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AUTHOR’S NOTE

To make the book accessible to the general reader, Ottoman and Turkish names have been rendered in modern Turkish spelling, and non-English terms have been translated into English. Those Arabic, Ottoman, and Turkish words generally known in English, such as pasha, sheikh, and the like, are presented in their English forms.

The Turkish letters and their pronunciation are as follows:

c as j in John

ç as ch in church

ğ is silent; it lengthens the preceding vowel 

ı as i in cousin

ş as sh in ship

Istanbul or Constantinople? Despite the fact that the name Constantinople was used by the Ottomans themselves, it is convention to call the Byzantine city of Constantinople by that name only until the Ottoman conquest in 1453, and thereafter to use the name Istanbul, which derives from the Greek stin poli (to the city), the name officially given to the city only after the fall of the empire and the birth of the Turkish Republic in 1923. This book follows that convention.

Because the Ottomans used the term ‘Anatolia’ to refer to Southwest Asia/Asia Minor, this is the term used in this book. Likewise, the region often referred to as the Balkans—but which the Ottomans called Rûmeli (land of the Romans)—is rendered as ‘Rûm’. The approximate English translation of this is Southeastern Europe, the term most often used in this book.



      
Where are the valiant princes of whom I have told? 

Those who said ‘The world is mine’?

Doom has taken them, earth has hidden them.

Who inherits this transient world,

The world to which people come, from which they go,

The world whose latter end is death?

The Book of Dede Korkut, medieval epic
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.



      
INTRODUCTION

The White Castle 

HISTORIANS ARE KNOWN for their love of maps, which illuminate not only the physical contours of their geographic subjects but also the ambitious mindsets of their makers. Over two decades ago, I was conducting research in the Topkapı Palace Library in Istanbul for my first book. Off-limits to the hordes of tourists that inundated the palace grounds six days a week, the small library was refreshingly quiet. Located in the former prayer space of a diminutive red-brick mosque built by Mehmed II in the fifteenth century, the library is lined with brilliant blue tiles with intricate green and red floral patterns. A small panel depicts the Ka’ba at Mecca, the black, cube-shaped shrine that is Islam’s holiest place. Containing one reading table for researchers and another facing it for staff to watch over them, the room was freezing cold in winter, lacking heat and often electricity. To write or type on a laptop, researchers had to wear thin leather gloves or winter gloves with the fingers cut off. In summer it was cloyingly hot, humid, and dark, the windows shuttered to block out the sunlight, the dust, and the noise.

The reading room offered one ray of hope, for its internal door led to one of the richest manuscript collections in the world, a place only the library staff were allowed to enter. But one had to come prepared. One could not ask to see just any valuable work from the past, such as, say, something in Armenian, Greek, or Hebrew from Mehmed II’s personal library. Scholars were required to declare their research interests well in advance and have them approved by the Turkish Foreign Ministry, Interior Ministry, and Culture Ministry. One could not simply change research topic midtrip. What I usually read were seventeenth-century Ottoman chronicles. Some came in dark-red leather bindings, sometimes frayed or bug eaten, written on paper with a background of marbled swirls, the script accentuated in gold-leaf lettering. What a novelist once wrote about another library is true of that reading room: ‘Books and silence filled the room, and a wonderful rich smell of leather bindings, yellowing paper, mould, a strange hint of seaweed and old glue, of wisdom, secrets and dust’.1

Although I experienced an acute case of document jealousy whenever the researchers near me were given a golden illuminated Seljuk Qur’an or a sixteenth-century copy of Ferdowsi’s Persian Book of Kings, each scintillating with their brilliantly painted miniatures, nothing was as remarkable as what I saw once thanks to a Japanese television crew filming a documentary on Asian seafaring. One day, I opened the five-hundred-year-old intricately carved mosque door to view the surviving segment of Piri Reis’s famous early sixteenth-century world map depicting Spain and West Africa, the Atlantic Ocean, the Caribbean, and the South American coastline, bathed in bright artificial light.

The white-gloved Turkish librarians unrolled it, spreading its gazelle-skin parchment out in the small room, revealing its precious, colourful detail inch by inch to the appreciative camera crew. At his own initiative, Piri Reis of Gallipoli, a former corsair and future Ottoman navy admiral, had drawn one of the earliest surviving maps of the coastline of the New World. He based it on Christopher Columbus’s original, which is lost, and even interviewed a crew member from Columbus’s voyages. To produce for the sultan one of the most complete and accurate maps in the world, Piri Reis had consulted ancient Ptolemaic, medieval Arab, and contemporary Portuguese and Spanish maps. Imagining themselves as rulers of a universal empire and rivalling the Portuguese in the battle for the seas from Egypt to Indonesia, the Ottomans were interested in keeping up with the latest Western European discoveries. Why weren’t these connections better known in the West today? Had the Ottomans participated in what is known as the Age of Discovery? What role did they play in European and Asian history?

Like its language, the Ottoman Empire (ca. 1288–1922) was not simply Turkish. Nor was it made up only of Muslims. It was not a Turkish empire. Like the Roman Empire, it was a multiethnic, multilingual, multiracial, multireligious empire that stretched across Europe, Africa, and Asia. It incorporated part of the territory the Romans had ruled. As early as 1352 and as late as the dawn of the First World War, the Ottoman dynasty controlled parts of Southeastern Europe, and at its height it governed almost a quarter of Europe’s land area. From 1369 to 1453, the Byzantine city of Adrianople (today Edirne, Turkey), located on the Southeastern European territory of Thrace, functioned as the second seat of the Ottoman dynasty. Constantinople, the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire—or Byzantium, remembered as the Byzantine Empire—served as the Ottoman capital for nearly five centuries, beginning with its conquest in 1453. It was not given the new name of Istanbul until 1930, seven years after the establishment of the Turkish Republic amid the ruins of the empire. If for nearly five hundred years the Ottoman Empire had straddled East and West, Asia and Europe, why had its dual nature been forgotten? Had accepted ideas about it changed?

THE WHITE CASTLE

Sometimes it takes a novel to help us understand the true nature of a thing. Nobel Prize–winning Turkish novelist Orhan Pamuk’s The White Castle weaves a tale of identity swapping that questions the received wisdom about East and West, the Ottoman Empire, and the rest of Europe. Set in the seventeenth century, at the height of Ottoman confidence and territorial expansion, the book begins with an Ottoman Muslim astrologer known as Hoja being given custody of an Italian slave in Istanbul. The slave, a young, unnamed scholar who bears an uncanny resemblance to Hoja, had been captured by pirates and sold in the Istanbul slave market. The narrator, whom we believe at this point to be the Italian, declares the resemblance between himself and his new custodian to be eerie. Upon first sight, he thinks he is looking at himself. Eager to learn about the scientific and intellectual advances in Western Europe, Hoja promises to free his doppelgänger once the Italian has taught him everything he knows, from astronomy to medicine. What he really wants, however, is to understand everything about his lookalike, seeking an answer to the question ‘Why am I what I am’?2

Hoja and the slave spend months sitting opposite each other, writing down all their recollections in an effort to discover the character of the other. At first, Hoja is incapable of answering the question of who he is, other than by declaring what he is not. The slave insists that Hoja write about his faults: ‘He had his negative sides like everyone else, and if he delved into them he would find his true self’. By writing about his own faults, Hoja would come to understand how others have become who they are. The slave, who hopes to gain his freedom by turning the tables and proving himself superior to his master, believes that, through this process of self-reflection and faultfinding, Hoja might find himself as contemptible as his slave. What they end up with instead is a sort of equality. Standing next to each other, gazing into the mirror, they see how the two of them are in fact one and the same. Hoja decides that they will switch identities and places. He will take up the slave’s life in Venice, and the slave will take up his in Istanbul.3

Using their combined scientific knowledge, Hoja and his slave create an incredible new weapon, which is used by the Ottoman army at the siege of the novel’s namesake white castle in Poland. The pure white castle set against the background of a black forest, however, is ‘beautiful and unattainable’. Stuck in a swamp, the weapon fails. Disgraced and fearing for his life, Hoja sets off for Venice in the guise of the Italian slave, while his Italian double takes up Hoja’s life as an Ottoman scholar.4 Because people the world over are so similar to one another, it seems, they can easily switch places.

While the reader is led to believe that the two men exchange lives at the white castle, by the end of the novel one cannot determine who is narrator, who is master, who is slave, or even whether master and slave are the same person. Through his doubled character Hoja, Pamuk asks the reader to consider where the boundary between East and West lies, and whether Muslim and Christian—the Ottoman Empire and the rest of Europe—are so different after all. As the Italian declares of his Turkish doppelgänger in the end, ‘I loved him with the stupid revulsion and stupid joy of knowing myself’.5

Like Pamuk’s novel, The Ottomans demonstrates that the Ottoman Empire is not, as it is usually perceived, unrelated to Europe. The Ottomans ruled over an empire that was partly in Asia but also partly in Europe. It was a European empire that remains an integral part of European culture and history. By this I do not mean that the Ottomans are a part of European history because they occupied Europeans’ territory and minds—causing fear and distrust, curiosity and admiration.6 This is not a book about the place of the Ottomans in European political thought. This is a book that asks the reader to look at Europe—both as an idea and as a geography—as a whole, to conceptualise a Europe that is not merely Christian. Imagine, if you will, a Europe that is Europe whether it is ruled by Christians or by Muslims. Imagine that the boundary of Europe did not end at the walls of Vienna—the edge of the Holy Roman Empire, the scene of two failed Ottoman sieges. How then might we define Europe, and who might we include as rightfully belonging to it?

It is conventional to interpret the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453 as a severing of the eastern lands of the Roman Empire (the Byzantine Empire) from Europe.7 But does European territory cease belonging to Europe when it is ruled by Muslims? According to the Ottomans, their advance into Europe meant that they were the inheritors of Byzantium and were thus to be considered the new Romans. These Muslim rulers of Europe saw themselves as the rightful inheritors of Rome, not by virtue of the incorporation of territory alone but because of their vision of building a universal empire. The Ottomans have been referred to as Europe’s Muslim emperors and caliphs as often as they have been seen as the Middle East’s caesars and ‘the Romans of the Muslim world’.8 Why not refer to them simply as Romans? Arabs, Persians, Indians, and Turks referred to the Ottoman rulers as caesars and their dominion as the Roman Empire, and, beginning with the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople, some Western European writers did too. Some posited that the Ottomans were descendants of the Trojans. Others worried about the legitimacy of Ottoman claims to the inheritance of Roman rights. One sixteenth-century papal advisor noted that the sultan ‘often says that the Empire of Rome and of the whole of the West belongs to him by right, as he is the legitimate successor of the Emperor Constantine, who transferred the empire to Constantinople’.9 Why have we forgotten what Europeans thought five hundred years ago?

In fact, the Ottomans have been treated as poorly as the Byzantines. Both the Ottoman Empire and the Byzantine Empire—whose legacy the Ottoman dynasty inherited and whose capital city it made its own—were long-lasting, centralised empires that to this day stand outside the standard Western narratives about the formation of Europe.10 Both are held up to later, Western European benchmarks of development and history such as the Renaissance and Reformation and found lacking. Think of what comes to mind when we use the term ‘Byzantine’ today: medieval, backward, Oriental, exotic, religiously distinct, and unfathomable due to the hurdle of language and orthography. Because the religiosity of both empires has been overemphasised, their secular aspects are less often investigated. At a certain point in both their histories they have been portrayed as decadent, corrupt, and in a state of irrevocable decline. Both the Byzantines and the Ottomans have been depicted predominantly in the negative as the antithesis of the West.

But when we consider how these empires thought of themselves, we realise how false these views are. Both empires saw themselves as the heirs to Rome and claimed Europeanness. The Ottomans called their Southeastern European provinces Rûmeli (land of the Romans). Rûm was the Turkish way of saying Rome, the core territory of the Byzantine Empire in the Balkans and western Anatolia.11 This view of the Ottomans as insiders raises the question of who owns or inherits an empire, who a civilisation, who a continent? What do we count or discount as historical continuity? Who bears historical responsibility for what? What happens when both history and responsibility are shared?

The histories of the Byzantines and the Ottomans are subject to the nationalist and religious agendas of their modern-day counterparts—the Byzantines to the Greeks, the Ottomans to the Turks. Today, these agendas are tied to visions of restoring history formerly belonging to ‘their’ empire, such as when Turkish ‘neo-Ottomanism’ glorifies former conquests and denies former atrocities. History is used for political ends whenever Greek donors endow university chairs in ancient, Byzantine, and modern Hellenic or Greek studies that ignore that the Ottomans ruled what is today Greece for over five hundred years, or when the Turkish Republic endows chairs in Ottoman studies that gloss over the significant inheritance of Byzantine and Greek peoples, institutions, and attitudes. The way we remember the past would look quite different if we instead referred to both the Byzantines and the Ottomans as Romans, which is how they viewed themselves.

Acknowledging the Ottoman dynasty as part of European history allows us to see that the Ottomans were not separate from the Roman Empire and did not seek to be, but rather claimed to inherit universal rule over that former empire. They did not evolve in parallel with Europe; their story is the unacknowledged part of the story the West tells about itself.

The Ottomans actually partook in many aspects of European religious and political development long attributed to Western Europeans alone. Recognition of this shared history of dynasties and societies in the whole of Europe emerges when we focus on the Eurasian empire of the Ottomans. Rather than being an attempt to prove that the Ottomans measure up to Eurocentric standards, acknowledging their role in European history causes us to expand the meaning of that history and rewrite its basic concepts and frameworks—things such as the Renaissance, the Age of Discovery, the Reformation, the Enlightenment, and the Scientific Revolution, as well as the meaning of millenarianism and messianism, sexuality and pleasure, absolutism and limited government, slavery and Orientalism, and world war.

OTTOMAN PATHWAYS TO TOLERANCE, SECULARISM, MODERNITY, AND GENOCIDE

Viewing the history of the Ottomans as part and parcel of European history allows us to understand the origins and meaning of concepts and practices such as religious tolerance, secularism, modernity, and even genocide in a different light. We recognise that they began with Muslim Europeans. The conventional claim of European history that Europeans first had to figure out how to live with people of different religions only in the sixteenth century, due exclusively to the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, begins to seem improbable. In that story, only then was the concept of tolerance first debated and became a reality of daily life.12 Tolerance, modernity, and secularism emerged for the first time, we are told, in Western Europe only after the ‘wars of religion’ that raged roughly from 1550 to 1650. The first concrete steps were supposedly taken with the signing of the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, a series of treaties that instituted the principle of tolerance of religious minorities. From 1650 to 1700, Europe entered what is celebrated as the Enlightenment, symbolised by John Locke’s seminal essay of 1689, ‘A Letter Concerning Toleration’, which opened the way towards a live-and-let-live approach to religious difference and the secular, modern age. With more and more intellectuals promoting tolerance, some enlightened European rulers began to institute it in the eighteenth century.

But the historical record demonstrates that the principles and practices of toleration had already been established at the onset of Ottoman rule in Southeastern Europe in the fourteenth century, a fact made especially visible in Constantinople after the Ottoman conquest of that Byzantine city in 1453. Ottoman religious tolerance was based upon Islamic precedent already introduced to Europe in eighth-century Muslim Spain, and upon nomadic, pre-Islamic Mongol antecedents from the Eurasian steppe—that crossroads of Europe and Asia out of which the Ottomans grew. While full toleration did not exist in medieval Christian Europe, it did exist in medieval Islamic Europe, including in Ottoman domains. Ottoman tolerance is European tolerance.

Why, then, aren’t the Ottomans conventionally included in the history of religious tolerance in Europe? By the time Western Europeans first encountered questions about how to live together, the Ottomans had already figured out the answers to them. These included what rights and privileges each religious group would have, where different groups would worship, how they would pay for the upkeep of their religious community (including its houses of worship and schools), how charity would be raised and distributed, whether people from different groups could intermarry, where they could live, how they could interact socially and economically, how holidays would be celebrated in public, and how each religious group would be governed and its relation to the government.13 In the view of one mid-seventeenth-century English writer, Ottoman toleration of many religions was preferable to the violent enforcing of one, as occurred in Christian Europe.14 Religious civil wars and persecution of those with dissenting beliefs actually continued in Catholic- and Protestant-majority areas of Europe into the eighteenth century.

While Christian Europeans have laid claim to originating the institutions of secularism in the seventeenth century, the Ottomans had for centuries been subordinating religious authority to imperial authority and had made secular law equivalent in force to religious law, surpassing any other European or Islamic polity in this regard. They even institutionalised practices that clearly violated Islamic law and custom in favour of secular law. Why is this not part of the story we tell about when modernity and secularism began?

Although the Ottoman Empire embraced tolerance, religious conversion was vital to its success. The Ottoman dynasty emphasised religious change beginning at the top. In Ottoman Turkish, the only terms for ‘conversion’ denote conversion to Islam. Conversion can go in only one direction; there is no term other than ‘apostasy’ for when a Muslim becomes a Christian or a Jew. One cannot say, ‘A Muslim converted to Christianity’. Accordingly, apostates were executed. Tolerance is not the same as celebrating diversity, coexistence, equality, multiculturalism, or mutual acceptance.15 To tolerate means ‘to suffer, endure, or put up with something objectionable’.16 The tolerating party considers its own religion to be true and the tolerated groups’ religious claims to be false. John Locke famously refused to include Catholics in his conception of tolerance. Tolerance is in fact the expression of a power relationship. Its presence or absence can be wielded as a warning or a threat against a vulnerable group. Tolerance is a state of inequality where the powerful party, such as the ruler, determines whether a less powerful group may exist and to what extent members of that group may be allowed to express their difference. A ruler or regime may discriminate against a group while at the same time tolerating its members being different from the members of the ruling elite. This was how Ottoman tolerance functioned in terms of class, gender, and religious difference.17

In the Ottoman Empire, certain groups—women, Christians and Jews, slaves—were legally subordinate to others—men, Muslims, the free. All religions were not deemed equally valid. Some groups were proscribed, such as Shi’is (Muslims who believe their leader must be a descendant of the Prophet Muhammad and his family), dissident Muslim groups, and Buddhists. Ottoman society was plural, and individuals could at times change groups or positions of power, yet each group had a fixed place within the hierarchy based on class, gender, and religion.

In practice, tolerance of diversity meant creating an empire that was built on the maintenance of difference. The Ottomans did not seek to make all subjects into Muslims or even into Ottomans, the members of the ruling elite. Rather, they fostered institutions—such as the patriarchates, the spiritual offices and jurisdictions of the Armenian and Greek church leaders—that allowed Christians and Jews to go about their personal lives, enjoying cultural, religious, and linguistic rights without much interference or limitation.

Yet at the same time, religious conversion was used as a means of integration into the Ottoman Empire’s highly stratified social fabric. The empire recruited its elite from the cream of the crop of conquered peoples, especially their youth and women, thereby ensuring the dynasty’s greatness and the subject peoples’ subordination. Conquered Christian and Muslim royalty, military and religious leaders, and commoners were all incorporated into the imperial project from the beginning. The Ottoman dynasty intermarried with European royal houses, including the Byzantine and Serbian—yet another reason to include this Muslim imperial family within European history. As cruel, unjust, and violent as it was, especially for women, slavery allowed individuals to be incorporated into the elite levels of society when women joined the harem and boys were inducted into the administration and military. Christians were made into members of the Ottoman ruling elite through cooperation, subordination, or conversion. Like other empires in history, the Ottomans oversaw large-scale demographic change through conversion of the ruled population. What are today the countries of Bosnia, Bulgaria, Greece, Hungary, Serbia, and Turkey underwent massive religious conversion in the Ottoman centuries. Christians and to a lesser extent Jews became Muslims, and the landscape was Islamised to a great extent, the most important churches replaced by mosques, seminaries by madrasas (Islamic colleges), convents by Sufi (mystic) lodges.

Although such regimes as the Mamluk Sultanate of Egypt (1250–1517) relied on converted slave soldiers, from whose ranks arose the sultan, the Ottoman Empire relied mainly on converts to make up key elements of its ruling family dynasty, administration, and military, converting massive numbers of people in the process over its first three centuries. It defined membership in essential ranks of the elite class by religious conversion and continually changed its interpretation of its religion. As the astute seventeenth-century English resident of the Ottoman Empire Sir Paul Rycaut observed, ‘No people in the World have ever been more open to receive all sorts of Nations to them, than they’, and ‘the English call it Naturalisation, the French Enfranchisement, and the Turks [Ottomans] call it Becoming a Believer’.18 It truly was an empire of conversion, fostering extensive population change while tolerating the existence of religious groups at variance with the ruler’s religion—nearly until its tragic end.

Tolerance and intolerance were not opposites.19 Tolerance, discrimination, and persecution always went together. At the same time that social and legal hierarchies preserved the peace for centuries, discrimination and division were a fact of daily life and opportunities. For centuries, the Ottomans were open to receiving every type of person as a Muslim, whatever his or her language or background, whether a slave, a commoner, or a member of the elite. But then, in later years, the Ottomans turned away from incorporating diversity and tried to save the empire by remaking it first into an Ottoman Muslim polity and later a more Turkish one. The consequence was that tolerance—such as it was—was replaced by ethnic cleansing and genocide, leading ultimately to the dynasty’s demise.

In the late nineteenth century, a group of intellectuals in the Ottoman Empire merged European Enlightenment thought and Islam, resulting in compelling experiments with constitutionalism and parliamentary democracy. These efforts failed, however, leading to mass bloodshed, including massacres of tens of thousands of Armenians in the 1890s and in 1909, and the Armenian genocide of 1915. Along with earlier Ottoman religious toleration, why isn’t this genocide considered a part of European history? The fact that German generals and soldiers assisted the Ottomans in committing mass murder during the First World War does make it part of European history. But more importantly, accepting the Ottomans as a European empire allows us to recognise the Armenian genocide as the first genocide committed by a European empire in Europe, one that began in Istanbul. Viewing the Ottomans as part of European history does not mean the Ottoman contribution was always positive. The story of the Ottoman dynasty and its empire that is told in these pages seeks neither to glorify the house of Osman nor to condemn it, but to present all that makes it both different and surprisingly familiar for the general reader.
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THE BEGINNING

Gazi Osman and Orhan 

THE OTTOMAN STORY begins at the end of the thirteenth century, with one group of Turkic peoples among many. Turks and Mongols had dominated the political landscape of West Asia since the eleventh century. Osman (reigned ca. 1288–ca. 1324), the eponymous founder of the Ottoman dynasty, was one of the Muslim Turkic nomadic horsemen who migrated to Christian-majority Anatolia (the Asian part of modern-day Turkey). He was part of the wave of western migration of Turkic herdsmen with their sheep and horses that was part of the expansion of the great Mongol Empire from East and Central Asia. With a motley crew of mounted nomadic warriors—armed with bows, arrows, and swords—Muslim Sufis (mystics), Christian brothers-in-arms, and allied princes, Osman battled Christians and Turks alike in northwest Anatolia, established a small chieftaincy, and bequeathed it to his son Orhan, who greatly expanded it.

Turcoman, or Turkish groups of Central Asian origin, sought grazing land on the marches, unhindered by empires, sultanates, and principalities. The Turcoman established chieftaincies on the borderlands between the Orthodox Christian Byzantine Empire to the west and the Turkic and Mongol empires to the east. The Muslim-Turkic Great Seljuk Empire (1037–1118) defeated the Byzantines at Malazgirt (Manzikert) near Lake Van in 1071, opening the eastern end of the central plateau of Anatolia to unhindered Turcoman migration. The rout of the Byzantine army and their emperor in an ambush in a mountain pass at Myriokephalon in 1176 by the Great Seljuk Empire’s successor in Anatolia, the Seljuk Sultanate of Rûm (1077–1307), opened the western end. Having been weakened by the Fourth Crusade in 1204, the Byzantines could do little to stop them. The Latin Christians captured Constantinople from their Greek Orthodox Christian rivals during the Fourth Crusade and held it for over fifty years, resulting in the partitioning of the Byzantine Empire. The Mongols paid them little heed, having no interest in western Anatolia. The Mongol defeat of the Seljuk Sultanate of Rûm in 1243 at Köse Dağ in northeastern Anatolia, which made the Seljuks as well as the Armenian Kingdom of Cilicia into tribute-paying vassals, sent larger waves of Turcoman herdsmen and their animals westward.

The religiously tolerant and eclectic Mongol Empire, the largest contiguous land empire in the history of the world, controlled most of Eurasia at the time—save the westernmost part of the landmass, or Europe. Its eastern half was the empire of the Great Khans (the Yuan dynasty of China, 1206–1368). Its western half was divided into three realms, whose leaders converted from shamanism or Buddhism to Islam. The Kipchak Khanate or Golden Horde (1224–1391), north of the Caspian and Black Seas, included Kiev and Moscow. The Chagatai Khanate (1227–1358) in the centre in Transoxania, included Samarkand in today’s Uzbekistan. And the Ilkhanate Khanate (1255–1353) in the south, based in Persia, contained the cities of Bukhara, Baghdad, and Tabriz, and controlled what is today Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Turkmenistan, and most of Anatolia.

The first generation of Ilkhanids, who plundered Baghdad and ended the storied Abbasid Caliphate of Harun al-Rashid in Iraq and Iran in 1258, were originally heavy-drinking adherents of Tibetan Buddhism who favoured the Chinese arts and employed Christian ambassadors and Jewish government ministers.1 But in 1295, under the former Buddhist Ghazan Khan, they converted to Islam. Smashing Buddhist temples in their capital of Tabriz, the Ilkhanids became some of the greatest benefactors of Islamic art, architecture, and literature.2 Although they continued to build towers of severed heads as grand spectacle to dishonour their enemies and instil fear in the survivors, they also constructed some of the most monumental and beautiful mosques the world has ever seen, glazed in brilliant blue tile.3

An Ilkhanate vassal state, the Seljuk Sultanate of Rûm, based in Iconium (Konya) in southwestern Anatolia, ruled part of eastern Anatolia. The Greek Kingdom of Trebizond on the Black Sea was to the north, the Armenian Kingdom of Cilicia on the Mediterranean Sea to the south, and various Arab and Kurdish principalities were peppered throughout Anatolia. To the far west stood the Byzantine Empire—based in Constantinople and the seat of the Orthodox Church—which still ruled part of western Anatolia.

In the thirteenth century, the majority of the population of Anatolia was Christian, mainly Armenian or Greek. A sizeable minority was made up of Muslim Turcoman, who had brought Islam to Anatolia from the east. Not all of the Turkic migrants were Muslim, however. Some Turcoman were Buddhist, Manichean (believing in a cosmic struggle between dark and light), or Nestorian Christian (uniquely denying that Christ’s human and divine natures are united in a single person). Some still followed the Central Asian custom of exposing corpses to the open air until they were pure and could be buried.4 A minority of Jews lived in urban centres. Most Muslims, the other demographic minority, were new to their faith. The Turkic peoples of the Central Asian steppe had originally been shaman, following ecstatic religious figures who communicated with the spirits through trances. But as they had migrated west, they had become Buddhist, Jewish, Manichean, Nestorian Christian, Taoist, and Zoroastrian. The preaching and alleged miracle working of Muslim spiritualists known as Sufis travelling along the Silk Road compelled others to become Muslim.

Anatolia at the time was an unstable patchwork controlled by Mongol forces, Armenian kingdoms, Byzantine Greek princes and governors, and other Turcoman, Arab, and Kurdish principalities, frequently at war.

At the far southwestern tip of Asia and the western end of the Silk Road, on the frontier between Christian Byzantium to the west and the Islamic Seljuk Sultanate of Rûm in the east, more than a dozen Turkic Muslim principalities emerged and disappeared between the eleventh and sixteenth centuries. Most are forgotten today. The only principality we remember is the one that lasted the longest, the Osmanlı, named after Osman. The drama and tragedy of the Ottoman dynasty begins as the curtain rises on this nomadic warrior.

OSMAN, THE FIRST CHIEFTAIN

According to the story the Ottomans would tell centuries later about their origins, Osman’s grandfather was Suleiman Shah. After Suleiman Shah was swept away along with his horse by the mighty Euphrates river in northern Syria, his sons, including one named Ertuğrul, travelled northeast along the route of the same river and settled in northeastern Anatolia in the regions of Erzincan, Erzurum, and Sürmeli Çukur (today Iğdır, Turkey). Ertuğrul had three sons. One was named Osman. With their hundreds of nomad tents, Ertuğrul and his followers perpetually sought the most suitable land for their clan and hardy animals. Wishing to go raiding in that part of land that had fallen under the sovereignty of a vassal of the Mongol khan of the Ilkhanate Empire, the Seljuk Sultanate of Rûm, Ertuğrul asked Sultan Ala al-Din for permanent grazing grounds on which to build a homeland.5 We do not know whether it was Sultan Ala al-Din I, or II, or III, or whether it was the middle of the thirteenth or the late thirteenth century. It is much more likely that Ertuğrul and his sons were actually part of the mass wave of migrants moving with or ahead of the Mongol irruption in the east and were not connected to the Seljuks.6

The Ottomans would later claim that Ertuğrul and his sons had been sent by the Seljuks westward, passing through Ankara to settle in Söğüt in northwestern Anatolia.7 Söğüt is located in a valley at the foot of rolling hills fifty kilometres northwest of the ancient city of Dorylaeum (today’s Eskişehir). Centuries later, Ottoman chroniclers remembered Söğüt being located between Osman’s first two conquests, what they termed the Christian castles of Bilecik (thirty kilometres to the north) and Karaca Hisar (outside Eskişehir). But Karaca Hisar was actually in the hands of their rival Turcoman Muslim principality, the Germiyan.8

When Ertuğrul died and his tomb was erected in Söğüt, Osman succeeded him in that frontier town, although we do not know in what capacity, holding what title, or ruling in whose name. We know that Seljuks battled Mongols. Since the majority of the Mongol armies were made up of Turkic horse nomads, this meant Turks fought Turks. Much later, after the Mongols were no longer present in Anatolia, yet while multiple Sunni Muslim Turkic rivals abounded, Ottoman chroniclers searched for a way to distinguish their ancestors. They concocted a bizarre story of emasculating the enemy to turn the Ottomans into the legitimate heirs of the Seljuks, thereby distancing themselves from the Mongols and Ghazan Khan, to whom Osman actually owed his liege.9 They related that one field of battle was known as ‘the Plain of Testicles’ because the victorious Seljuks cut the testicles off the defeated Mongol troops, sewed the skins together, covered them with felt, and made tent awnings out of them.10

NOMADISM

The use of tents reminds us that the Ottomans originated among a nomadic people. The Ottoman Empire first took root in that region of Anatolia most resembling the steppes of Central Asia. The great central plateau of Anatolia, which rises to one thousand metres and has the great salt lake Tuz Gölü at its centre, is a semiarid steppe grassland characterised by warm, dry summers and very cold winters. It receives little rainfall, has very few forests, provides little water or wood, and is largely unsuitable for cultivation. Ringed by mountain ranges and surrounded on three sides by coastlands and their ancient Byzantine and Armenian cities, ports, and agrarian regions, the central plateau offered ideal conditions for the nomad. Befitting his Turco-Mongol background, Osman is described in the Ottoman chronicles as having lived a nomadic lifestyle.11 He migrated with his herds of horses, oxen, goats, and sheep annually between summer and winter pastures, the former in the hills, the latter in the valleys.

Nomadic men such as Osman relied on strong, independent women who played leadership roles or provided much of the labour that sustained their lifestyle. Arabs travelling on the steppe in Central Asia to the Kipchak Khanate were surprised by the respect shown to women by the Turkic peoples, their freedom and near equality to men. The women did not veil themselves as Arab women did.12 Mongol women played an open role in politics. Each Friday after the midday prayer, the khan—who had declared Islam his religion upon coming to power in 1313—held a public audience in a tent together with his four khatun (the royal wives, one of whom was a Byzantine princess), who sat on either side of him. In full view of the assembled public and without the use of any screen or veils, when the senior khatun entered the tent, the khan walked to the entrance to meet her, saluted her, took her by the hand, and sat down only after she had taken her seat on the divan.13 While we do not learn as much about the ordinary women in Osman’s principality, such as whether they took part in raids or not, we do know that they milked the animals to make cheese, butter, and cream, and that they wove their hair into the elaborate-yet-durable round felt tents in which they lived and the carpets upon which they sat.

The presence of horses attests to the fact that Osman and his supporters fought as nomads do. Their travelling camps included ironmongers who made their swords, daggers, and axe heads, along with their cauldrons for cooking stews, which were suspended by chains over fire. Osman’s first battle recorded in contemporary sources in the region occurred in 1301 or 1302 against the Byzantines at Bapheus on the southern shore of the Sea of Marmara close to Nicea (İznik), over eighty kilometres north of Söğüt. Having inherited Mongol military tactics with a force of lightly armed archers mounted on horseback, Osman and his men engaged in guerrilla warfare. Utilising their mobility, speed, and ability to travel long distances, their stratagems were ambushes and surprise attacks—seizing roads, villages, and the countryside, raiding Byzantine forces at night, and retreating to forests and mountains when pursued.14 Under Osman, they were unable to launch lengthy sieges and take large, heavily guarded forts and cities. Accordingly, they acquired little territory of their own.

DEVIANT DERVISHES: GOD’S UNRULY FRIENDS

From the beginning, the Ottoman dynasty relied on Muslims to give it their spiritual blessing, while using Islam to cultivate loyalty to the leaders and dynasty, to strengthen the bonds among its followers and supporters, and to motivate and mobilise them against its enemies. Yet in every era, radical Muslims and their ideas also served as a potentially destabilising, rebellious force that threatened to overthrow the dynasty.

Many of the Muslims in Osman’s sphere were Sufis, or mystics. Sufis were not a separate Islamic sect, but Sunni or Shi’i spiritualists. Marked by the master-disciple relationship and ceremonies of initiation such as girding of swords, Islam in Anatolia often took on a Sufi dimension. Sufi beliefs were expressed in unique rituals, such as whirling to music or repeating God’s ninety-nine names. Sufis kept a genealogy of teachers linking the order’s founder back in a chain of transmission to Ali—the Prophet Muhammad’s cousin and husband of Fatima, Muhammad’s daughter—with whom Muhammad had reportedly shared esoteric teachings. Sufis erected tombs for their founding saints, which became pilgrimage sites, and, alongside them, hostels. There, Sufis lived, prayed, and offered hospitality to a public whose hearts were opened through ecstatic worship, bellies were filled in Sufi soup kitchens, and minds were attracted to the associations of like-minded spiritualists. Many believed in the Sufis’ preaching and eclectic beliefs and accepted the stories of their moral purity, ordeals endured, marvels performed, and miracles ascribed.15

We need to go back to the Sufis’ religious background before going any further. Sufism was foundational to the spread, expression, and interpretation of Islam from its earliest centuries. It was fundamental to the Ottoman understanding and practice of the religion. A couple of generations before Osman, in the early thirteenth century, a Muslim from Spain named Ibn Arabi had compiled the most comprehensive synthesis of Sufi thought, enumerating the individual paths to God.16 After migrating to the Middle East, Ibn Arabi travelled widely in Arabia, Syria, and Anatolia, developing his ideas. Composing a practical guide to obtaining spiritual enlightenment, he defined the stages and terms institutionalised in Sufi orders and provided a blueprint for how to advance along the path to becoming a Sufi.

Ibn Arabi introduced four revolutionary concepts concerning the relationship of people to God that were to have a major impact on Ottoman political and religious history. The concept of the ‘poles of the universe’ posits four figures who are the true deputies of God. They are the centre of the universe, the mirror of God, and the pivot of the world, ruling through their seven secret deputies and the heads of the Sufi associations, God’s visible representatives.17 ‘Saints’ are those who are close to God; in other words, they are God’s friends. The theory of ‘the unity of being’ or the oneness of existence holds that nothing exists other than God. All that exists is therefore a manifestation of the attributes of God, God’s ninety-nine names. The ‘perfect human’ is the perfect Sufi saint who knows God totally, whose spiritual authority is total, but whose identity is secret. These electrifying concepts about the hierarchy of men ruling the universe would offer charismatic Sufis the opportunity to stake politico-religious claims—including to their own messiahship, obviating the need to obey the sultan—and foment revolution. Over the centuries, individual Sufi sheikhs in Ottoman lands would convince their followers to revolt against political authorities by claiming that God had spoken to them and deputised them, as poles of the universe, to establish justice in the world by overthrowing the oppressive, illegitimate Ottoman dynasty.18

While Ibn Arabi’s concepts were potentially rebellious, another contemporary Sufi leader, Mevlana (‘Our Master’) Rûmi, and his followers pursued the love of God following the example of Muhammad within Sunni Islam and Islamic law. Based in Seljuk Konya, in south central Anatolia, Rûmi and his followers focused on the inner meaning and intention behind religious acts and rituals rather than on the deeds themselves. They valued spiritual experience rather than mere book knowledge. The Mevlevi Sufi order established by the conformist majority of his followers was thus politically quietist. It numbered Seljuk sultans among its patrons and members, and they offered royal patronage and protection in exchange for spiritual blessings.19

Rûmi’s masterpiece, The Spiritual Couplets, injected Islam with ecstatic expressions of love. It opened a path for men’s ritualised gazing at young boys as the expression of absolute beauty and male-male devotion. For some men, such ecstasy was part of a culture of man-boy love. Rûmi depicted himself as having been impregnated by the spirit of his older soul mate, Şams al-Tabrizi.20 Preaching to Christians, Jews, and newly Islamised Turcoman, Rûmi argued that neither language nor words was important. What mattered was ‘intent and rapture’, for ‘Love’s folk live beyond religious borders’.21

Some of the most important Muslims in Osman’s circle were another type of Sufi, referred to as deviant dervishes for their blatant transgression of social norms. While Rûmi’s ideas called for his followers to obey rulers and the law, the followers of Hajji Bektaş were religiously transgressive and politically suspect.22 Believing themselves to have overcome the ego and to have ‘died’, the dervishes who surrounded Hajji Bektaş lived in absolute poverty, bereft of proper food, shelter, or clothing. Reflecting the views of Ibn Arabi that God was present in all creatures and that they themselves were saints, they refused to comply with social and legal norms.

Hajji Bektaş was a contemporary of Rûmi (and, like Ibn Arabi, lived before Osman). Like Rûmi, Hajji Bektaş migrated to Anatolia from northeastern Iran. Especially popular among the Turcoman of central Anatolia, Hajji Bektaş and his followers were rivals of the Mevlevis. Rûmi condemned the Bektaşis for not following the way of Muhammad and Islamic law.23 Hajji Bektaş traced his spiritual lineage to Baba İlyas-i Horasani. A Turcoman self-proclaimed messenger of God from Khurasan, Horasani united the poor and nomads, Turcoman and Kurds, together with deviant dervishes in a utopian, revolutionary movement opposed to the Seljuk upper class and the Mevlevi order.24 After Horasani died, other deviant dervishes continued his movement, lurking as a potential threat.25

Hajji Bektaş claimed to be the recipient of the teachings of the Qur’an from Muhammad, who taught him the literal meaning, and Ali, who revealed to him its secret meaning.26 At Hajji Bektaş’s shrine in the town named after him in central Anatolia, five hundred kilometres east of Söğüt, a banner declares him a ‘saint’ or ‘friend of God’ who is also the reincarnation of Ali.

Hajji Bektaş allegedly worked miracles: curing the sick and the infertile, multiplying food, resurrecting the dead, and taking the form of animals or birds. According to his followers, Hajji Bektaş was celibate yet his woman disciple Kadıncık Ana gave birth to three sons after being impregnated by drinking his used ablution water.27 He is said to have migrated to Anatolia by taking the form of a pigeon and flying from Khurasan. He converted many people to Islam, making them into his disciples. He lived as an ascetic and frequently withdrew to caves and mountains for forty-day periods of seclusion before settling permanently in a cell that became his dervish lodge and mausoleum. The tomb, with its telltale dome consisting of a pyramidal roof built on an octagonal base, was built by a Mongolian princess and decorated by Greek craftsmen in the late thirteenth to early fourteenth centuries.28

The Bektaşis and numerous deviant dervish groups whose names we will encounter again and again—the Abdals, Haydaris, Kalenderis, and Torlaks—combined asceticism with anarchy. They withdrew from society while keeping one foot within it, conspicuously mocking its social customs. Arising at the same time as the mendicant Franciscan and Dominican orders in Western Europe, they practised ascetism through begging, homelessness, and wandering, settling temporarily in the wilderness or in cemeteries, refusing to work, rejecting marriage and sexual reproduction, and cultivating poor health, including through self-harm. The latter practices were manifestations of the philosophy of disregarding the human body and killing the ego before one’s death and return to God.

Deviant dervishes deliberately practised abhorrent behaviour to make their open renunciation of society and social norms complete. They were not recluses. They were nonconformists who aimed to shock their metaphorical parents, namely, other Sufis. The deviant dervishes attracted men who had broken their social bonds: adolescents who had broken ties with their parents, students who had been disaffected by their teachers, cavalrymen who had broken with their masters, upper-class youth who had dropped out of society, and the young offspring of respected Sufis, military commanders, elites, rulers, and royalty who were rebelling against their fathers.

These nihilist dervishes refused to pray and fast, two of the obligatory practices common to Sunni and Shi’i Islam, or to engage in any other religious obligations. They went about stark naked or with a few leaves covering their private parts, symbolising Adam’s fig leaf. Some wore loincloths or woolen sacks, furs, or animal hides. They went barefoot. Contravening Muslim male practice, which held that hairlessness was affiliated with a lack of honour and status, some shaved their hair, eyebrows, beard, and moustache. A smooth face, they argued, symbolised their readiness to face the divine without need of veils. Along with their outlandish outfits, they marked their bodies in shocking ways: wearing iron rings, metal earrings, neck collars, bracelets, anklets, and genital piercings.

Especially outrageous were those who wore their cloaks open to expose the iron rings hung on their pierced penises. Some sported tattoos of Ali’s sword, the name of Ali, or snakes. They carried strange paraphernalia: hatchets, clubs, bones, and horns. All groups openly consumed marijuana and hashish and were frequently intoxicated and screaming. The wine-drinking dervishes also displayed this ecstatic tendency. Like other Sufis, they enjoyed music and dance, but to an extreme. They were notorious for their large, public gatherings where they played tambourines, drums, and horns, sang loudly, and danced ecstatically, chanting to God. Some included young boys in their retinue, referred to as boy dancers or hashish servers. Their enemies accused them of sodomy and bestiality. A group of itinerant women Sufis, called the Sisters of Rûm, were also well-known in that era in Anatolia.

Gazing at young boys, being impregnated by spirits, shaving the hair, piercing the genitals, engaging in self harm, taking drugs, and dancing in ecstasy: in the thirteenth century and early fourteenth century, Islam could be interpreted and practiced in ways that are unrecognisable to Muslims today. Turkic chieftains such as Osman—for whom Sufis were crucial for providing approval for his rule and propagating Islam in his domains—were anything but narrow-minded. They had an ecumenical understanding of who was a Muslim that included perfect humans, poles of the universe, and saints and messiahs who took animal form and flew like birds. Osman’s success was based in part on his ability to mobilise a variety of Islamic groups to join his side without trying to reconcile their differences, let alone judge whether they were ‘true’ Muslims or not.

CONQUEST AND DIVINE FAVOUR

The very first Ottoman chroniclers linked the royal house to Sufis, both to the conformist orders and to the orders of deviant dervishes. Even the spiritual biography of Hajji Bektaş claims that the deviant dervish had announced that God’s sanction would be removed from the Seljuks and transferred to Ertuğrul, Osman’s father.29 Hajji Bektaş’s followers believed that, due to his proximity to God, he had the power to intercede in the transmission of secular authority.

A century and a half after his death, Osman’s followers narrated the politically useful story of how Osman stayed one night at the home of Sheikh Edebali, a Sufi connected to radical Turcoman streams of mysticism. Osman’s host was a disciple of Horasani, the militant proselytiser who, as the voice of the Turcoman nomads, had led a Sufi revolt in Anatolia against the Seljuks, the aristocracy, and the urban Sufi orders. The connection established between Osman and the sheikh, however, was more in the Mevlevi than the Bektaşi fashion, as Osman was symbolically ‘impregnated’ by the holy man. As he slept, Osman saw in his dream that the moon rose out of Sheikh Edebali’s chest and sank in his own. Then a tree grew from Osman’s navel, its shade covering the whole world. In its shade there were mountains with streams issuing from them. People drank from these streams, used them to water their gardens, and built flowing fountains.30 When he awoke, Osman recounted his dream to the sheikh. The sheikh responded, ‘Osman, my son! Sovereignty has been granted to you and your descendants’, and he gave his daughter Malhun to be Osman’s bride.

As we are meant to see in this dream, Osman’s future success was predicted by a Sufi sheikh, into whose family he would marry. In addition to the Islamic Sufi elements, his dream contains the Mongol shamanistic natural elements of mountain, shady tree, and flowing stream.31 God allegedly favoured the Ottomans, as revealed through the holy man’s interpretation of Osman’s dream. But this dream is not that of a thirteenth-century pastoralist. It is the dream reflecting the perspective of a fifteenth-century agriculturalist ex-nomad society that had settled down. The product of the sentiments of the later chronicler Aşıkpaşazade (died 1484), the dream predicted the Ottomans’ transition after Osman from nomadism to sedentary empire.32

‘HOLY WAR’ AND CONVERSION TO ISLAM

Fifteenth-century Ottoman chroniclers remembered theirs and the preceding centuries as an era of ‘holy war’ between Christians and Muslims. The oldest extant narrative account of the Ottoman dynasty, History of the Kings of the Ottoman Lineage and Their Gaza Against the Infidels, from the beginning of the fifteenth century, depicts the early Ottoman rulers as gazis (holy warriors, mujahideen) battling infidels.33 Its author’s vision for the dynasty is clear: in contrast to the Mongols, who oppressed people, the Ottoman cause was just because they were waging gaza  (holy war, jihad) against the infidel.34 The author’s sense of justice offers a genocidal vision: the Ottomans and their warriors would eradicate every last enemy man and boy and enslave all women and girls.

A passage from this first chronicle dedicated to the Ottomans is instructive here. The Seljuk sultan had sent some men ‘to kill the [Christian] infidel’ in the west. But because the Mongols were attacking Seljuk realms further east, the sultan withdrew to Konya, leaving Ertuğrul to continue the battle against the Christians.35 When Ertuğrul passed away in the mid or late thirteenth century, his son Osman carried on as before in his place.36 This ‘great gazi’ sent his soldiers in every direction to ‘kill the infidel’. The sword-wielding gazi warrior is referred to as ‘an instrument of the true religion [Islam]’, who serves God by ‘cleansing this land of the filth of polytheism [Christianity]’.

While ‘gaza’ denoted holy war against infidel Christianity and ‘gazi’ meant holy warrior, the very same History of the Kings of the Ottoman Lineage and Their Gaza Against the Infidels offers a much more complex world than that merely divided by a Christian/Muslim split. Gaza was also used to describe warfare against Turcoman Muslim princes, the same princes who commonly referred to themselves as gazis battling infidels in God’s name.37 Gazi fought against gazi, Turkic Muslim slayed Turkic Muslim. Anyone in Osman’s ever-expanding path westward in northwestern Anatolia—no matter the religion or ethnic origin—was on the wrong side and deserving of a punishing raid. Osman fought as often against some of the other nearly two dozen Turcoman Muslim principalities in Anatolia—especially the Germiyan based in Kütahya, around one hundred kilometres south of Söğüt—as he did against Byzantines. And he fought with the Tatars, TurcoMongols who were probably Buddhists at that point.

Indeed, Osman had better relations with a Greek warrior and friend named Beardless Michael, a local prince or ruler, than with the Turcoman Muslim Germiyan and even with members of his own family. Osman shot his uncle Dündar with an arrow, killing the relative whom some had wanted to be leader when Ertuğrul had passed away.38 Beardless Michael, described by an Ottoman chronicler as Osman’s ‘very close friend’, remained a Christian fighting together with Osman for a decade and a half before converting to Islam in 1304.39 During that time, whenever Osman went on a raid, Beardless Michael was always with him. Most of Osman’s retainers were Christians as well.

In the case of Beardless Michael, the term gazi denoted a warrior fighting on the frontier for Osman’s side—a side that included coreligionists as well as people from other religions—against the enemy of the moment, who may have been from another religion or, more often than not, a coreligionist.40 Byzantine frontier troops were very similar to their Turcoman counterparts, and they, too, allied with and warred against Muslims. Gaza was thus not holy war—except when it was. And gazis were not holy warriors—except when they were. It was only for later chroniclers that they became incontrovertibly holy Muslim warriors fighting against Christians on God’s path.

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, Christians, including Christian Turks, also served without converting to Islam in important administrative and military positions as warriors, cavalrymen, land-grant holders, auxiliary troops, and village security forces.41 In many places, Christians made up the majority of Ottoman troops.

What mattered in this early era was ability and service, not religion. Osman’s band of gazis illustrates well William Shakespeare’s immortal lines in Henry V: ‘We few, we happy few, we band of brothers. / For he today that sheds his blood with me / Shall be my brother’.42 The first Ottomans were migrant warriors who, bound by ties of personal loyalty, raided neighbouring communities. Over time, those leading and fighting for that increasingly settled confederacy would have to become Muslim, and the paramount value of that conglomerate would be Islam. It is for this reason that the chronicles penned one and two centuries later retrospectively emphasised their having been holy warriors for Islam.

Osman gained legitimacy through conquest, through gaza. In the earliest accounts of the Ottomans, including the first chronicles composed at the end of the fifteenth century and beginning of the sixteenth century, when he conquered Christian castles and territories, he had all men and boys put to the sword and treated the women and girls as captives. He gave their houses to immigrating Turcoman. He had their churches converted to mosques.

His rule was based on Mongol and Sunni Islamic precedent. The Mongols had demonstrated that might made right, that political legitimacy in a Muslim-majority society arose from power alone. It did not stem from religious principles, such as heredity. Heredity was the Shi’i interpretation, which accepts as leader only a descendant of Ali. In contrast, beginning with the Mongols, any ruler of a Muslim-majority society could demand subjects’ liege simply because he was in power, even if that power was obtained by force. Osman did not become a leader because he had a royal pedigree, or by being a descendant of Muhammad. Most certain is that his legitimacy was based on conquest.

Osman and his band of mounted archers raided to take captives and booty: ‘Some took gold and silver, some took horses; Some took their choice of the maidens’.43 Osman bestowed the spoils of his raids—booty, women and child captives, villages, and estates—on his gazis, attracting ever more warriors to his side. During Osman’s time, he and his supporters did not have the skills to conquer large Byzantine strongholds such as İznik and Bursa, the latter located one hundred twenty kilometres west of Söğüt. Osman and his men conquered smaller Byzantine castles within eighty kilometres to the west or northwest that lay in their path to Bursa, including İnegöl, whose Greek prince harassed Osman’s semiannual migration to his summer and winter pastures.44

Osman also resorted to various ruses. To take the castle of Bilecik, he feigned friendship with its Greek prince. Invited to the Christian’s wedding, he hid warriors among wedding gifts of knotted carpets, flatweaves, and sheep sent with trains of oxen. Other gazis were dressed as women. One supposes they drew veils over their moustaches. While not as impressive as the giant wooden Trojan Horse, this deceit allowed Osman and his men to take Bilecik by surprise and behead its tipsy Greek prince. They abducted the Christian princess bride, Asporça, and Osman married her to his young son, Orhan.45

After over thirty years of raiding, Osman’s forces eventually became effective at mounting sieges of large towns by controlling the countryside and starving their enemy into submission.46 In 1326, after Osman’s death, Beardless Michael and Orhan (reigned 1324–1362) conquered the great Byzantine citadel of Bursa in this fashion, which would be remembered as the first Ottoman seat of the dynasty. Minting coins there in his own name, Orhan aimed to demonstrate that the Ottomans had finally shaken off all traces of vassalage to the Ilkhanids.47 Yet like his father, whose corpse Orhan disinterred in Söğüt and reburied in Bursa, he still paid tribute to the Mongols—in his case, until at least 1350.48 The conquest of Bursa was a great windfall for the gazis, who took ‘much silver and gold’, slaves and servants ‘fair and silver-breasted’.49 Orhan gave wealth away to his gazis, who became very rich.

According to Arab traveller Ibn Battuta, Bursa was ‘a great city with fine bazaars and broad streets, surrounded by orchards and running springs’. Orhan—who introduced his wife to visitors, sharing, as he did, the culture of his Central Asian ancestors—was ‘the greatest of the kings of the Turcomans and the richest in wealth, lands, and military forces’.50 He possessed nearly a hundred fortresses, devoting most of his time to making the rounds of them. It was said that he never stayed for a month in any town, fighting continually. He compared favourably to his Turcoman competitors: the prince of Balıkesir was reportedly ‘a worthless person’, its people ‘good-for-nothings’ who could not even bother to build a roof for their new mosque. Orhan, in contrast, built the first Ottoman Islamic college in a ruined and near-deserted İznik in 1331, when that city’s remaining Byzantine defenders finally surrendered following a two-year siege.

Even if İznik had been left largely uninhabited by warfare, the Ottomans soon found themselves ruling over large populations of Greeks. How did the Greeks view them and their conquests? The archbishop of Byzantine Thessalonike (modern Salonica, or Thessaloniki, Greece), Gregory Palamas, fell captive to the Ottomans in 1355 when his ship was captured near Gallipoli. A theologian and mystic, he was posthumously named a saint by the Greek Orthodox Church. Referring to Muslims as ‘barbarians’ and ‘infidels’, he wrote after his capture that the Ottomans lived ‘by their bows and swords, rejoicing in enslavement, murder, raiding, looting, wantonness, adultery, sodomy. And not only do they indulge in such practices, but (O madness!) they think that God approves of them’.51 He engaged in tense theological debates at Orhan’s court in Bursa and elsewhere with Sufis, but was beaten by one of them. During another heated conversation with an imam, Christians told Palamas to be silent so as not to provoke rising Muslim ire.

In some towns, Greeks wanted to know why God had abandoned them. Palamas saw churches converted to mosques and large numbers of Greeks who had converted to Islam out of desperation. But in others, he met Greeks who served the Ottomans and large flourishing Greek populations that were tolerated by the new rulers. Orhan’s physician was a Greek, and the ruler took an interest in Muslim-Christian theological debates. The Muslims Palamas encountered asked him why he did not believe in their Prophet (Muhammad) when they believed in his (Jesus).52 Rather than being an example of ‘religious syncretism’ reconciling Jesus with Muhammad, this was a proselytization tactic. To Christians, Jesus is not a prophet, but a messiah. This messianism is what distinguishes Christianity from other religions. Accepting Muhammad as a prophet makes one a Muslim. This is the tenet that distinguishes Islam from other religions. Palamas noted that the zealous Sufis attached to Orhan’s court spread Islam among the conquered Greeks.

FROM OSMAN TO ORHAN

When Osman died in 1324, his son Orhan and his followers allegedly discovered that he owned but the possessions of a simple nomadic pastoralist and raider.53 They counted one caftan, one suit of armour, and one mess kit containing a saltcellar and a spoon rack. Turks ate stews and yoghurt: stews cooked from millet and meat cut into small morsels, washed down with curdled mare’s milk, like the Mongols drank. We know that Osman owned one pair of high boots, several herds of horses, several herds of sheep, and several pairs of saddle blankets. He possessed no books, no
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