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Abstract: This article examines the three major military campaigns (1388—1389, 1391, and
1395) waged by the founder of the Timurid Empire, Amir Timur, against Tokhtamysh Khan,
the ruler of the Golden Horde. Initially allies, their relationship devolved into a fierce rivalry for
dominance over the Eurasian steppe and control of key trade routes. The study highlights
Timur’s strategic and tactical genius, including his use of the decimal military system, feigned
retreats, and the systematic destruction of the Golden Horde’s economic infrastructure. The
conflict culminated in the Battle of the Terek River in 1395, which led to the decisive defeat of
the Golden Horde and its subsequent fragmentation. This research, based on a synthesis of
Persian, Arab-Persian, and Russian chronicles, argues that these campaigns were a pivotal
turning point in Eurasian history, contributing to the decline of the Golden Horde and the rise of
the Muscovy state.
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In the latter half of the 14th century, a fierce confrontation unfolded on the Eurasian continent
between two great military leaders and statesmen: Amir Timur (Tamerlane), the founder of the
Timurid Empire, and Tokhtamysh Khan, the ruler of the Golden Horde. Their clash, which
culminated in three massive campaigns (1388—1389, 1391, 1395), was not merely a territorial
dispute but a struggle for dominance in the Great Steppe and control over key trade routes.
These conflicts had a colossal impact on the political map of Eastern Europe and Central Asia,
leading to the decline of the Golden Horde and the consolidation of the Timurid state.

Initially, the relationship between Timur and Tokhtamysh was one of alliance. As a descendant
of Genghis Khan, Tokhtamysh sought the help of the powerful Timur to regain the throne of the
Golden Horde, which he had lost in internecine conflicts. Timur supported him with troops and
resources, allowing Tokhtamysh to not only seize power in the Horde in 1378—1380 but also to
defeat Mamai at the Battle of Kulikovo. However, after securing the throne, Tokhtamysh
stopped seeing Timur as a patron and began to pursue an independent, and soon aggressive,
policy. He conducted raids on Timur’s possessions in Khorezm and Azerbaijan, which was a
direct challenge to Timur’s power and led to an inevitable conflict. This was seen as a betrayal
and a breach of feudal loyalty, serving as the casus belli for Timur. [1]

The most significant and decisive event was the second clash. In 1391, Timur assembled a
massive army and marched north. The goal of this campaign was the direct annihilation of
Tokhtamysh’s military power. The armies met on June 18, 1391, at the Kunduzcha River, near
modern-day Samara in the Orenburg region. Tokhtamysh had a numerical advantage, but Timur
employed complex tactics, relying on his professionally organized army.

Timur’s Strategy and Tactics. Decimal System and Professional Army: Timur’s army was
organized using the decimal system, with strict discipline and centralized command. The
soldiers were well-trained and equipped, giving them an advantage over the Golden Horde’s
fragmented militia.
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Use of Reserves and Reinforced Flanks: Timur divided his army into several parts, deliberately
weakening the center to lure the enemy in. When Tokhtamysh committed his forces to a
breakthrough, Timur’s army launched flanking attacks, and fresh reserves held in the rear were
introduced at the decisive moment.

Feigned Retreat Tactic: A part of Timur’s army would begin the battle and then suddenly
retreat, simulating a rout. The Horde warriors, believing the enemy was fleeing, would break
formation to pursue, only to fall into a trap where they were met by Timur’s re-formed units
and reserves. [2]

This battle was one of the largest and bloodiest in Central Asian history. After the defeat,
Tokhtamysh fled, and Timur temporarily consolidated his control over the southern territories
of the Golden Horde. However, Tokhtamysh was not completely eliminated and managed to
rebuild his forces.

The Battle of the Terek River (1395): The Final Defeat of the Golden Horde

In 1395, Tokhtamysh once again attempted an invasion, this time aiming to seize the Caucasus
and northern Persia. This was the final straw for Timur, who decided to permanently end the
threat posed by Tokhtamysh. The 1395 campaign was not merely a military expedition but a
punitive raid. The armies met in April 1395 at the Terek River in the North Caucasus. Timur
once again demonstrated his military genius, applying the same tactics of “feigned retreat” and
flanking maneuvers as in the Battle of Kunduzcha. Tokhtamysh’s troops were completely
routed, and he fled once more. After this victory, Timur did not stop. He conducted a
devastating campaign through all the major cities of the Golden Horde, destroying its economic
foundation. [3]

Timur’s strategy of destroying infrastructure had catastrophic consequences for the Golden
Horde. He not only defeated Tokhtamysh but also annihilated its economic and political
potential. He plundered and destroyed major cities such as Sarai-Berke, Astrakhan, and
Torzhok. This led to the final disintegration of the Golden Horde into separate uluses and
khanates, which ultimately contributed to the rise of the Muscovy state and other Russian lands.
[4]

For the Timurid Empire, these victories were the culmination of its power. Timur established
his hegemony over a vast territory — from Anatolia to India and from Siberia to the Persian Gulf.
These campaigns against Tokhtamysh solidified his reputation as an invincible conqueror and a
strategic genius.

The war between Timur and Tokhtamysh was one of the pivotal moments in the history of
Eurasia. It demonstrated not only Timur’s military genius but also his strategic vision, aimed at
creating an empire that would control key regions and trade routes. The defeat of the Golden
Horde had far-reaching consequences, accelerating its fragmentation and altering the balance of
power in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, which ultimately led to the rise of the Muscovy
principality and the formation of the centralized Russian state. Thus, these events were a
significant milestone in history, determining the destinies of many peoples and states for
centuries to come.
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