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Naming Conventions

The geographic range of this study stretches from the Balkans to the Middle East and via the Mediterranean Sea to the Indian Ocean. Given this has been some of the most bitterly contested terrain in human history, with the political and cultural environment repeatedly changing hands between multiple ethnic, linguistic, and religious identities over the course of several millennia, it is unsurprising that the names of key sites have evolved, sometimes on several occasions, over the course of this period. To avoid confusion, contemporary names have been applied wherever possible, with a handful of exceptions. We continue to refer to Constantinople as opposed to Istanbul, because given its centrality and ubiquity using the contemporary term prior to the Ottoman conquest would seem anachronistic; Lepanto instead of the contemporary Nafpaktos, and Nicopolis instead of the contemporary Nikopol, because the battles associated with those names are so iconic; and in India, Calicut instead of the contemporary Kozhikode, and Cambay instead of the contemporary Khambhat, because those names were quoted so often in the sources. Readers are encouraged to consult the following table for reference.




	Current Name

	Prior Name




	Alba Iulia

	Gyulafehérvár




	Antalya

	Attaleia




	Bursa

	Prusa




	Çimpe

	Tzympē




	Dubrovnik

	Ragusa




	Edirne

	Adrianople




	Elbasan

	Konyuh




	Feodosia

	Caffa/Kaffa




	Gemlik

	Kios




	IlokÚjlak




	İzmit

	Nicomedia





	İznik

	Nicaea




	Kannur

	Cannanore




	Krujë

	Kruša




	Pylos

	Navarino




	Shkodër

	Shkodra




	Smederevo

	Semendria




	Syrmia

	Szerém




	Thessaloniki

	Thessalonica




	Trabzon

	Trebizond




	Urfa

	Edessa




	Üsküdar

	Chrysopolis/Scutari






In addition, for the sake of continuity, where possible, personal names have been Anglicized, e.g., Albrecht to Albert von Habsburg, Erszébet to Elizabeth of Luxembourg, Djuradj to George Branković, János to John Hunyadi, etc.




Prologue

On 17 April 1534, a man was incarcerated in the Tower of London on suspicion of committing treason against the reigning monarch, King Henry VIII. This was hardly an unusual occurrence. It was a tumultuous era, and the confluence of England’s traumatic transition from a Catholic to a Protestant identity under Henry’s tyrannical reign made politics a dangerous game. But the prisoner taken that day, deliberately wearing his gold chain of livery as a solemn token of his service to the king, was none other than former Speaker of the House of Commons and Lord Chancellor of England, Sir Thomas More.

The breach between the two men was now irreparable. Unable to legitimize Henry’s divorce from Queen Catherine of Aragon and break with the Catholic Church, More had resigned his office on 16 May 1532. His subsequent decisions to snub as irascible and egotistical a royal will as that of King Henry by refusing to attend the coronation of Anne Boleyn as queen of England, refusing to swear allegiance to the parliamentary Act of Succession, and refusing to sign the 1534 Oath of Succession had inevitably brought him to his current impasse.

Now confined behind bars, More was still free to exercise his powerful intellect via pen and paper. In seeking the consolations of philosophy, More wrote several tracts exploring themes of faith, loyalty, and grace.

One of his texts, A Dialogue of Comfort against Tribulation, was with apparent whimsy subtitled made by a Hungarian in Latin, and translated out of Latin into French, and out of French into English. It takes the form of a dialogue between a young man, Vincent, who visits his uncle, Anthony, during the latter years of the prior decade in the kingdom of Hungary, then at the farthest extremity of Christian Europe. This was More’s characteristically cautious and clever way of putting distance between himself and his literary subjects, making their critiques of heresy and oppression – “for there is no born Turk so cruel to Christian folk as is the false Christian that falleth from the faith” – as abstract and oblique as possible.1

But the narrative of his text focused on the very real-world consequences of Christian disunity and the fall from grace, a challenge that More would have been assured his readers, secure as they were in their isolated island redoubt, would have been both aware of and troubled about. The Europe of his Dialogue was under the looming threat of imminent invasion, occupation, and assimilation by the great and rising imperial power of the day, the Ottoman Empire. It was a long way from Constantinople to London, but the sultan, Suleiman, dubbed by posterity the Magnificent, was already whispered of in awe and fear even in far-off England.

Vincent speaks plainly to his uncle of the pervasive fear in Vienna that the Ottoman war machine is mobilizing to make that city the focus for its next campaign:


… since the tidings have come hither so breme of the great Turk’s enterprise into these parts here, we can almost neither talk nor think of any other thing else than of his might and our mischief, there falleth so continually before the eyes of our hearts a fearful imagination of this terrible thing – his mighty strength and power, his high malice and hatred, and his incomparable cruelty, with robbing, despoiling, burning, and laying waste all the way that his army cometh; then killing or carrying away the people far hence, from home.2



Anthony grimly confirms his nephew is right to be concerned, for the progress of Ottoman expansion was as irrepressible as it was systematic:


Greece feared not the Turk when that I was born; and within a while after, that whole empire was his. The great sultan of Syria thought himself more than his match; and long since you were born hath he that empire too. Then hath he taken Belgrade, the fortress of this realm, and since hath he destroyed our noble young goodly king [Louis II]. And now strive there twain [John Zápolya of Transylvania and Archduke Ferdinand of Austria] for us. Our Lord send the grace that the third dog [Suleiman] carry not away the bone from them both. What should I speak of the noble, strong city of Rhodes? The winning thereof he counteth as a victory against the whole corps of Christendom, since all Christendom was not able to defend that strong town against him. Howbeit, if the princes of Christendom everywhere about would, whereas need was, have set to their hands in time, the Turk had never taken any one place of all these places. But, partly dissensions fallen among ourselves, partly that no man careth what harm other folk feel, but each party suffer other to shift for itself, the Turk is in few years wonderfully increased, and Christendom, on the other side, very sore decayed. And all this worketh our wickedness – with which God is not content!3



Hungary had been left devastated by Suleiman’s campaign of 1526. Defeated in the great Battle of Mohács, the king and the flower of the nobility had been slain and half the kingdom subject to Ottoman occupation, the remnant fought over by rival claimants to the the throne. The wreck of the state was wide open to another incursion, and “it is, of very truth, that into this realm of Hungary he will not fail to come. For neither is there any country through Christendom that lieth for him so meet, nor never was there any time till now in which he might so well and surely win it.”4 This had much wider significance, for “if Hungary be lost, and that the Turk have it once fast in his possession… he shall ere it be long after have an open, ready way into almost the remnant of all Christendom. Though he win it not all in a week, the great part will be won after, I fear me, within very few years.”5 Vienna would be the next to fall, and after that, there was no limit to Ottoman ambition. Suleiman’s vision stretched beyond Europe to Africa and Asia, and if left unchecked, “he would into Portugal, Italy, Spain, France, Almaine [Germany] and England, and as far on another quarter, too – both Prester John’s land and the Great Khan’s too.”6

The only hope lay in collective action against this common enemy. As a statesman, More had been frustrated by the inattention and inaction of his own monarch towards the danger dawning in the East. As Lord Chancellor, speaking on behalf of King Henry on 14 March 1527, he had been obliged to decline the appeal of Johann Faber, the envoy of Archduke Ferdinand, for aid against the Turks. This was much against his own inclination; More had long been a critic of “the blindness of those princes” who refused to come to the aid of their fellow Christian magnates engaged in a life-or-death struggle “against so cruel and implacable an enemy” as the Ottoman foe.7 Now, he expressed his fervent wish the existential Ottoman threat would serve to unite Christian Europe – Protestant and Catholic – in a common cause. He saw evidence of this in the German states of the Holy Roman Empire, where: 


… for all their diverse opinions, yet as they agree together in profession of Christ’s name, so agree they now together in preparation of a common power in defense of Christendom against our common enemy the Turk. And I trust in God that this shall not only help us here, to strengthen us in this war, but also that as God hath caused them to agree together in the defense of his name, so shall he graciously bring them to agree together in the truth of his faith.8



Though he wrote secure in the knowledge that the Ottoman campaigns against Vienna of 1529 and 1532 had, indeed, been repulsed by the collective effort of the Christian West, united under the banner of the Habsburg Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, More was not destined to live long enough to witness how that struggle would play out. Tried and convicted under the Treasons Act of 1534 on 1 July 1535, he was executed five days later at Tower Hill, still claiming to the last “he died the king’s good servant, and God’s first.” He would have no way of knowing that Henry, the man who consigned him to death, would play no part whatsoever in subsequent campaigns against the Ottomans, a policy maintained by the king’s successors, Edward VI and Queen Mary, and that indeed, the last of the Tudors, Queen Elizabeth I, would go so far as to find common cause with the Ottoman sultan against their mutual Catholic Habsburg enemy.

Everything was in a state of flux as the Renaissance evolved into the Reformation. The great chain of being between ruler and ruled that governed the universe broke down, and traditional loyalties could no longer be taken for granted. It was an age of expansion and discovery that transformed the world and laid the foundation for our modern, globalized age. The Ottoman Empire was at the center of this process – geographically, politically, militarily. Contemporaries were well aware of that fact, but its significance has faded with time, lost in the narrative of decline and othering during the 19th and 20th centuries, when the ascendant Western great powers were in a position to marginalize the crumbling Ottoman Empire as the “Sick Man of Europe.” This study is intended to introduce a 21st-century audience to Ottoman centrality in shaping the trajectory of our history and structuring the geopolitics that continues to define our reality today.




Introduction

In December 1512, an envoy from Regent Queen Eleni of Ethiopia arrived at the court of Afonso de Albuquerque, the Portuguese governor of India, in Goa. The envoy, an Armenian named Mateus, had been dispatched in response to a Portuguese mission that had arrived in Ethiopia seeking the land of the legendary Prester John, a Christian monarch reputed to rule a vast empire somewhere beyond the unbroken chain of Islamic realms that kept Europe hemmed in to the south and east. Ethiopia having survived in near-perfect isolation for centuries, Queen Eleni enthusiastically seized this opportunity to establish close relations with the rising power of the West. She passed on intelligence and proposed an alliance: “We have news that the Lord of Cairo is building ships to fight your fleet, and we shall give you so many men… as to wipe the Moors from the face of the earth! We by land, and you, brothers, on the sea!”

Albuquerque forwarded Mateus to Portugal, where King Manuel I wept with joy at his arrival. Albuquerque dispatched a full report of his own with the embassy, outlining the new strategic opportunities partnership with Ethiopia opened up regarding Portugal’s empire-building in the Orient. A Portuguese fortress at the coastal town of Massawa, allied to Ethiopian control of the African interior, would dominate the entire Red Sea. “All the riches of the world will be in your hands,” Albuquerque informed his king, “and you could moreover prevent any merchandise from Cairo and those ports from entering India except in your ships.”

To Albuquerque, these objectives, easily obtainable in the short term, were but a step towards the ultimate victory of Christian Europe, for “I have in mind greater things than these that we could do if once we gain a footing there, and make alliance with the land of Prester John.” He was aware the headwaters of the Nile River originated in the Ethiopian highlands. Therein lay the key to certain victory over Egypt: “If the King our Lord would send out some of those engineers who make cuttings through the mountains of Madeira, they could divert the flood of the Nile and turn it aside from watering the lands of Cairo, thus in two years Cairo would be undone, and the whole country ruined.”

This plan, almost messianic in its breathtaking geopolitical ambition, spoke to the inner and outer features of the European mindset in this era. The outer mentality was one of limitless optimism. In the space of a single lifetime, Europe had broken the bounds of its marginalization as a peninsula at the western tip of Eurasia. Generations of trial and error in nautical navigation and technology had endowed Europe with unprecedented mastery of the world’s oceans. Now, European fleets progressed unhindered via the coast of Africa to the spice islands of the East Indies, and across the Atlantic to the shores of the New World. It was this naval supremacy that had created the context whereby a Portuguese viceroy in India could receive an ambassador from Ethiopia and dispatch him to his own monarch in Lisbon. A network of imperial command and control on such a globe-straddling scale would have been unimaginable in 1453, the year Albuquerque was born.

That year had another significance, one deeply rooted in the inner mentality of the European consciousness. For it had been in 1453 that the Ottoman Turks had at last conquered Constantinople, the city of cities, thereby extinguishing the Byzantine Empire. Those European merchants and monarchs sanctioning ventures into the unknown in search of gold, spices, and glory were as motivated by the primal instinct of fear as they were by pecuniary gain, religious evangelism, and national identity. The European desire to project power outwards therefore was rationalized as a policy of self-defense.

Prior to the Renaissance, with the sole exception of the spasm of imperialist aggression that drove Alexander the Great to the far bank of the Indus River, it was Europe that bore the brunt of invasion and would-be colonization from Asia, not the other way around. The Black Sea serves as a useful dividing line. From north of its shores came wave after wave of steppe nomads – Huns, Magyars, Mongols – battering against the sedentary states of Europe. From south of the Black Sea advanced powerful empires whose stated goal was to conquer and subsume European civilization – the Persians, the Arabs, and, most recently, the Turks.

The early modern period is traditionally understood as being defined by the forced globalization the maritime powers of Western Europe imposed on the world. But in fact, European empire-building was just one manifestation of a global trend towards expansion and consolidation during this era. The tsars of Russia established their hegemony over Eastern Europe while imposing their authority ever eastwards across Siberia until reaching the Pacific Ocean. The Manchu forcibly usurped the Ming with their own Ch’ing dynasty and then expanded the frontiers of China to their greatest ever geographic extent. And the advance of the Mughals into India culminated with their domination of the entire subcontinent.

Above all else in significance, from the perspective of Western Europe, was the rise of the Ottoman Turks, expanding in all directions, in the process inheriting responsibility for leading the orthodox Muslim struggle against the apostates, schismatics, and polytheists both internally and on every frontier. When Suleiman the Magnificent ascended to the Ottoman throne in 1520 he was faced with the strategic challenge of allocating resources and determining the focus of diplomatic and military policy across no fewer than five separate geopolitical theaters. Starting in Constantinople and moving counterclockwise, these were:


	The Balkan Front, dominated by the struggle with the Habsburgs.

	The Mediterranean Front, where the struggle for control of the sea lanes and key islands invited confrontation with Spain, the maritime republics of Venice and Genoa, and the Knights Hospitaller.

	The Indian Ocean Front, where Ottoman commercial and diplomatic interests in India and Africa demanded a response to the empire-building of the Portuguese astride the trade emporiums of the Spice Route.

	The Persian Front, with its endemic struggle for control of Mesopotamia against the Safavid shahs.

	The Russian Front, a peripheral theater but one where Ottoman interest in maintaining the Black Sea as a Turkish lake against encroachment by the tsars meant an ongoing commitment to a security perimeter that stretched from the Caucasus to Crimea.



Like the Ottomans, the great empires of antiquity – Persian, Roman, Arab – had all straddled the three continents of Europe, Asia, and Africa. But the wars these superpowers fought around their peripheries were unconnected. The Nubians in Africa, the Byzantines in Asia, and the Franks in Europe had each in their own way fought to defend themselves from the seemingly inexorable expansion of the Arab caliphate in the 7th to 8th centuries, but they had done so on their own terms, without reference to, let alone alliance with, each other. The critical break with the past manifested in the wars of the Ottoman sultanate was their interconnected nature. For the first time in human history, a hegemonic imperial superpower was confronted by a coordinated attempt at its containment that spanned multiple continents across hitherto unimaginable distances.

This process invites parallels with the core strategic parameters of the United States and its allies in their confrontation with the Soviet Union during the Cold War. As diplomat George Kennan defined it in the wake of World War II, the Western powers must maintain “a policy of firm containment, designed to confront the Russians with unalterable counter-force at every point where they show signs of encroaching upon the interests of a peaceful and stable world.” Substitute Ottomans for Russians and you have in its broadest outlines the definition of European policy during the transition from the medieval to the Renaissance eras. European imperatives during this period, therefore, were as much reactive and defensive as they were proactive and expansive.

In practical terms, the extent to which those ostensibly dedicated to containing Ottoman expansion were prepared to actually commit men and treasure to its enforcement was patchy at best. This is not the story of a clash of civilizations between East and West. Europe was not united against the Ottoman challenge; the scandal of the age was the alliance between King Francis I of France and Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent. Conversely, the resistance of the Saadi dynasty of Morocco to Ottoman encroachment played a critical role in denying Constantinople direct access to the Atlantic Ocean, with all that implied for the future course of colonization in the Americas. This reflects the reality that, although religious imperatives were critical to the motivations of all the key actors involved, these in no way fell neatly along the Christian–Muslim divide. Holy Roman Emperor Charles V desired nothing more than to eradicate the Protestant heresy metastasizing throughout his domains, but time and again the threat of Ottoman invasion forced him to stay his hand and indulge his Lutheran subjects with the recognition they demanded in order for them to contribute towards the common defense. Meanwhile, the Sunni Ottomans were locked in an endless cycle of war against the Shia Safavid dynasty that governed neighboring Persia. Nevertheless, however fitfully, the collective effort to constrain the expansion of the Ottoman superpower did ultimately succeed in preventing the sultans from prevailing in a struggle for power that might have proved the decisive tipping point in reordering the trajectory of history as we know it.





1

Origins, to First Kosovo and Nicopolis


First Steps

It began, as all things do, with a dream.

The most popular myth the Ottomans themselves told about their origins maintained that a young warrior named Osman fell in love with Bala Hatun, daughter of the saintly Sheikh Edebali. Being poor, Osman’s only hope of winning her hand lay in military prowess. This he accomplished, yet it was only when he told the sheikh about a strange dream that the old man allowed Osman to be betrothed to his daughter.

In his dream, Osman saw the moon, representing the fair Bala Hatun, rising from Edebali’s chest and setting in the young warrior’s own. Thereupon a mighty tree sprouted from Osman’s heart and soon spread across the entire sky. From its roots four great rivers flowed – the Tigris, the Euphrates, the Nile, and the Danube. This the sheikh interpreted as a prophecy of imperial destiny; the descendants of Osman and Bala Hatun were fated to rule over the lands watered by those four rivers. Edebali was accordingly happy to allow his daughter to marry the young conqueror to be.1

More prosaic, but still perhaps partly legendary, accounts asserted that the Ottomans, or Osmanlis as they called themselves, stemmed from the noble Qayi clan of the Ouz Turks, who originated in the high steppes of Central Asia only to be pushed west by the Mongol invasions of the 12th–13th centuries through Iran and Iraq and into Syria. When this band of refugees, doubtless one among the many peoples dislocated and driven into exile during this era, tried to cross the Euphrates River near the great brick castle of Qala’at Jabar, their leader was drowned. Two of his sons turned back with their followers into Mongol territory, but the third son, Ertuğrul, took his people northward to Erzurum and into Anatolia, where they finally settled around the small town of Söğüt.2

It was a period of great instability, but also great opportunity, throughout the Levant. In the wake of the Mongol tide, established authority everywhere had been left fragmented and delegitimized. The line of the Abbasid caliphs had been extinguished in 1258 when Hulagu Khan sacked Baghdad, while in Anatolia (the peninsula of Asia Minor, which had been transitioning to modern Turkey over the past two centuries), the Byzantine Empire was in decline and the Seljuk Sultanate of Rum had collapsed. It was in this fluid environment that the Ottomans enter history, taking their first step on the path to imperial hegemony when Osman, the son of Ertuğrul, defeated the Byzantines in battle, most probably on 27 July 1302 on the plain of Bapheus near İzmit. This first victory would bear the hallmarks of later conquests – intelligence, opportunism, and initiative. The Byzantines had constructed forts along the current course of the Sakarya River in order to demarcate a defensive line. However, in March 1302, floods temporarily diverted the river into its original course, rendering the forts useless and enabling Osman to cross into Byzantine territory.

The Ottomans’ first major territorial acquisition was the capture of the Byzantine town of Bursa in 1326 by Orhan, Osman’s son and successor, which Orhan promptly made the capital of his emirate. Orhan then defeated a Byzantine advance into northwestern Anatolia at the Battle of Pelekanon on 10–11 June 1329. This was the final attempt by the Byzantines to retain control of their Anatolian provinces. The Ottomans took İznik in 1331, reached the southern coast of the Sea of Marmara at Gemlik around 1333, captured İzmit in 1337, and seized Üsküdar on the shores of the Bosporus opposite Constantinople in 1338.3

On the death of the Byzantine Emperor Andronicus III in 1341, civil war erupted between his son and legitimate successor, the eight-year-old John V Palaiologos, and the regent, who assumed the title John VI Cantacuzenos. To support his claim, Cantacuzenos enlisted the aid of Orhan, whose intervention enabled Cantacuzenos to return to Constantinople on 8 February 1347 and assert his right as co-emperor. In return, Cantacuzenos betrothed his daughter, Theodora, to Orhan. Less than a half-century after their first trial of arms with the Byzantines, the Ottomans had elbowed their way into a strong enough position to not only intervene in imperial factional infighting but also claim a Christian bride from one of the claimants in the aftermath. It was soon apparent to Cantacuzenos that his ostensible allies were ultimately answerable only to their own agenda. Powerless, he could only lament how the people of Thrace, their region “ravaged as though by enemies, took refuge in the cities and nothing escaped damage, and very soon inhabited Thrace looked like a Scythian desert as the strength of the Romans was being squandered and destroyed by itself.”4

Nevertheless, Cantacuzenos continued to request Ottoman aid, having inadequate military resources of his own, and in 1349 Ottoman troops under Orhan’s son, Suleiman, were ferried to Thessaloniki by the Byzantine fleet in order to regain that city from the Serbs. When a second civil war between John V and John VI broke out in 1352, Palaiologos enlisted support from King Stephen Dušan of Serbia and Tsar Ivan Alexander of Bulgaria, while Cantacuzenos again called on Orhan for aid, receiving a substantial body of Ottoman troops under Suleiman. At the battle at Demotika in October, Cantacuzenos and Suleiman were victorious. The war dragged on until John V finally emerged as undisputed emperor of what remained of the Byzantine state in 1357. However, by then a fatal threshold had already been passed. To facilitate the transfer of Ottoman troops from Anatolia during the Demotika campaign, Cantacuzenos had granted Suleiman the fortress of Çimpe on the European shore of the Dardanelles. Whether or not this was intended as a temporary expedient, Suleiman refused to return the fortress in the aftermath of the battle. Thus, the Ottomans secured their first bridgehead in Europe, and established a significant precedent; so far as the House of Osman was concerned, wherever their boots once trod belonged to them forever.

The following year, Suleiman rode north as far as Tekirdağ, in a partnership with the Genoese, who presumably hoped that this new alliance would undermine the position of their Venetian rivals in Byzantine trade. Suleiman also captured Çorlu, Lüleburgaz, and Malkara, each of which became a forward base for further raids. In 1354, he took the major prize of Gallipoli and its important Byzantine naval base, taking advantage of its defenses having been destroyed by a devastating earthquake.5

Suleiman died in a hunting accident in 1357, so when Orhan died in the spring of 1362, his second son, Murad, acceded to the Ottoman throne in Bursa. This succession was challenged by Murad’s younger brothers, Ibrahim and Halil.* Murad won the ensuing dynastic civil war, and his brothers paid the ultimate price for their defeat. This fratricide would be a recurring feature of the Ottoman succession in the centuries to come.

In 1366, the Ottomans lost Gallipoli to John V’s cousin, Amadeo VI of Savoy, who restored it to the emperor. Hoping to follow up on this accomplishment, John took the unprecedented step of going in person to Buda to ask King Louis I for military assistance. This marked the first occasion a Byzantine emperor had ever left his own territories to meet face to face with a foreign monarch.

The emperor’s next step in his quest to inspire the Western Christian world to action was his trip to Rome in 1369. Here, he had to tread carefully. The Catholic/Orthodox split, made toxic by the Fourth Crusade and its sack of Constantinople in 1204, rendered Western aid for the Byzantines problematic. The explosive reaction at the street level in Constantinople, not just from the clergy but among the general populace, to any suggestion of subordination to the hated Latin rite in exchange for support from a people they looked down on as barbarous made negotiations extremely delicate for successive emperors even as the Ottoman tide rose ever higher. Conversely, many in the West had little respect and less time for what they regarded as the schismatic apostates of the Balkans.

John pleaded for help against the Ottomans, promising to comply with papal instructions regarding church union, even going so far as to convert to the Catholic faith himself. However, none of these gestures succeeded in budging Western elite or popular opinion, Pope Urban V actively discouraging Louis from intervening against the Ottomans on the grounds John did “not appear to want union by choice alone and through religious zeal,” but was “driven to it so as to get your help.”6 Adding humiliation to frustration, on his way back to Constantinople the emperor was detained at Venice for unpaid debts, not being able to return home until late 1371.

While John was absent on his fruitless diplomatic initiatives, after a small but historically significant Ottoman victory over a combined Byzantine and Bulgarian army, Edirne was taken by Murad. At the confluence of the Maritsa and Tundzha rivers, the city secured Ottoman domination of Thrace, Bulgaria, and Macedonia. The fact that Murad made Edirne, the second greatest city in the Balkans behind only Constantinople, his new capital sent a clear signal that the Ottomans were in Europe to stay and that they considered themselves an imperial power with strategic interests both in Europe and Asia. Complementing their holdings in Anatolia, the newly conquered Balkan provinces were organized by the Ottomans as Rumelia, from the Turkish term Rum Ili (Roman Lands). That the Ottomans had consolidated their presence in Europe was confirmed when, after a failed attempt to forge an alliance with the Byzantines and Bulgars, the Serbs unilaterally marched on Edirne, which culminated in an overwhelming Ottoman victory at the Battle of Ormenio on the Maritsa River on 26 September 1371. Caught unawares when the Ottoman commander, Lala Shahin Pasha, launched a night assault, Serbian King Vukašin Mrnjavčević and his brother, Despot Jovan Uglješa, were both killed. Isaiah, the prior of the monastery of St Panteleimon on Mount Athos, resorted to almost apocalyptic language in his description of the aftermath:


Hunger killed those for whom death came solely; for everywhere there was hunger such as had never been anywhere since the world was created and, with Christ’s mercy, such as there will never be again… The land was empty of all that was good; of people, animals, and anything fertile. There was neither prince nor military leader nor any teacher who could liberate and save the people… neither I nor the wisest among the Greeks would be able to portray in words the misfortune that befell the Christians in these regions.7



Ottoman raiders overran Macedonia, conquering the lowlands as far as Sofia and forcing the Serbs, like the Byzantines and Bulgars before them, to accept Ottoman suzerainty. The anarchic state of Serb dynastic politics exacerbated the lack of effective resistance, a situation worsened by dynastic civil war in Hungary.8

Bowing to the inevitable, John V decided to abandon his policy of proactive resistance and seek peace with the Ottomans. He bound himself to be a tribute-paying vassal of Murad I, following the example of those Serbian and Bulgarian princes who had survived the disaster at Ormenio. In 1373, while the emperor and Murad were campaigning in Asia Minor, their sons, Andronicus and Savcı, plotted against them. The rebellious sons were defeated, and while Murad beheaded Savcı, the emperor spared his son’s life. However, obeying Murad’s demands, he had Andronicus partially blinded and cut out of the line of succession, which passed to his younger brother, Manuel. In the summer of 1376, Andronicus seized the throne from his father with Genoese and Ottoman help, offering Murad his allegiance and an annual tribute.9 The once mighty Byzantine Empire was now reduced to the status of an Ottoman client state. As a token of his subservience, the now emperor Andronicus IV also surrendered Gallipoli to Murad.10 “[T]he old scourge, the Turks, roused to arrogance by the alliance which they concluded with the new Emperor against his father, have become more oppressive for us,” the historian Kydones lamented; “Thus they received Gallipoli… and seized many other things belonging to us and exacted such an amount of money that nobody could easily count it… They command everything and we must obey… To such a point have they risen in power and we [have] been reduced to slavery.”11

With their bridgehead into the Balkans firmly secured, the Ottomans were now in a position to intervene in European great power politics. When Hungary allied with Padua against Venice in 1373, the latter reached out to Murad for support, and by June some 5,000 Ottoman archers were serving in northeast Italy. This intervention alarmed Pope Gregory XI, who was responsible for the security, in addition to the souls, of his flock. In 1375, he wrote to Queen Giovanna of Naples: “Opposing the Turks can not only be considered a work of faith, but it is a better contribution towards the defense of the Principality of Achaea and the Kingdom of Naples; it is easier and more important to help those in danger, lest they perish, than to attempt at present the recovery of the holy land which has been occupied for so long.”12 However, the following year, Gregory left Avignon for Rome, where he died in 1378. The ensuing contested succession led to the Western Schism between rival lines of popes and antipope not resolved until the Council of Constance (1414–18). This division exacerbated factional infighting among the Catholic peoples of the West and seriously compromised the capacity for collective action against the rising Ottoman threat in the East.

Left to their own devices, the Orthodox peoples of the East had to choose between submission or resistance to Ottoman hegemony. When the rumor spread that Vaicu, the voivode (ruler) of Wallachia, had sided with the Ottomans, King Louis marched against him in 1375. In Wallachia, the Hungarians clashed with Ottoman troops who supported Vaicu, marking the first clash of arms between the two states. One of the few among the Serb nobility to escape the Ottoman orbit was Prince Lazar Hrebeljanović, whose pocket empire served as a haven for Serbian refugees and grew in strength accordingly. In 1381, the Ottomans were defeated on the Dubravnica River, but the following year they took Sofia.

In 1386, Murad took Niš, but the subsequent year a Serbian–Bulgarian coalition, led by Prince Lazar and Ivan Shishman, the Bulgarian tsar of Tarnovo, routed the Ottoman forces led by Lala Shahin Pasha, the first beylerbey (supreme governor) of Rumelia, on the banks of the Toplitsa River at Ploçnik. Shahin Pasha was defeated again in August 1388 at the Battle of Bileća by the Bosnian army of King Tvrtko I, commanded by Vlatko Vuković.

Murad, meanwhile, through force, intimidation, arranged marriages, and purchase, was busy incorporating the neighboring Turkmen principalities of Germiyan, Tekke, and Hamid in western and southwestern Anatolia. He also tried to win over Alaeddin of the Karamanids, the most powerful of the Anatolian Turkmen emirates, by offering a daughter to seal a marriage alliance. Alaeddin, however, challenged his father-in-law repeatedly, and the two clashed in battle at Konya in 1386. Murad’s victory opened the passes of the Taurus Mountains, extending the Ottoman frontier to the Mediterranean coast between Antalya and Alanya. On the other side of the Bosporus, in April of 1387, at the climax of a siege that had commenced four years earlier, Ottoman banners were finally raised over Thessaloniki, the second city of the fast-dwindling Byzantine Empire.

The relentless Ottoman onslaught in the Balkans reached a critical turning point in 1389, when Murad led an army on campaign in person against Lazar. The two sides met at Kosovo Polje (the Field of the Blackbirds) on 15 June. This clash has become integral to Serbian national identity. According to the Slovo o Knezu Lazaru of Serbian Patriarch Danilo III, in his prayer before battle commenced, Lazar offered up both his body and his soul in martyrdom to the immortal spirit of Serbia, pledging himself and his men to the ultimate expression of collective action: “We bring ourselves before God as a living sacrifice… We die so that we may live forever… And a single grave will be ours.”13

But the identities involved on each side were in fact quite blurred. Lazar marched to battle at the head of a heterogeneous coalition of Christian factions, with Serbs at its core but incorporating Bosnians, Albanians, Croatians, Hungarians, Wallachians, and Bulgarians. On the other side of the field, Serbian warlords Marko Kraljević and Konstantin Dejanović, as Ottoman vassals, contributed troops and perhaps even fought alongside the sultan against their countrymen.14

Murad held the center of the Ottoman line, with his sons Bayezid on his right and Yakub on his left. Lazar took up his station at the center of the Christian line. His son-in-law, Vuk Branković, led the right wing, and Bosnian forces under Vlatko Vuković, sent by Lazar’s ally King Tvrtko of Bosnia, were on the left.

The actual course of the battle, and even its outcome, remain uncertain. In a letter to the senate of the Dalmatian city of Trogir, dated 1 August 1389, King Tvrtko claimed a Christian victory: “God’s right hand lent us its full help and support and we held the field in triumph. We fought them, defeated them, and stretched them dead on the ground so that only a few of these infidels remained alive. And this, thank God, without a great number of losses on our own side.”15 It was true that Murad did not survive that day – whether he died during the battle or was assassinated in the aftermath remains contested – but neither did Lazar. Both armies were severely mauled, but while the Ottomans could draw upon fresh reserves of manpower, the Serbs were exhausted.16 Murad’s son Bayezid immediately seized the Ottoman throne, liquidating his brother Yakub in order to confirm the succession, while the Serbian state passed to Lazar’s son, Stephen Lazarević, who became an Ottoman vassal as despot of Serbia. Lazar’s widow, Princess Milica, surrendered her last daughter, Olivera, to Bayezid in 1390. Lazar’s son-in-law, Vuk Branković, resisted attacks of the Turks until the autumn of 1392, when he finally submitted to the sultan. The only options open to the Serbian nobility now were flight or vassalage. Of the sons of King Vukašin Mrnjavčević, Dmitar made the first choice, seeking refuge in Hungary and serving King Sigismund, while Marko made the second, being killed in the Battle of Rovine in 1395 as a loyal vassal of Sultan Bayezid.

As the Balkans fragmented, Venice took advantage, swooping in to establish its dominance over coastal Albania by taking possession of such key strongholds as Durrës in 1392, Lezhë in 1393, and Shkodër in 1396. Meanwhile, Ottoman conquests in the Balkans had brought the expanding empire into direct contact with the kingdom of Hungary, the most powerful regional state. In the aftermath of Kosovo Polje, the Hungarians preemptively intervened in Serbia to seize strategic strongholds like Čestin and Borač along the border before the Ottomans could claim them, converting the frontier districts into military zones under the supervision of wardens. These preparations were immediately put to the test as the Ottomans closed up to the border, which roiled with conflict every year for the rest of the decade, with raid and retaliation crossing in both directions. Hungary’s southern counties were heavily plundered, and in 1392 the flourishing Syrmia region was depopulated, the ensuing loss of customs tolls and taxes seriously affecting Hungarian state revenue.

Hungary was vulnerable during this period as a crisis in the succession had left the state enervated and divided. At his death in 1382, King Louis I left no sons. He had destined his elder daughter Maria – who at eleven years old was betrothed to Sigismund of Luxemburg, the margrave of Brandenburg and son of Emperor Charles IV – to succeed him on both his thrones, but the Poles terminated their personal union with Hungary, crowning the younger daughter, nine-year-old Hedvig, as their queen after her marriage to Prince Jagiello of Lithuania.

Maria was crowned in Hungary, where the Dowager Queen Elizabeth took over the regency from her base in Bosnia. The Hungarian nobles were divided on the question of female succession, and the guardianship of the widely hated Queen Mother was bitterly resisted. To further complicate the issue, Charles III of Naples, the adopted son of Louis I, maintained that he should have become king of Hungary. He found support among much of the Hungarian nobility and in 1385 he invaded Dalmatia. Maria was forced to abdicate in favor of Charles, only for the Queen Mother to arrange his assassination after a reign of only thirty-nine days. Charles’s supporters rose up in rebellion, supported by King Tvrtko I of Bosnia and the Venetians, leading to civil war, the capture of Maria, and the poisoning of Elizabeth. Finally, Sigismund entered the fray, freed Maria and had himself crowned king in 1387. Maria died while pregnant, the result of a riding accident at the age of twenty-four, while Sigismund would go on to reign for fifty years, from 1387 to 1437. However, he had a narrow basis for his authority as king.17 He was elected by a league as a consort of the queen and was obliged to take a coronation oath that bound him to donate royal properties in exchange for support, which resulted in his granting away over half of the royal estate, considerably weakening his financial position.

Sigismund was forced into an alliance with Mircea the Elder, voivode of Wallachia, who in 1389 had seized on the opportunity presented by the Ottomans prioritizing their confrontation with the Serbs to annex the Bulgarian despotate of Dobruja, giving his principality access to the Black Sea and some territory south of the Danube. This provoked an Ottoman response. At the time, Bayezid was on campaign in Anatolia, where the Turkmen emirs had sought to exploit the death of Murad at Kosovo to reclaim their lost autonomy. If Sigismund and Mircea assumed his absence accorded them some advantage, they were swiftly disabused of any such misconception. The institutional professionalism of the fast-evolving Ottoman realm allowed its head of state to delegate critical tasks of administration and military policy to subordinates and expect positive results. A trio of Ottoman generals now made substantive gains in Rumelia. Çandarlızade Ali Pasha seized Nicopolis on the north bank of the Danube, and in 1392 Yiğit Pasha took Skopje, while Firuz Bey occupied Vidin, reducing the Bulgar Tsar Ivan Sratsimir to vassal status.

Bayezid, meanwhile, had swiftly reasserted Ottoman control over his disaffected Turkmen client states, and in 1392 he annexed the Black Sea coastal emirate of Kastamonu. Bayezid returned to Europe in 1393 and, over the course of a lightning campaign that illustrated why he would soon earn the sobriquet Yildirim (the Thunderbolt), he reimposed Ottoman hegemony in the Balkans. After a brutal three-month siege, Bayezid took Tarnovo on 17 July 1393, reducing the Bulgar tsar, Ivan Shishman, to vassalage. By 1394, Bayezid was in a strong enough position to assume the title sultanü’r-Rum (sultan of [Eastern] Rome/Asia Minor).

The following year, Bayezid intervened in Wallachia, ousting the pro-Hungarian voivode Mircea the Elder and replacing him with an Ottoman vassal, Vlad the Usurper. However, Mircea was able to reclaim his throne and defeat the Ottoman army of occupation at the Battle of Rovine, which took place near the Argeș River on 17 May 1395.18 Ottoman casualties were heavy, including Serb vassals Marko Kraljević and Konstantin Dejanović.19 Mircea, taking advantage of the sack of Sarai, capital city of the Golden Horde, by Timur the Lame, was also able to seize Kilia, an important port at the mouth of the Danube. On the return south, Bayezid compensated for his setback in Wallachia by seizing Nicopolis, the last stronghold of his erstwhile kinsman by marriage Ivan Shishman, who disappeared from history shortly afterwards.

Meanwhile, key Hungarian strongholds along the Danubian line, Golubac and Orşova, were taken, and the islands of Chios and Negroponte were devastated as Bayezid initiated a new scheme of systematic conquest in the Balkans and the Aegean.20 The great prize now lay within his grasp. In the spring of 1394, the sultan placed Constantinople under a blockade, which rapidly escalated into an all-out siege. To control navigation along the Bosporus, Bayezid ordered the construction of a castle, the Güzelce Hisar (Beauteous Fortress) on the Asian shore of the strait. Constantinople was effectively cut off from the outside world.



The Crusade of Nicopolis

Under relentless pressure, Hungary was forced onto a permanent war footing, with the burden of conscription and increased taxation falling on the nobility, clergy, and peasant families alike. Sigismund mortgaged the kingdom to the hilt, offering up everything from mines to cities to entire principalities as collateral. Western Europe, meanwhile, was mired in its own bloody conflicts, most significantly, the Hundred Years War, which broke out between England and France in 1337. In 1345, Pope Clement VI wrote separate letters to Kings Philip VI of France and Edward III of England urging them to stop fighting and unite to go on crusade: “Oh, how much better to fight against the Turkish enemies of our faith, than the present fratricidal strife,” the pontiff wrote to the English king.21 This missive fell on deaf ears, as did a similar appeal by Pope Urban V in 1370.

However, the spirit of the crusade was not entirely extinguished, being kept alive by evangelical activists like Philippe de Mézières, an itinerant knight who was one of the first in the West to realize the role of Hungary as Antemuralis Christianitatis (Bulwark of Christendom) and who had been evangelizing for






















































Measures of Success




























































Note

*  Reflecting the tangled dynastic politics of the era, Halil was Orhan’s son by his Byzantine bride Theodora. This also made him the son-in-law of the Byzantine Emperor John V Palaiologos, Halil having married John’s daughter Irene, whose mother was Theodora’s sister, Helena. Please see here for family and dynastic trees.
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