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Preface

Nearly 20 years ago, I was reading a sixteenth-century Italian book about the Ottoman Empire when the hairs began to stand up on the back of my neck. The author had referred to a treatise on the main European province of the empire by a certain ‘Antonio Bruni’; then, discussing the Albanians, he said that information about them was available in the work of ‘Bruni, their compatriot’. Here was a reference to a text about (or at least partly about) Albania, written by an Albanian – something of special significance to those who study the history of that country, since it would appear to be the first ever work of its kind by a named Albanian author.

I had not seen any reference to this treatise before. Further research quickly established that it was unpublished, unlocated and altogether unknown. One modern Albanian textbook appeared to quote from it, but the quoted material consisted only of a detail given in the sixteenth-century Italian book, at the point where it referred to Bruni’s work. As for Antonio Bruni himself: he seemed to be a near-invisible figure, who had left almost no trace of his existence in Albanian history. I could find just one mention of him, in a work by the doyen of modern West European writers on Albania, Peter Bartl, who noted that someone of that name had apparently interceded on behalf of an errant priest (who later became an Albanian bishop) in Rome, at an unspecified date in the late sixteenth century. The rest, at that stage, was silence.*

Of course it was quite possible that Bruni’s treatise had not survived in any form. But I knew that in Renaissance Italy manuscript treatises of a politico-geographical nature were a popular genre, and that they often circulated in many copies; given the extraordinary wealth of libraries and archives in that country, there was no shortage of places where a copy of this work might conceivably be lurking. As the years went by, I tried many different ways of locating it, some of them methodical (for example: looking for references to other manuscript sources in the Italian book and then hunting for those ones, in the hope that Bruni’s work had travelled in convoy with them), and some of them more or less random (browsing in the catalogues of Italian manuscript collections at every opportunity). But in the end it was good fortune, rather than skill or effort, that led me to it. In a recent Italian doctoral thesis, the author carefully listed all the contents of a volume of miscellaneous manuscripts in the Vatican Library; reading this, I saw the title of Bruni’s work staring me in the face. Within ten minutes I had booked a flight to Rome.*

When I finally had the manuscript of Bruni’s treatise in my hands, I found that it was not as long as I might have hoped; nor was it devoted exclusively to Albania, though it did contain many points of interest about that country. Nevertheless it was an unusually fascinating work, with a distinctive character, very different from the normal run of West European writings about the Ottoman territories in this period. Here was a text written by someone with significant amounts of inside knowledge – not a foreign diplomat picking up second-hand information in Istanbul, or a traveller passing through places where he could not communicate directly with the inhabitants. I decided that I would transcribe the work, and find some suitable scholarly venue in which to publish it, with a short introduction.

But there my real problems began. How could I introduce this work without giving an account of who Antonio Bruni was, and of how, when and why he chose to write it? A few hints about his activities emerged from the text itself (including a rather puzzling connection with an exiled ruler of Moldavia), but otherwise the manuscript gave me only two details about him. One was his name, given there as Antonio ‘Bruno’ rather than ‘Bruni’; trying to find more information about him on that basis was almost impossible, as both forms of the name are frustratingly common in Italian culture and history. The other was the name of the city he came from: ‘Dolcigno’ or ‘Dulcigno’ – Ulcinj, in present-day Montenegro. I knew that a Giovanni Bruni of Ulcinj had been the local archbishop, and so I began with him, hoping to find a family connection. Gradually, by a combination of more good luck and much time-consuming detective work, I pieced together some of the family history, and began tracing the stories of several of Antonio Bruni’s closest relatives – his father, his uncles and his cousins – until, eventually, there came a point where I realized that I had a much larger project on my hands.

Here was a family story of particular richness, and occasional real drama, which was closely intertwined with some of the major events of sixteenth-century European history, especially where relations between the Christian and Ottoman worlds were concerned. For many years I had been studying the ways in which those two worlds both clashed and connected in the early modern period. The full spectrum of interactions between Western Christians and Ottomans ranged from war and corsairing at one end, via espionage, information-gathering and diplomacy (including the essential work of the ‘dragomans’ or professional translators), to trade, collaboration and actual employment by the Ottomans at the other. And now I could see that members of Antonio Bruni’s family occupied, at different times and in different places, every one of those places on the spectrum. Thus the idea for this book gradually took shape. I had two basic aims: to describe the experiences, adventures and achievements of an unusually interesting set of people; and at the same time to use their collective biography as a framework on which to build some broader, more thematic accounts of East–West relations and interactions in this period. The themes here are many and various, involving not only the large-scale diplomatic and strategic issues that shaped those international relations, but also topics such as the grain trade, piracy and corsairing, the exchange and ransoming of prisoners, galley warfare, espionage in Istanbul and the role of the dragoman. Each time that I turn aside from a biographical narrative to discuss one of these issues, this is not a digression; it is part of the substance of the book.

As I did more research, a tertiary aim also developed. I wanted to shed a little light here and there on the history of the Albanian lands, and to draw attention to the Albanian strand that runs, sometimes in surprising ways, through various areas of European history in this period. Albanian historians themselves have written comparatively little about the sixteenth century, paying much more attention to the era of their national hero, Skanderbeg (1405–68), on the one hand, and on the other hand to the seventeenth century, which is better documented. Only a very small part of this book, admittedly, is devoted to events that took place within the borders of the modern Albanian state. But Albanians had (then as now) a wider presence in the Balkan lands; and besides, they played a role not only in the military affairs of several West European states, but also in the political history of the Ottoman Empire, where many of the most important pashas were Albanian. The fact that Albanians were capable of crossing the cultural and political divide was a key to their usefulness to their Western employers, giving them, at times, a special salience in the story of these East–West relations. And of no one is this more true than of the extended family of Antonio Bruni, whose ability to serve Western powers was sometimes vitally enhanced by the fact that they were related to one of the most powerful viziers in the Ottoman government.

Of all the individuals whose life-stories I was trying to reconstruct, only one, Bartolomeo Bruti, had attracted any attention from historians in the past. Several Romanian historians (including two of the most distinguished, Nicolae Iorga and Andrei Pippidi) had looked at his career, with a special interest in his role in Moldavian affairs, and a few Spanish historians had discussed his earlier activities in the service of the King of Spain – activities which, incidentally, earned him a walk-on part in the final section of Fernand Braudel’s great history of the sixteenth-century Mediterranean. But the Romanians had left much of his earlier life unexplored, and the Spaniards had paid no attention to his later career, noticing him, in any case, only as a secondary figure in a story with other leading players; so there was still plenty of work for me to do. Other figures had been extraordinarily neglected: for example, Antonio Bruni’s father, who played an important role as a captain at the Battle of Lepanto, went unmentioned in almost every one of the standard modern accounts of that engagement. Many works gave lists of the captains of the galleys, but omitted his name, and one of the very few works that did name him assumed that he was an Italian nobleman from the Papal States.*

Much of the research for this book, therefore, consisted of a hunt for biographical details. When one is trying to rescue an individual from centuries of oblivion, every surviving fragment of information becomes precious. This volume does not by any means contain all the material I have gathered, but I make no apology for including some details that are there simply to supply the texture and flavour of an individual’s life. The life-stories set out in this book are – I hope – intrinsically interesting; at the same time, they point beyond themselves to the world or worlds which these people inhabited. To some extent, the task I set myself here resembled the one accomplished in some well-known works of ‘microhistory’: focusing on the story of a hitherto unknown individual, and using it to conjure up a wider social or cultural world. There are some differences between my approach and theirs, however, arising partly from the nature of the available evidence. Most of the classic works of microhistory have relied on a single underlying cache of rich documentation – typically, a set of dossiers relating to judicial proceedings, conducted by an examining magistrate. My own search for biographical information was never rewarded by any such treasure-trove. The nearest thing to it would have been the detailed manuscript account of the Bruti family (Antonio Bruni’s cousins) which was drawn up in the eighteenth century on the basis of many original documents; this was last seen by a local historian of Istria, Domenico Venturini, who published an article in 1905 giving some of the information it contained, but the manuscript itself does not apparently survive.*

My approach has therefore been to try to work out what each of these various individuals was doing at a particular time, and then go to any archive that might contain some documentation of that activity, to hunt for traces of their existence. While such research is labour-intensive, it is also constantly haunted by thoughts of what the researcher may be missing. I have no doubt, for example, that more information about several of these people must exist in the Vatican Archives and the State Archive of Venice. Those are two mighty oceans of papers, in which I have made repeated fishing expeditions; but to trawl them systematically would require many more years of work. I console myself with the thought that if this book places the Bruni and Bruti families on the map, other historians who come across their names in the archives will at least notice them, and may perhaps record what they find there.

I have not ventured upon that other great ocean of documentation, the Ottoman archives in Istanbul. The main reason is quite simple: although I have a basic reading knowledge of modern Turkish, I have not spent the years that would be needed to convert that into an ability to read Ottoman manuscripts, with their appalling mismatch between the vowel-rich Turkish language and the notably vowel-poor Arabic script. (Where Ottoman materials have been published in modern Turkish transcription, I have used them; otherwise I have used a range of translations of Ottoman texts into Albanian, Serbo-Croat, Macedonian, Romanian and various West European languages.) But although some of the people whose stories I tell had dealings with the government in Istanbul, it is doubtful whether the Istanbul archives would yield much information about them – other than brief references in judicial records, perhaps, if they were involved in court cases. While the Ottoman archives are rich in administrative documents for this period, such as tax registers, spending accounts and executive decrees, they largely lack the types of more personal material that are so commonly found in the records of Western governments: letters and reports from individuals, discursive policy papers, and so on.

The other, and greater, difference between this book and some of the well-known examples of microhistory is that many of the people I describe here were heavily involved in the ‘macrohistory’ too. To recover the mental and social world of a peasant or a miller is always a fascinating enterprise, but that world will be necessarily a limited one, having no contact with international affairs, military leadership or major developments in religion. Taken together, the people whose lives I reconstruct here were bound up in all of those things – befriended by cardinals and corresponding with popes and monarchs, including Queen Elizabeth I. One was an archbishop, active in the reshaping of Catholicism at the Council of Trent; another was the right-hand man to the commander of the papal fleet in three campaigns; one was involved in negotiations for a Spanish–Ottoman truce and a Polish–Ottoman peace treaty, as well as being chief minister of Moldavia and commander of its army; another almost succeeded in preventing a particularly destructive Habsburg–Ottoman war, and yet another went on a dangerous mission to the Emperor Rudolf in order to end it. So telling the story of these individuals has also meant painting, on quite a broad canvas, the international history in which they were involved.

This book certainly does not pretend to be a general history of Europe in the second half of the sixteenth century; but it does attempt to build up an account of the relations – cooperative as well as conflictual, diplomatic as well as military – between the Ottoman Empire and a range of Christian powers. As it does so, it tries to challenge some assumptions, and it also offers one or two new answers to some long-debated questions. While it contains much new material that may be of interest to a variety of specialists, everything in it has been written with non-specialist readers primarily in mind. My hope is that for such readers it will illuminate a vital period of history; cause them to question some of the things they may have assumed about the relationship between Christendom and the Ottoman world; and give them a glimpse of the all-too-neglected Albanian thread that is woven into the history of sixteenth-century Europe. If I succeed in any or all of those aims, I shall feel that this was a book worth writing.

My first debt of gratitude is to the Warden and Fellows of All Souls College, who have not only given me the ideal conditions in which to research and write this book, but also supported much of the travel to archives which that research required. I am extremely grateful to two distinguished historians, Sir John Elliott and Andrei Pippidi, for their comments on a draft of this work, and to Stuart Proffitt, who has been a wise and constructive editor as well as a sharp-eyed reader of the text. I should also like to thank the copy-editor, Mark Handsley, for his exceptionally diligent work. I am indebted to several friends and colleagues for supplying hard-to-find materials: Daniel Andersson, Bejtullah Destani, Uran Ferizi and Labeate Ferizi Zeneli, Kate Fleet, Eric Nelson, Andrei Pippidi and Oliver Schmitt. Agnieszka Kołakowska gave me not only generous hospitality in Warsaw, but also invaluable help in reading and translating some problematic Polish documents. My thanks go also to Veli and Sahit Ibrahimaj, for hospitality in Topojan and for showing me some of the places traditionally associated with Sinan Pasha there; I thank also Uran Ferizi and Ardiana Ferizi Olloni for making that visit possible. I am very grateful to all the libraries and archives listed in the List of Manuscripts at the end of this book; where most of the libraries are concerned, my thanks go to the staff of the general or rare books reading rooms, as well as of the manuscript collections. In addition, I should like to thank the following libraries: All Souls College, Oxford; the Biblioteca Civica Attilio Hortis, Trieste; the Biblioteca dell’Istituto Italiano per la Storia Antica, Rome; the Biblioteca Giustino Fortunato, Rome; the Biblioteca Nazionale Braidense, Milan; the Biblioteca Universitaria, Padua; the Bibliothèque des Études Turques (Bibliothèque Jean Deny), Paris; the Bibliothèque Jean de Vernon, Paris; Cambridge University Library, Cambridge; Corpus Christi College, Oxford; Heythrop College, London; the Queen’s College, Oxford; Rhodes House, Oxford; the School of Oriental and African Studies, London; the School of Slavonic and East European Studies, London; the Skilliter Centre for Ottoman Studies, Cambridge; the Taylor Institution, Oxford (and especially its Slavonic and Modern Greek Library); the Warburg Institute, London; and the Wellcome Library, London.

While mentioning archives and libraries, I should like to comment on two in particular. I am especially grateful to Count Gherardo degli Azzoni Avogadro Malvasia, who welcomed me at the Gran Priorato di Venezia e Lombardia of the Order of Knights of St John of Jerusalem in Venice (and to the Grand Master of the Order, Fra Matthew Festing, for helping to arrange my visit, and to the honorary archivist, Dr Mattiuzzo, for his assistance during it). The documents held there are of great importance; this is the only historic archive of a Priory of the Order to survive intact in Italy. But it is badly in need of financial help, both to repair the physical fabric of the rooms where it is kept, and to facilitate its study, by digitizing or other means. This would be an extremely worthwhile project for a philanthropic donor or funding organization.

My other comment is, alas, less positive. Towards the end of the Second World War, the municipal archive of the Slovenian city of Koper (Capodistria) was taken away by the Italian authorities. Since then it has remained, unconsulted and unconsultable, in a store-room of the Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana in Venice. Some, but not all, of the manuscripts were microfilmed in the 1960s, and the films were deposited at the Archivio di Stato in Trieste, where I have tried to study them. The quality of the filming was exceptionally low; I am full of gratitude to the staff of the Archivio di Stato in Trieste, who were wonderfully helpful in trying to find ways to improve the legibility of this material, but the difficulties in some cases were almost insuperable. This archive, consisting of many hundreds of bound manuscript volumes dating back to the Middle Ages, represents the greatest single source of potential knowledge about any Venetian-Slovenian city; it is or should be a vital part of the cultural heritage of the Slovenian people. If it were returned to its proper home in Koper, or even if it were made available to scholars in Venice, it could be used to generate much new understanding of both Venetian and Slovenian history. That the present situation should obtain, nearly 70 years after the end of the Second World War, is an absolute scandal.




A Note on Names, Conventions and Pronunciations

Generally, place-names are given in their modern form, i.e. in the language of the country to which those places now belong, though standard English forms such as ‘Florence’ are used where appropriate. Commonly encountered alternative forms are given in brackets, with simple abbreviations for the language (e.g. ‘Ital.’, ‘Trk.’; note also that I use ‘Srb.’ as an abbreviation for ‘Serbo-Croat’, a term which I employ here in a purely linguistic, politically neutral sense). Modern geographical names are used for purposes of location; thus when I write that someone travelled across Bulgaria, I use this term for the convenience of the reader, without suggesting that there was a Bulgarian political entity at that time. It is on that basis also that I refer to Transylvania, Wallachia and Moldavia as ‘Romanian’ principalities. Similarly, I use ‘Istanbul’ sometimes as a general term for the conurbation that included Galata (or Pera), just as a historian of this period might talk of someone going to ‘London’ without thereby distinguishing the city of London from the city of Westminster. (But where Galata/Pera is meant, it is specifically referred to.) The terms ‘Greece’ and ‘Albania’ are used in their modern senses; ‘Venetian Albania’, on the other hand, is a distinct historical territory, as described in Chapter 1. Generally, the context will make clear whether I am using geopolitical terms in the sense they had then rather than now – for example, the ‘Poland’ ruled by its sixteenth-century king, or the ‘Moldavia’ governed by its voivod.

For personal names, the general rule is that people are referred to by the name given in the surviving documents. Where there are letters or other papers signed by them, the forms found there are used (e.g. Jacomo, not Giacomo, Bruti; Gasparo, not Gaspare, Bruni). In some cases the documented form of the name has been filtered through another language; where a reasonable guess as to the original form is possible, this is given in brackets, but generally the documented version is the one used. (Thus we have ‘Tommaso Pelessa’, an Albanian whose name survives only in Italian-language texts; he was probably Toma Plezhë, but that is an inference, not a certainty.) The major exception to this rule consists of some well-known historical figures whose first names are normally Anglicized: popes (e.g. ‘Gregory’), Portuguese and Spanish kings (also Don John of Austria), and rulers of Poland and Transylvania. Ottoman names are given in their modern Turkish forms (but with the older forms ‘Mehmed’, ‘Murad’, etc., rather than ‘Mehmet’, ‘Murat’, etc.), without the diacritical marks that would apply to transliterations from the Ottoman Arabic script.

Where Ottoman terms exist in standard English forms (e.g. ‘pasha’, ‘spahi’), those are used here. Otherwise, the words are presented in italics (with, if necessary, a non-italicized English plural ending). They are explained on their first appearance, and those explanations are recapitulated in the Glossary. Also repeated there are the meanings of other words in West European languages (e.g. ‘commenda’, ‘giovane di lingua’) or unfamiliar terminology in English (e.g. ‘foist’, ‘stradiot’).

Most Western European languages in the early modern period used a version of the word ‘Turk’ (‘turco’, ‘turc’, etc.) to mean either ‘Ottoman’ or ‘Muslim’. Only rarely was it used to mean what modern English means by ‘Turk’ (that is, in an ethnic-linguistic sense). I have usually translated it as ‘Ottoman’ or ‘Muslim’, in accordance with the context.

All quotations from foreign languages are given in translation in the text, with the original supplied in the end-notes. Those notes are consolidated, normally on the basis of one note per paragraph; guide-words are added in brackets (like the originals of the quotations) to indicate which references correspond to which details in the text. Where supplementary information is given in a footnote to the text, any relevant references will be found in the end-note for the paragraph to which that footnote is appended. Full publication details of the works cited are given in the Bibliography.

For the pronunciation of unfamiliar foreign words, the following equivalent sounds in English (some of which are only approximate) may be noted:

Turkish:



	c   
	‘j’ (as in ‘jam’)



	ç
	‘tch’ (as in ‘match’)



	ğ
	is silent or virtually silent, lengthening the preceding vowel



	ı
	a light ‘uh’ (like the ‘u’ in ‘radium’)



	ö
	a long ‘uh’ (like the ‘ur’ in ‘murder’)



	ş
	‘sh’



	ü
	acute ‘u’ (as in French ‘tu’ or German ‘über’)




Albanian:



	c
	‘ts’



	ç
	‘tch’ (as in ‘match’)



	dh
	‘th’ (always voiced, as in ‘this’; Albanian writes ‘th’ for the unvoiced ‘th’, as in ‘thin’)



	ë
	a light ‘uh’ (like the ‘u’ in ‘radium’; virtually silent at the end of a word)



	gj
	‘dj’ (as in ‘adjure’)



	j
	‘y’ (as in ‘you’)



	ll
	like ‘l’, but a slightly heavier, longer sound



	q
	like ‘tch’, but a slightly thinner sound



	rr
	like ‘r’, but a slightly heavier, more rolled sound



	x
	‘dz’ (as in ‘adze’)



	xh
	‘j’ (as in ‘jam’)



	y
	acute ‘u’ (as in French ‘tu’ or German ‘über’)



	zh
	‘zh’ (as in ‘Zhivago’)




Romanian:



	ă
	a light ‘uh’ (like the ‘u’ in ‘radium’)



	â
	a long ‘uh’ (like the ‘ur’ in ‘murder’)



	c
	is soft (‘tch’) before ‘e’ and ‘i’; otherwise hard (‘k’)



	ch
	‘k’



	i
	at the end of a word can be virtually silent (e.g. ‘Iaşi’, pronounced ‘Yash’)



	î
	a long ‘uh’ (like the ‘ur’ in ‘murder’)



	j
	‘zh’ (as in ‘Zhivago’)



	ş
	‘sh’



	ţ
	‘ts’




Serbo-Croat:



	c
	‘ts’



	č
	‘tch’ (as in ‘match’)



	ć
	like ‘tch’, but a slightly thinner sound



	dj   
	‘dj’ (as in ‘adjure’)



	j
	‘y’ (as in ‘you’)



	š
	‘sh’



	ž
	‘zh’ (as in ‘Zhivago’)
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1

Ulcinj, Albania and Two Empires

This story begins in Ulcinj, a city on a rocky outcrop overlooking the Adriatic sea, and the home town of the central figures of this book. Located close to the southern tip of present-day Montenegro, it is little visited nowadays by Western Europeans, but has become a popular summer resort for people from Albania and Kosovo; they go there both because of the seven miles of golden beach that stretch below it to the south, and because it is an Albanian-speaking city. Ulcinj (Alb.: Ulqin; Ital.: Dulcigno) is not large – the present population is roughly 11,000 in the town itself, with another 20,000 around it – and has not played a very prominent role in history. To modern historians it is best known for the crisis that arose after the 1878 Congress of Berlin, when the decision to transfer it to the Montenegrin state was opposed by the Ottoman Empire, which had held Ulcinj since 1571, and by the town’s inhabitants, who were mostly Muslim Albanians. Before that it had been widely feared, during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as a notorious pirate lair, with a special connection to the ‘Barbary corsairs’ of North Africa. Its one other claim to fame was that the self-styled Jewish Messiah, Sabbatai Ṣevi, whose proclamations had sent shock-waves through the entire Jewish world, died in exile there in 1676 – after his mysterious (and, to his followers, deeply troubling) conversion to Islam. But, like most cities in the region, Ulcinj had a much older history than that. Originally Illyrian, then Roman, it had been one of a long skein of eastern Adriatic coastal towns, with their own municipal traditions, that were absorbed first into Byzantine provinces and then into Slav kingdoms or principalities. Under its last Slav rulers, the Balšić or Balsha dynasty in the late fourteenth century, it had been an important trading centre, with strong links to Dubrovnik, and had minted its own coins. Ulcinj came under Venetian rule in 1405, and, after some early interruptions, remained under it until the Ottoman conquest in 1571.1

The first detailed descriptions of Ulcinj that survive date from the 1550s – the chronological starting-point, as it happens, of this book. At that stage it was quite a small town, of little economic importance. But it mattered to Venice because it stood on a vital frontier: it was the furthest outpost in a long stretch of Venetian territory on the eastern coast of the Adriatic, abutting the Ottoman Empire. A Venetian official who visited Ulcinj in 1553 recorded that it had 300 households, with a total of 1,600 inhabitants, of whom 300 were men of fighting age. He divided them into three categories: nobles, citizens and ‘workers’ (‘lavoratori’), the last-named being those who worked the surrounding land, producing the wine and oil from which ‘the nobles and citizens get the main part of their income’. The territory belonging to Ulcinj was small (two miles by six), containing just two or three villages, with 600 inhabitants; yet, as another report of the same year noted, it provided enough grain to feed the city for half a year and enough wine for the whole year, plus the finest olive oil for export. Not every worker went out to tend the crops; a report of 1558 observed that many earned their livings as sailors, and that most of the population was poor. Indeed, the general poverty of this town is something that emerges from all of these documents; recent Ottoman advances had taken over much of what had once been a large and profitable agricultural hinterland, and the modest amount of trade that flowed through Ulcinj was not enough to make up the difference. The city’s revenues consisted of up to 700 gold ducats per year of customs duties on goods, and up to 50 on the trade in horses (bought from the Ottomans and sent on to Venice), plus 120 or 130 ducats from a tax on wine, which was used to pay the salary of the city governor. But since the basic defence costs were 1,770 ducats per year, it is clear that maintaining Ulcinj was not a viable proposition without Venetian subsidies. And from the complaint, made in one of these reports, that an ordinary soldier stationed there found it difficult to live on an annual pay of 32 ducats, one also gets a sense of the painfully small scale of the city finances, which, had they been spent exclusively on soldiers’ pay, could not have covered the salaries of more than 27 men.2
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Since Ulcinj was a frontier town, one might expect it to have been maintained as a prominent military stronghold. But Venetian strategy towards the Ottoman Empire was not as confrontational as that, and most military scenarios would involve both the enlistment of local fighters and the rapid reinforcement of the city by sea. So only a small force was kept there, to police the territory and to deal with casual raiding – some of which took the form of attacks from the sea by pirates. In 1553 there were just eight soldiers, under a Venetian officer, manning the castle, plus eighteen infantrymen under a captain from Padua, nineteen ‘stradiots’ (light cavalry) under two Albanian captains, and 24 martolos soldiers (a general term for local Balkan fighters), recruited from the territory, who were ‘extremely fierce men’, armed with scimitars, javelins and bows with poisoned arrows. The city as a whole was described in 1553 as ‘un-fortified’; city walls did exist, but this suggests that they had not been kept in a defensible state. The castle itself may have looked impressive, with its ‘old, high walls’; yet, as the 1558 report noted, it was overlooked by two points of higher ground inland, and on the seaward side ‘part of the wall looks likely to collapse’. Previous reports and messages from Ulcinj had also given a poor impression of the city’s defences: in 1531 the governor had warned of the ill condition of the armaments, saying that ‘some artillery pieces and firearms are completely useless’, and the artillery officer who was stationed there three years earlier had also complained about the Albanians he had to deal with.3

One of the officials who visited the town in 1553 also failed to warm to the inhabitants: ‘These Albanians’, he wrote, ‘have barbarous customs.’ He immediately added – as if this were evidence of their barbarity – that ‘they speak the Albanian language, which is utterly different from the Dalmatian [Slav] one.’ But, he noted, ‘they deserve commendation for the fact that they are extremely loyal to their ruler. There are no extreme persecutions or mutual hatreds among them, but they are nevertheless very quickly moved to anger; they willingly engage in slanging matches in public, but this innate sullenness of theirs is also quickly dispelled.’ In some ways, this would have appeared a strange and remote place to a visitor from Venice – especially one from the patrician class, as this official, Giovanni Battista Giustinian, was. One may get a similar sense from looking at one of the city’s few physical survivals from the Venetian period: a stone carving, over the entrance to a house in one of the old town’s narrow streets. ‘Nemo profeta aceptvs est in patria sva’, ‘No prophet is accepted in his own country’, it says (quoting Luke 4: 24); it was probably placed there by a Venetian citizen who had been expelled from Venice, nursing bitter feelings about this distant exile.4

And yet the basic conditions of urban life here would not have seemed so alien to anyone from mainland Italy. While Albanian was habitually spoken by most of the inhabitants, and the Slav language by a minority, the language of public life, and of much merchant activity, was Italian. A grand civic building facing the sea, which was probably the city hall, was directly modelled on the Palazzo del Governo (city hall) in Ancona. There was a Romanesque-Gothic cathedral, with its bishop and chapter of canons, plus at least five other churches. Roman Catholicism had a long tradition in this city, and although its medieval Slav rulers had founded or sponsored Orthodox churches, it was significant that the most important of these lay outside the city walls. We know nothing about education in Ulcinj, but there were certainly enough clerics there to guarantee basic schooling in Italian and Latin; a humanist writer, Martino Segono, from the Kosovan town of Novobërdë (Srb.: Novo Brdo), had served as Bishop of Ulcinj in the late fifteenth century, and one scholar from Ulcinj, Lucas Panaetius ‘Olchinensis’, published editions of works by Caesar, Plautus and Aristotle – as well as the philosopher Marsilio Ficino and the charismatic preacher Girolamo Savonarola – in Venice in the 1510s and 1520s. Regular connections with Venice must have been maintained not only by trading and administrative business, but also by the significant population of émigrés from Ulcinj who lived and worked in that city. In short: although this was a small-town world, and very much a backwater, to go there from Italy was not to cross some fundamental divide, but rather to move to a distant part of a still recognizably Venetian cultural sphere.5

The same could be said of the city of Bar, another Venetian possession, which lay roughly twelve miles to the north (as the crow flies). This was not the modern port-city of that name, but ‘Old Bar’ (Stari Bar), a walled town located a few miles inland, which survived until the late nineteenth century but was then progressively demolished by artillery bombardment, a colossal munitions explosion and an earthquake. In the mid-sixteenth century Bar was a larger town than Ulcinj (with 2,500 inhabitants rather than 1,600), and a more prosperous one: the agricultural territory that belonged to it was greater, and it was able to export significant quantities of wine and oil. Here too there was a Roman Catholic cathedral, together with other churches, but there was also an Orthodox element in the population. Regardless of religious affiliation, most of the population was Slav-speaking. A study of emigrants from Bar in Venice shows that they associated much more there with émigrés from the towns just to the north – Budva and Kotor (Ital.: Cattaro) – than with those from Ulcinj; language probably played a part in this. But while Albanians were a minority in the population of Bar itself, Giustinian noted in his 1553 report that both languages were used in the nearby villages; this whole area was an interface between the Albanian-speaking and Slav-speaking worlds, and bilingualism must have been common.6

As Giustinian observed, some people regarded Bar as the end-point of Albania and the beginning (as one moved northwards) of Dalmatia. But the use of these names was flexible, and they were treated more as geographical terms – albeit on criteria that were obscure – than as linguistic markers. Official Venetian practice usually referred to the whole of this Montenegrin coastal territory, stretching all the way to the northern side of the Gulf of Kotor, as ‘Venetian Albania’, and the Ottoman definition of Albania also extended that far north; but some writers put the upper limit of Albania at Ulcinj, or even further south, at the mouth of the Drin river. When documents from this period refer to Albanians, they may use the term in a way that broadly corresponds to our modern ethnic-linguistic sense, but they may just mean people from a geographical area, larger than, or at least differing from, the Albania of today.7

Visiting the region in 1553, Giustinian thought even less well of the inhabitants of Bar than he did of the people of Ulcinj. While he noted appreciatively that the town could supply 500 fighters who were extremely warlike, he described their customs as utterly barbarous (‘barbarissimi’), adding: ‘they are sullen and innately hostile to foreigners, and scarcely love one another, being slanderous and extremely irritable.’ A certain ethos of violence seems to have been present in this society: a study of violence and the clergy in the late fifteenth century highlights two cases of laymen killing priests in Bar, one case of two priests fighting each other, and one of two priests beating up a deacon. In 1512 a dispute broke out between two clerics who both claimed the nearby Benedictine abbey of Ratac. Each represented an interest-group with its own faction of armed men; by the time they had stopped fighting, 62 people lay dead. (As we shall see, however, there were deeper socio-political reasons at work here than mere ecclesiastical rivalry.) And there was more violence outside the city walls, thanks to the very strained relationship between the people of Bar and the Mrkojevići (Ital.: Marcovichi; Alb.: Mërkoti), a warlike clan or tribe, with 1,000 fighting men, which dominated the countryside round the city. They had been coopted by the Venetian authorities in the fifteenth century, and had done loyal military service. However, much of their territory was later taken over by the Ottomans, and when they then rose up against their new masters they were refused help by the Venetian authorities in Bar, who did not want to violate a recent Venetian–Ottoman peace agreement. That, it was said, was the origin of their fierce hostility towards the city. Nevertheless many urban families continued their traditions of intermarrying with the Mrkojevići; and Bar’s rather summary justice system also meant that citizens denounced by the authorities would immediately go off and join these clansmen, instead of lingering in the city with the likely prospect of being hanged. Such was the overall insecurity that the people of Bar could not go out to work on their farms without armed guards, and a senior official such as Giustinian, on his arrival, could not travel from the shore to the city (less than three miles) without an escort of stradiot light cavalry. He was, however, able to see one advantage in this ongoing conflict: it was only their constant ‘war’ against the Mrkojevići, he said, that prevented the people of Bar from killing one another ‘like rabid dogs’.8

This situation was not untypical of the messy state of affairs in the Venetian–Ottoman borderlands, or, indeed, in Christian–Ottoman border zones more generally. Often, the endemic source of conflict was not the opposition of one state to another, but local enmities involving groups who shared several features of their identity: the Mrkojevići were Slavs, like most of the inhabitants of Bar, and Orthodox, like some of them. The fact that the main Mrkojević territory lay on the other side of the Ottoman border did not mean that their attacks on the people of Bar were pro-Ottoman (the story of the dispute’s origin suggests the precise opposite of that); but it did tend to prolong and reinforce the conflict, as it upped the stakes for any governor of Bar who might be tempted to take retaliatory action against the Mrkojević villages.

A rather similar pattern could be observed further up the coast at the small town of Budva, which was also under Venetian rule. Today this cluster of stone-built, russet-tiled houses, almost surrounded by the sea, is one of the most prized sites in the cultural heritage of the region. In the 1550s it was a poverty-stricken place, commanding a tiny strip of territory in which all agriculture had been replaced by vineyards, to supplement the meagre incomes of the sailors, fishermen and small-scale coastal traders who lived there. The town and territory together mustered only 800 souls, with at most 200 fighting men. Converted to Catholicism (from the Serbian Orthodox Church) in 1521, they did have their own bishop, but he resided mostly in Italy. Giustinian’s account of the Budvans may help to explain why: ‘they have barbarous customs, and live in a sordid way like Gypsies, staying in one room together with their animals, as do almost all the Albanians [sc. people of ‘Venetian Albania’], because of the extreme poverty that exists in that province.’ The security problem here did not involve the inhabitants of the nearby Ottoman villages, with whom the Budvans enjoyed very friendly relations. It arose, rather, from the undying hatred between the people of Budva and another powerful clan or tribe, the Paštrovići, who dominated a wide area, with a clan base just to the south-east of Budva. The origins of this hostility were obscure. As Giustinian noted, it persisted despite two common factors: the two groups were related by blood, and they were both ‘extremely faithful’ to Venice. The Paštrovići had also been coopted as a fighting force by Venice (they could raise 1,200 men), and had been given a variety of privileges to keep them loyal: they had fiscal and trading advantages, and applied their own laws, governing themselves, as the 1558 report put it, ‘almost as the Swiss do’. For the Venetians the result was an awkward situation, in which the people of Budva were more directly identified with Venice and better controlled by it, but the Paštrovići were the ones who, for security purposes, mattered more to Venetian interests.9

On his way northwards from Budva Giustinian travelled overland, with a guard of stradiot cavalry, passing through the territory of a clan which had switched allegiance to the Ottomans roughly fifteen years earlier. This journey brought him to Kotor, another Venetian-ruled fortified town (with defensive walls ascending a steep mountain-side behind the city, to encompass a small fortress at the top). Kotor stands at the innermost point of the Gulf of Kotor, a huge, irregularly shaped, spectacularly beautiful, fjord-like stretch of water that provides the best deep-water haven on the entire eastern Adriatic coast; not for nothing was it a major Austro-Hungarian naval base during the First World War. Of all the towns mentioned so far, Kotor was the most important. Not only did it have a population of 3–4,000, and a significant tax income from trade with the hinterland; it also controlled a lengthy territory, containing 31 villages, that snaked along the eastern and northern edge of the Gulf. (Though not all the way to the sea entrance: the Ottomans had taken control of a strategically important outpost there, the town and fortress of Herceg Novi (Ital.: Castelnuovo).) Kotor may not have been formally described as the capital of ‘Venetian Albania’ in this period, but that is how it functioned in most ways: so, for example, while judicial appeals against the rulings of the governors of Bar and Ulcinj went straight to Venice in major cases, those involving claims of less than 100 ducats went to the governor of Kotor instead. The reasons why Kotor stood higher in the pecking order were both military and commercial. But while the military concerns might make one expect that relations with the local Ottoman authorities here were more tense, such worries were more than outweighed, in normal circumstances, by the trading connection, involving a flow of Ottoman wool, hides, wax and horses with an annual gross value of 300,000 ducats. Writing just thirteen years after a major Venetian–Ottoman war which had seen serious fighting in this region, Giustinian was able to declare that ‘the people of Kotor and their subjects have extremely good neighbourly relations with the Ottomans.’10

Which was just as well, since the Ottoman state which lay beyond these tenuous stretches of Venetian territory, to the east and to the south, was by far the most dynamic power in Eastern Europe. In the previous two centuries the Ottoman Empire had expanded at an astonishing rate. By 1400 the Ottoman Sultans had already taken over Thrace, Bulgaria and Macedonia, seized the major port of Salonica from the Venetians, inflicted a strategic defeat on a Serb-led coalition army at the Battle of Kosovo, and sent large marauding forces through northern Albania as far as Ulcinj. For a short time in the early years of the fifteenth century their advance stalled, or was even rolled back, but they were soon on the move again; most of Albania, with the exception of a handful of Venetian-controlled cities, was conquered – using a combination of direct military action and the coopting, under pressure, of local lords – between 1415 and 1423. Other Balkan territories to the north were already submitting to Ottoman influence or even to vassal status; but after the seizure of Constantinople in 1453 Sultan Mehmed (‘the Conqueror’) decided to dispense with methods of indirect rule, and sent his armies to incorporate first the Serbian lands and then the kingdom of Bosnia into the Ottoman state. The conquest of mainland Greece was also completed at this time. The next major phase of expansion in Europe came with the Hungarian campaigns of Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent in the 1520s, when a large part of the kingdom of Hungary became Ottoman territory. The Sultan’s army now faced the Habsburg-led forces of the Holy Roman Empire – in 1529, indeed, it did so at the very ramparts of the city of Vienna, which the Ottomans narrowly failed to capture. There was little more direct conquest in mainland Europe after that, though the Sultan’s power was significantly strengthened over the following decades in the Romanian lands; but the Ottoman state continued to pose a huge military threat to its northern and western neighbours, thanks especially to the financial resources it had gained when, in 1516–17, Süleyman’s father had conquered the productive territories of Syria and Egypt.

In their directly governed domains the sultans imposed an effective system of military and civil rule. The administrative system was designed to supply two essential things: men to fight wars, and money to pay for them. Much of the agricultural land was therefore divided into military-feudal estates and placed under spahis or cavalrymen, who collected taxes in peacetime, retaining part of the income for their own use, and brought armed retainers from their estates when summoned to go on campaign. (There was also a standing army based in Istanbul, consisting of cavalry regiments and the regular infantrymen known as janissaries.) Territory was divided into large districts called sancaks – from the Turkish for a battle-standard – governed by sancakbeyis, and these were gathered in provinces, some of them as big as modern countries, governed by beylerbeyis. But much of the administering at the local level was done by judges (kadis), who also dispensed Ottoman justice, applying a legal system which combined Islamic principles with sultanic decrees and, in many cases, elements of local traditional law. Non-Muslims could seek justice from the kadi, though they suffered some legal disadvantages. They also paid a special poll-tax, applied on a graduated basis to adult males, from which Muslims were exempt. In normal circumstances, however, the Ottoman régime made no attempt to force its non-Muslim subjects to convert to Islam; both the Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic one continued to function in Ottoman territory. This was partly because of traditional Islamic principles concerning ‘people of the book’ (a category that included all Christians and Jews), and partly because the public revenues would fall if the tax on non-Muslims ceased to be paid. But an underlying reason was that the Ottoman state, like many pre-modern empires, took only a very limited interest in the lives led by its subjects; it seems to have felt no desire to remould them, so long as it received the money and military manpower – plus some other basic services and raw materials – that it needed. It is true that the exercise of Ottoman power could at times be capricious and authoritarian; but that was also the case in many Christian states. In some parts of the Balkans the conditions of the peasantry underwent a real improvement when they came under Ottoman rule, as the amount of labour they were obliged to perform on the spahi’s land was much less than what they had owed to their previous feudal lords. During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, indeed, there were many cases of peasants migrating from unconquered areas to settle in Ottoman territory.11

Yet, in some areas, there was armed resistance to the Ottomans, long after their administration had been imposed. Religious motives often played a part in this; popular hostility to taxation, and to recruitment for distant campaigns, could also be involved, in areas where the previous rulers had done little of either; and another important factor was the dissatisfaction of local leaders, whether religious or secular, whose social authority greatly exceeded the restricted political power that they were now allowed to exercise. Nowhere in the Balkans was the attempt to throw off the Sultan’s rule more strongly and persistently made than in fifteenth-century Albania, where a scion of an important landowning family, Gjergj Kastriota – known as Skanderbeg, from the Turkish ‘İskender Bey’, ‘Lord Alexander’ – led a series of anti-Ottoman campaigns during the 25 years before his death in 1468. Three times the Sultans came in person with their armies to Albania to crush him, and three times they failed to conquer his main stronghold, the fortress of Krujë. Skanderbeg would die of illness, not on the battlefield, and it was only in 1478, a decade after his death, that Krujë was finally taken.12

Four cities in Ottoman Albania will feature quite often in this book. Shkodër (Ital.: Scutari), situated at the southern end of the large lake of that name, was just a day’s journey to the east of Ulcinj. South of Shkodër, a similar distance from Ulcinj but more easily accessible by sea, was the town of Lezhë (Ital.: Alessio). There had long been close connections, both economic and social, between Ulcinj and these two places. Both were commercial towns, the coastal or near-coastal endpoints of a major trade route which brought goods across the mountains of northern Albania from Kosovo – and from much further afield. Shkodër is connected to the Adriatic by the river Bunë (Srb.: Bojana; Ital.: Boiana), and sea-going ships that entered the river mouth could get to within six miles of the town. At that point there was a river-port; long caravans of mules would unload their merchandise there into ships from Venice and elsewhere. Lezhë was very close to the coast, at a point where the river Drin divided into two main branches before entering the sea; it was served both by its own harbour and by a nearby port in a more sheltered bay.* Thirty miles south of Lezhë (as the crow flies) was the coastal city of Durrës (Ital.: Durazzo), and more than 50 miles south of that, also on the shore of the Adriatic, was Vlorë (Ital.: Valona). These two, today, are the main port-cities of central and southern Albania respectively.13

In the 1390s, as Ottoman military and political pressure first began to disrupt the Albanian lands – which, being divided into a patchwork of feudal lordships, were ill-equipped to resist – Durrës, Lezhë and Shkodër were transferred by their local rulers to Venetian control. As trading cities they had an Italian-speaking merchant class, and Venice was itself the dominant trading partner; so the arrangement seemed a natural one, the best way to protect their commercial activities from the threat of an Ottoman conquest. Throughout the lifetime of Skanderbeg these three cities remained under Venetian rule, in a greatly extended version of ‘Venetian Albania’. They were thus largely exempt from the turmoil that was experienced elsewhere in the Albanian lands. But the Ottoman campaign which finally took the castle of Krujë in 1478 also saw the capture of Lezhë, and an epic siege by Ottoman forces of the citadel of Shkodër, begun in that year, achieved its eventual success in 1479. Durrës would remain under Venetian control for another couple of decades, but fell to the Ottomans in 1501.14

The effects of Ottoman conquest on these cities were quite dramatic. In the case of Shkodër, most of the Christian population fled; so, as numbers gradually recovered (from c.730 people in 1500 to c.1,410 in 1582, though probably with a higher total before the 1570s), it turned into a Muslim-majority town. The trade route was eventually restored; according to Giustinian’s report in 1553, the typical goods that passed through Shkodër were leather, wax, wool, carpets, felt, camlet (a luxury fabric, made of silk and cashmere) and spices of all kinds, and some of them came from as far away as Asia Minor and Armenia. A part of this trade also still came to Lezhë. Here too the Christian population of the town fled at the time of the Ottoman conquest in 1478, and those who remained on the so-called ‘island’ – the triangle of land between the two river-branches – also left after a failed revolt in 1501–3; by the second half of the sixteenth century, Lezhë consisted only of the castle and its garrison, a population of perhaps 400 Muslims, and a small Christian settlement below it on the river-bank. Despite all these vicissitudes, merchants from Venice and Dubrovnik still came to Lezhë; one report in 1559 said that Persian silk was traded there, though Giustinian’s account emphasized that grain, from the fertile plains of north-central Albania, was the main commodity.15

Durrës also lost its Christian population after the Ottoman conquest in 1501. A tax register compiled a few years later listed only the 118 members of the garrison in the fortress; travellers who visited the place in the second decade of the sixteenth century described it as a city in ruins. And yet by the 1550s Durrës was featuring quite often in Venetian reports as a centre of piracy or corsairing. The commander of the Venetian fleet, Cristoforo da Canal, reported in May 1556 that there were eight corsair ships at Durrës, and in the following year a merchant ship from Venice was seized by five corsair vessels just off the coast of Ulcinj and taken straight to Durrës. These were probably Muslim corsairs, and what no doubt attracted them to this port was the presence of an Ottoman-controlled castle under whose artillery they could shelter when pursued by Venetian galleys. (On one occasion, in 1559, a Venetian naval commander called their bluff, bombarding the castle and sinking several of their boats, in order to recover six merchant vessels; this unprecedented action nearly started a war.) But corsairing was, after all, a form of economic activity; the stolen goods were often sold in Durrës, which suggests the functioning of a market economy there, and the town had Ottoman civilian officials, not just military ones. A little later in the century it was also operating, as we shall see, as a centre for the export of grain.16

Vlorë too became a corsair base, and was also – on a larger scale – a source of grain for visiting merchants. But although it was often paired in foreigners’ accounts with Durrës, and although the two towns had operated quite similarly as commercial centres in the pre-Ottoman period, their recent histories had developed in very different ways. Vlorë was one of the first Albanian towns to be acquired by the Ottomans (as early as 1417), and, since it was peacefully surrendered by its then ruler, there had been much less disruption at the time. The biggest change to the population that occurred as a result of Ottoman rule was the influx of large numbers of Jews, fleeing persecution in Western Europe, who were welcomed there in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. By 1520 there were at least 2,700 Jews living in Vlorë, settled in quarters that were named after their places of origin, such as ‘Ispanyol’ (Spain), ‘Qatalon’ (Catalonia), ‘Qalivrus’ (Calabria) and ‘Otrondo’ (Otranto, the port on the heel of Italy). At that time they made up more than a third of the population; the rest were mostly Christians (Greek Orthodox), and the Muslim component was very small. The Jewish population dwindled as the century progressed, but it remained a vital factor in commercial life. Eventually, the growth of corsair activities – again, in complicity with the local Ottoman military – helped to strengthen the Muslim element, but the basis of the economy remained the grain trade (to Venice and Dubrovnik above all), some exports of wine and rock salt, and the local mining of high-quality pitch or bitumen, which was an essential material for building and maintaining ships.17

One aspect of these stories needs to be clarified. At first sight, it may seem that an alien element took over at every level – not just where the ruling power was concerned, but with the introduction of Muslim townsmen, and the growing dominance of corsairs. This impression is false. With a few exceptions (soldiers, and some others), the Muslims were not immigrants brought in from distant Islamic territories; they were local Albanians who happened to convert to Islam. Reasons for conversion were various, and in many cases probably had more to do with advancing one’s social and economic position than with any religious concerns. But although Muslim Albanians had some legal advantages, they did not form anything like a separate caste, and the strong ties of family loyalty continued to operate across the religious divide. There is more continuity here, and also more cooperation, than at first meets the eye. In the case of Vlorë one can find many examples of Muslims, Christians and Jews working together as traders, ship-owners and ship’s captains. (So, for example, in 1567–8 the Jew ‘Abraham of Vlorë’ and the Muslim ‘Captain Sinan’ contracted to buy 22½ tons of wheat to sell in Venice; in 1576 a ship owned by ‘Mustafa’ carried cargo belonging to ‘Ioannis Theodorou’ from Vlorë to Dubrovnik.) As for the corsairs: small-scale piracy and coastal raiding had long been endemic in these waters, as in many other parts of the Mediterranean. Half-way between Lezhë and Durrës, for instance, was the peninsula of Rodon (Ital.: Redoni), whose men, still Christian in the mid-sixteenth century, went out in their home-made boats to raid other coastal areas. (They were, however, sworn enemies of the corsairs of Durrës.) Examples of piracy in the Rodon–Durrës area can be found as far back as the fourteenth century. And when, as early as 1479, the Sultan issued orders against the corsairs of Vlorë, we may suspect not only that these were men from local families, but also that they were still Greek Orthodox, as the city had no Muslim population at that time.18

The stories of Shkodër, Lezhë, Durrës and Vlorë prompt some broader reflections on what had happened to Albania in this period. It is not a coincidence that all four towns were on or close to the coast. Trade was the main factor that had sustained their existence for centuries, and had enabled them to maintain special municipal rights even when controlled by feudal rulers. The coastal and near-coastal network of towns to which they belonged, which was heavily weighted towards the north-western part of Albania, was both a dominant element and, for the same reasons, an untypical one, as there was no urban network in the large hinterland of the country on an equivalent scale.* We should not be surprised that many of the Catholic, Italian-using inhabitants of Shkodër, Lezhë and Durrës chose to move to other Venetian possessions – including Ulcinj – or indeed to Venice itself. Mass expulsion was not an Ottoman policy, though it is true that their rules of war did permit the punitive treatment and enslavement of people in towns that had refused to surrender when first invited to do so – a point which increased the desirability of flight for those who could manage it.19

But it is also true that in the middle part of the fifteenth century the fierce and recurrent conflict between the Ottomans and Skanderbeg’s forces had caused waves of emigration from the hinterland, with many thousands of people passing through the coastal towns and taking boats to southern Italy. (In the Albanian-speaking villages of Apulia, Calabria and Sicily that survive to this day, popular tradition tends to date their arrival to just after the death of Skanderbeg, implying a single tragic exodus; while this dating may be true in some cases, there was clearly a much longer process of emigration, some of it war-induced, with further waves in the 1480s and ’90s, but some of it due to long-term economic factors.) Many settled as farmers, and some put to use their skills as stradiot fighters; Albanian light cavalry became a standard component of armed forces in most of Italy, and in other armies too. At the Battle of Avetrana (in Apulia) in 1528, Albanian stradiots recruited by the Kingdom of Naples found themselves fighting against other stradiots, both Albanian and Greek, who had been recruited by Venice. At the siege of Boulogne in 1544 the troops serving under the English King Henry VIII included ‘Arbannoises’; a generation later, Albanian soldiers fought in the King of France’s army during the French Wars of Religion; the Spanish army in Flanders in the 1570s had Albanian stradiots armed with javelins; and there were Albanian soldiers in Brussels in 1576. One might say that as a result of Skanderbeg’s long years of fighting against the Ottomans, two things had spread through much of Europe: his own reputation as a hero of Christendom, and the descendants of his cavalrymen.20

The Albanian lands did not suffer equally from destruction and mass emigration during the period of Skanderbeg’s revolt. The southern part of present-day Albania benefited from mostly peaceful conditions under Ottoman rule from the mid-1430s onwards, and its villages and small towns enjoyed a healthy rate of growth in population. If it is true – as it surely is – that the process of being taken over by the Ottomans was more traumatic for the northern half of Albania than for almost any other part of the Balkans, the reason is not that the Ottomans applied any essentially different method there, nor that they imposed a more repressive system of rule once they were in control. Rather, two different factors seem to have been at work. The people who lived in the main network of towns, in the north-western corner of the country (including the three discussed here) had a special connection with a major power, Venice, to which they could ultimately look for refuge. The flight of such a commercially active sector of the population could not fail to have a large and negative effect on the economy. And on the other hand, in much of the rest of this area the long-drawn-out wars of resistance wrecked villages and estates – especially when the Ottomans used scorched-earth tactics – and broke down existing power structures. Once the opposition to their rule was finally crushed, the Ottomans had less interest in rebuilding that part of the country precisely because its economic significance had declined, with reduced agricultural yields, disrupted trading routes and disinhabited commercial centres. Vlorë, in the south, fared much better; and while some towns in the north, such as Drisht (Ital.: Drivasto), collapsed and were reduced to villages, several places in the south, such as Përmet and Këlcyrë, grew from village-sized settlements into small towns.21

Finally, a few words about the Venetian Empire which had previously linked Ulcinj with those northern Albanian cities, and to which the remaining territory of ‘Venetian Albania’ still belonged. This empire – differing so greatly in character from that of the Ottomans – had had a long history. One could say that the ‘Big Bang’ of the Venetian Empire came in 1204 when Venice participated in the scandalous Fourth Crusade, which, instead of going straight to the Holy Land, sacked Constantinople and divided the Byzantine territories among its participants. (The astronomical metaphor is not entirely right, however, as Venice had controlled some parts of the eastern Adriatic coast before then.) While feudal lords from other Western European states awarded themselves unproductive territories in mainland Greece, with pompous titles attached to them, Venice cannily selected a string of places that would strengthen its power over trading routes – trade being, then as later, the life-blood of its economy. Key points in this new sequence of possessions were two fortified ports on the south-western tip of Greece, Koroni (Ital.: Corone) and Methoni (Ital.: Modone), and the island of Euboea (Ital.: Negroponte), on mainland Greece’s eastern flank. The smaller islands in the Aegean were also marked down as Venetian; for practical reasons, Venice handed them over to the private enterprise of individual patricians, who became their hereditary rulers. (In the long run this policy did not work out well; some rulers became petty tyrants, and it is said that the islands of Syros and Tinos once went to war over the ownership of a donkey.) In order to fill an important gap in the sequence, and to pre-empt a move by Genoa, its key trading rival, Venice also took Corfu and Durrës at this time, though it did not hold them for long. More importantly, it bought the island of Crete, and successfully fought off some fierce Genoese competition for it. Venice’s imperial progress went into reverse in the mid-fourteenth century, when it had to give up (to Hungary) its possessions on the eastern Adriatic coast. But in 1386 it gained Corfu, and the next 34 years would see an extraordinary sequence of additions to Venetian territory: Durrës, Lezhë and Shkodër in the 1390s, the important Dalmatian city of Zadar (Ital.: Zara) in 1409, and several other Dalmatian ports and islands, plus the town of Kotor, by 1420. As we have seen, Ulcinj also fell into Venetian hands during this period – as did Bar and Budva, though local Slav rulers regained them for a while. So, in geographical terms, the mid-fifteenth century was a high point in the story of Venetian power. The loss of Lezhë, Shkodër and Durrës towards the end of the century was a heavy blow; Euboea was conquered by the Ottomans in 1470, and Koroni and Methoni in 1500. But there was one major gain: the island of Cyprus, which became a Venetian possession at first de facto, through the political strong-arming of its last queen, and then de jure in 1489.22

In this whole process of empire-formation, commercial motives were paramount. Venice had no interest in carving out large territories on the Balkan mainland; of course cities came, as we have seen, with their own agricultural domains, for food and income, but these were mostly quite small (with the exception of Zadar’s). And although Crete and Cyprus, once acquired, were naturally used as sources of grain, oil, cotton and wine, that was not the prime reason for their acquisition. The first concern was with the practicalities of travel on the long trading voyages to the markets of ‘the Levant’ – meaning, for the most part, Istanbul, Syria and Egypt. Galleys were used as well as roundships for trading purposes, and they were also the warships which, when necessary, protected the trade. Since galleys, with their banks of rowers, were labour-intensive but had only limited storage, they needed regular replenishment with food and water; frequent halting-places were required. Unpredictable Mediterranean storms were another factor, strengthening that requirement. At its lowest point the side of a galley was little more than a metre above the water, which meant that there was a real danger of being swamped in rough seas; so access to a string of safe havens was a huge advantage. One modern historian has argued that since the navigation methods of this period were already good enough to take mariners across the Mediterranean without hugging the shore, the main reason for acquiring towns on the eastern Adriatic coast must have been to use them as ports for the commodities that came to them overland; this may have been a supplementary incentive in some cases, but the mariners did have strong (non-navigational
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