of multiple garrisons 
and changes in garrisons’ control. For example, the settlements near Meppen 
and Lingen were likely exposed to the raids of Dutch (shown in pink) as well 
as imperial soldiers in 1638 (see Figure 4). Comparison of the situations in 
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1643 and 1648 highlights the changes after Osnabrück was declared as 
a neutral venue for peace negotiations. The Swedes (shown in green) gained 
Fürstenau and regained Vechta, both previously controlled by the imperial 
army (shown in red). Although those were important gains, they could not 

Figure 3. Maps showing the results of the spatial network analysis for the district of 
Ahlen and the surrounding area for 1635, 1638 and 1643.
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compensate for the loss of the strategically valuable Osnabrück that provided 
access to 40 settlements and control over several important roads. In com-
parison, the garrisons in Vechta and Fürstenau gave access to 16 and six 
settlements, respectively. Their position with respect to the road network was 
also less prominent than Osnabrück’s.

Control of territory was the prerequisite for any offensive action, unless 
large numbers were to hand to facilitate a full-scale invasion as was the case 
with the Swedes and their allies entering Westphalia late in 1631. Most 
offensives were limited to rapid sorties to capture one or more enemy out-
posts. Flying columns were assembled by drawing out garrisons along the 
route to the objective and moved rapidly, usually without artillery. Attacks 
relied heavily on surprise or used ruses, as in Christian’s capture of Lippstadt 
at New Year 1622. If these failed, attackers could escalate the devastation of 
the surrounding area to encourage inhabitants to pressure the garrison into 

Figure 4. Spatial network analysis for the area around Meppen and Osnabrück for 1635, 
1638, 1643 and 1648.
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accepting the offer of a free passage to their nearest friendly outpost. Initial 
success could produce a snowball effect, where the capture of one post 
discouraged others from offering serious resistance. Discretion could easily 
appear the better part of valour, particularly as defenders could often count 
on the arrival of field troops in the following spring or autumn to provide an 
opportunity to recover their lost outposts. The local strategic balance thus 
oscillated regularly across the last seventeen years of war.

Offensives could involve what were, in regional terms, substantial 
numbers. Höxter was allegedly besieged by 10,000 imperialists who 
took it by storm in April 1634.73 Raiding parties were much smaller at 
around 60 to 400 men and were more concerned with seizing or destroy-
ing resources than capturing positions. Hostage taking was a routine 
practice, either to ensure fulfilment of contribution demands, or simply 
to profit. The usual targets were mayors, estate stewards, bailiffs, and 

Figure 4. (continued).
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other local officials, as well as nobles with some families suffering 
repeatedly.74 Larger numbers of captives could be forced to ransom 
themselves, with the 300 Hessian soldiers, 220 burghers, and 1,000 
refugees taken at Höxter in 1634 each being required to pay 100-800tlr 
to be set free.

Raiding primarily seized movable goods and livestock. Threatened or 
actual violence was applied to coerce inhabitants, especially to hand over 
valuables and reveal where more might be hidden. The growing literature on 
the experience of the war indicates the contextual character of violence, as 
well as how victims were selected. Rape was underreported, yet clearly 
featured, including on a mass scale during the Swedish invasion in 
April 1646.75 Wanton destruction occurred when raiders met resistance or 
did not intend to return. Usually, the outskirts of communities suffered most 
as raiders burned and plundered. Destruction could be extensive as in Ahlen’s 
case when a certain ‘Colonel Horstmeister’ raided the town in 1636 and 
burned 80 houses, worth 41,000tlr.76

Conclusions

Westphalia’s example shows that the belligerents in the Thirty Years War 
employed their own form of small war which drew directly on practices 
already common in late sixteenth-century conflicts, rather than from 
learned treatises. Small war was integral to how hostilities were con-
ducted, rather than specifically selected as some Fabian strategy of attri-
tion. It was crucial to how the war was sustained and objectives pursued. 
The relatively high levels of destruction should not mislead us into 
dismissing these operations as meaningless violence perpetrated by free-
booting mercenaries, as represented in innumerable clichés of the war. 
Not only did commanders employ these methods with a purpose, but 
they were usually at pains to keep the accompanying violence within 
bounds so as not to undermine discipline and effectiveness, and to 
preserve their claims to be waging a just war.

The ambiguities of small war could also serve these goals, as the 
frequent difficulty of identifying those involved created ‘plausible denia-
bility’ for atrocities, which could be exploited where necessary to pre-
serve the fiction of honourable warmaking. Despite its characterisation 
as a ‘religious war’, the conflict did not preclude dialogue between 
belligerents, and with the inhabitants of occupied areas. Soldiers prof-
ited when they could, but they also broadly recognised the dangers of 
cutting off the hands that fed them. These concerns influenced the 
mutually agreed demarcation of zones of control agreed in 1637. 
Finally, the application of mapping techniques allows the otherwise 
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disparate local stories to be placed in context and related to the war’s 
wider dynamic.
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