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Preface

The history of the Ottoman military in the western world tends to be episodic and focused on particular periods, leaders, or wars. A recent comprehensive guide to the literature of military history contains no specific entry beginning with the word “Ottoman.”1 There are instead the following: Kemal Atatürk; Balkan Wars; Crimean War; Greece—War of Independence; Habsburg-Ottoman Wars; Islamic Warfare; Near East Warfare; Russo-Turkish War; Suleiman the Magnificent; Turkey—armed forces; World War I (WW1): armed forces, Turkey; WW1: Balkans; WW1: Dardanelles; WW1: Mesopotamia; and WW1: Palestine. Moreover, the existing nonspecialist western historiography was written from the European perspective and was often the derivative product of faulty or biased contemporary observations by Europeans about what the Ottomans were doing. Sometimes the literature was tainted by a lingering memory of “the terrible Turk,” which presented the Ottomans as the last of a long line of racially Asian destroyers of western civilization. Even though the history of the Ottoman military is by no means wholly lacking in either scholarship or ideas, no one has yet undertaken a general survey of the Ottoman military from the very beginning until the end.

A Military History of the Ottomans: From Osman to Atatürk is intended to rectify this lacuna (or, more properly, terra incognita) in military history by telling the story of the foundation, development, and transformation of the Ottoman military. However, it is not a military history of the Ottoman state and its army—rather, it is a military history of the Ottoman army. The authors recognize that since it is not a campaign and battle-oriented study, it may disappoint some readers, but we present the idea that an understanding of an army must come before descriptions of what it did. Limitations of space have kept us from providing details, and we have been forced to summarize more often than we would have liked. We have not attempted to cover naval affairs, for example, in spite of the fact that they were closely related with some of the issues covered in the text. We also had to sacrifice most of the descriptive footnotes that would have been important to the specialists. Regrettably, no historical survey of so vast a subject as the Ottoman military can possibly provide definite coverage of every topic it includes. Therefore, this book is a modest attempt to illuminate how the Ottomans built, trained, organized, led, and sustained their army over a period of nearly 700 years.

The Ottoman army had a significant effect on the history of the modern world and particularly on that of the Middle East and Europe. As the world’s dominant military machine from 1300 to the mid-1700s, the Ottoman army led the way in military institutions, organizational structures, technology, and tactics. In much reduced stature thereafter, it nevertheless remained a considerable force to be counted in the balance of power through 1918. From its nomadic origins, it underwent revolutions in military affairs as well as several “transformations” (or restructuring and reorganizations to modernity) that enabled it to compete on favorable terms with the best armies of the day. This study tracks the growth of the Ottoman military as the world’s first modern professional military institution from the perspective of the Ottomans themselves. It is a unitary study that details the organizational, intellectual, and institutional changes in the Ottoman army from 1300 to 1918 that made it an effective army and created its heritage. The role of politics, which played a continual and evolutionary role in the development and application of Ottoman military power, is also examined. This theme is interwoven into the narrative and provides a historical continuum in the story of the Ottoman army. It is a general historical survey that aims to introduce the Ottoman military to a wider audience, to correct a generalized lack of understanding and ignorance in the western world, and most importantly to integrate it into the mainstream of military historical scholarship. This study is also a “standalone” survey that combines an introductory view of this subject for the general-interest reader with fresh and original reference-level information for the specialist.

Throughout much of its existence, the Ottoman army was an effective fighting force with professional military institutions and organizational structures. However, the view of this army in the western world is often negative and based largely on Euro-centric narratives and histories that tended to present the Ottomans as savage and backward enemies who were only able to succeed by their sheer numerical strength, geography, stupidity of their rivals, or pure luck. This study corrects that view by using less accessible Ottoman sources (including memoirs, military studies and discussions). A general survey, however, necessarily omits details and has to rely more on secondary materials. The vast holdings of the Ottoman archives have been used in only some chapter sections. Of particular note is the use of sources from what may be termed as a renaissance of interest in Ottoman military history that occurred between 1890 and 1940. Although almost forgotten today (even in Turkey), Ottoman and later Turkish army officers during this period carried out an active dialogue oriented on discovering an understanding of the army’s recent military inferiority. The battlefield and officer’s clubs were the first platforms for these types of discussions, but later the debate continued in the publication of military journals and official histories. Moreover, the field diaries of the participants were published as well as criticisms and analysis. In the 1920s and 1930s, a lively debate emerged that created a favorable atmosphere for military officers to engage a public audience. These works illuminated the ethos and thinking of the army and its commanders. Unfortunately, this period ended in the 1940s, and all but a few specialists forgot about most of this work. This study revives that body of work to provide a corrective to the western historiography that is based on European interpretations, rather than Turkish interpretations, of events.

The book is organized into five basic chapters that are broadly chronological. Chapter 1 describes how an obscure, small emirate incorporated the heritage of the Central Asian steppe-nomadic military tradition, Islamic, and Byzantine military systems into a unique military system that outperformed and outlived all of its Muslim and Christian rivals. Chapter 2 describes what is termed “the Classical period” and focuses on the development of a professional standing army while conquering large tracks of land. It also discusses the army’s organization, recruitment, duties, and how it generated effective combat power. Chapter 3 describes the transformation of the Ottoman military and its institutional response to increased foreign aggression and interior opposition after 1600. It also chronicles early Ottoman reform attempts to regenerate the classical system and its eventual destruction. Chapter 4 discusses the merits and failures of the Ottoman military adaptability against post-NapoIeonic European militaries and the emergence of separatist nationalism. It also gives insight into how the army became an engine of modernization for the empire. Finally, Chapter 5 details the final years of the Ottoman state and its attempts to introduce contemporary European methods, equipment, and tactics. It also includes the evolution of Ottoman regeneration and reorganization that resulted in an effective army, which fought a prolonged multifront war against sophisticated and powerful enemies during the First World War.

The authors are professional regular officers from the Turkish and American armies and have records of distinguished service in combat, peacekeeping, and peacetime assignments. Although they are well qualified academically for this work, they also bring into their research and presentation a deep understanding of the dynamics of military leadership, the mechanics of how armies operate and fight, and an understanding of how soldiers react under fire. Their belief is that this unique blend of academic qualification and active service in the field brings fresh perspectives to the study of the Ottoman military. Their wish is to act as a new lens through which a modern examination and interpretation of the foundation, development, and transformation of the Ottoman military may be revealed so as to encourage further research, academic criticism, and better understanding of it. Finally, they hope to give voice to the millions of Ottoman officers and soldiers who faithfully served their state so well from the fourteenth through the twentieth centuries.
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Note on Transliteration

As a general rule, modern Turkish spelling has been employed throughout the text for the sake of clarity and simplicity. Words that have well-known English forms, such as “Pasha” and “Sheikh,” are written accordingly.

It is very difficult to be consistent and simple regarding the transliteration of place names due to the frequent nationalist campaigns of assigning new names by successor states and the western preference of using classical forms. We have preferred to call place names according to their established Ottoman forms (and generally giving its modern form in parentheses), but the ones familiar to western readers have been given in their English form.

The term Ottoman is preferred over Turk, Turkish, or Turkey since it conveys an accurate meaning of a multiethnic, multireligious and multicultural empire that once ruled over a huge geography.


CHAPTER 1

Early Middle Eastern Military Systems and the Foundation of the Ottoman Military, 1300-1453

This chapter details the evolution of the Ottoman military from its origins as a steppe-nomadic cavalry force to a standing army based on infantry. In its earliest form, Turcoman (Türkmen) tribes employed Asian nomadic command and control systems, but these changed as the nomads came in contact with the Islamic and Byzantine military systems. These encounters introduced ideas into the Seljuk military, such as slave-based armies, heavy infantry, and frontier forces based on nomadic border guards. The effects of these influences, combined with strong leadership, produced a decentralized but powerful cavalry force in the foundation period of the Ottoman military. As the Ottomans entered the 1300s, their military began a transition to an infantry-based standing army led by a caste of professional officers and centered on specialized corps characterized by standardization, of which the Janissaries were the most well known. While the Ottomans expanded into Europe during the following century, they concurrently developed a multicapable army with up-to-date tactics and weaponry. By the mid-1400s, the Ottoman military possessed a professional infantry and artillery force as well as effective, albeit largely irregular, cavalry and light infantry.

Sometimes the term Turk is used interchangeably with the word Ottoman (not to mention the term Seljuk and Turcoman), which can lead to confusion on the part of the reader. Therefore, a brief review of Ottoman history through 1453 is presented to establish a contextual framework for this chapter. The earliest Turkish political entity was known as the Göktürk Empire, which extended from China to the Caspian Sea from the sixth to eighth centuries. The Turcoman successors of the Göktürks swept into the Middle East and Persia in the seventh to the eleventh centuries and established firm control over the centers of Islamic civilization. The Turcomans were displaced by the Oğuz confederation, who founded the Seljuk dynasty in 1055. The Seljuk sultan, Alp Arslan, defeated the Byzantines at Manzikert in 1071, allowing the Seljuks and Turcomans to sweep into Anatolia. The Seljuks gradually subsumed the Turcomans into their empire but themselves were overthrown by the Mongols in 1243. The people known as the Ottomans (or Ottoman Turks) emerged sometime in the mid-1200s as a Turkic tribal group led by the legendary Ertuğrul. His son, Osman I (1280-1324), established the Osmanh dynasty (the Europeans corrupted the word Osmanli to Ottoman) that centered on the Anatolian peninsula. The term Ottoman Empire originated with Osman, but it was his son Orhan who took the city of Bursa and then led his soldiers in 1346 across the Dardanelles into Europe, establishing the dynasty as a force to be reckoned with. The dynasty expanded under sultans such as Murad I and Bayezid I, but in 1402 Tamerlane crushed the Ottomans. Mehmed I reestablished the leadership of the house of Osman in 1413 after an internal power struggle. Murad II ruled from 1421 to 1451, and the dynasty prospered and undertook a period of great expansion in both the Balkans and in Anatolia.

The Middle Eastern Military Legacy

The rise of Ottoman Empire from an obscure small political entity is without doubt one of the most important phenomena of the late medieval period. Unfortunately, the history of the origin and foundation period of the Ottoman Empire is very problematic because of their nomadic beginnings. The illiterate nomads produced no written records, and primary sources from contemporary neighboring countries, including Byzantine chronicles, do not provide concrete and sound information. Instead, there are only occasional entries about different aspects of the Ottoman emirate, which create more questions rather than answering the original ones. In terms of military history, the situation is far worse. The available information consists of bits and pieces that were heavily contaminated with sagas and legends, which themselves reflected a religious war mentality portraying nearly all military activities from the perspective of a struggle between good and evil. Moreover nationalist interpretations of Ottoman history by the historians of the modern successor states have also contributed to this quagmire.

It is obvious that we cannot reconstruct the foundation and early periods of the Ottoman military by depending only on chronicles and narratives, which themselves were mainly the products of fifteenth-century chroniclers who were writing well after the events in question.1 Archeological and anthropological studies would surely contribute to our understanding of Ottoman military. Due to decades of negligence, ignorance, and even open hostility, however, these studies are still in their infant stages and do not yet provide us with much needed scientific information.2 In order to construct an understanding of early Ottoman military history, we must use not only sources and direct information about the Ottoman emirate but at the same time incorporate the heritage of the Central Asian steppe-nomadic military tradition, Islamic and Byzantine military systems, as well as information about the fellow emirates of the Central Asian march lands (Ucat).3

The Central Asian Steppe-Nomadic Military Tradition

Regardless of conflicting ideas about the ethnic, social, or cultural origins of the Ottoman founding fathers, geographically they came from the inner Asian steppes and the Altai Hills, linking them firmly to the Central Asian military tradition. Indeed, the real strength and weakness of the early Ottoman military were outcomes of its obvious Central Asian steppe-nomadic roots, and in this regard it bears similarities to early Turkic-Mongol armies.

The signature identity of the Central Asian military tradition was that of mounted archer, who appeared before 700 BC. With minor modifications the general tactics and weapons of these warriors did not change substantially over the following centuries. A standard mounted archer was mounted on a sturdy steppe pony and carried a composite bow (Tirkeş Ok)—made of wood, horn, sinew, and glue—as his main weapon. He also used several other weapons, including swords (Kilrç), battle axes (Balta, Teber), maces (Topuz), and sometimes even flails (Gürz). Notably he did not use javelins (Cirit) or lances. He wore leather and woolen thick-padded garments and a metal helmet (Tulga) or leather headwear. Wearing metal armor was not common, and only wealthy or the elite forces could afford the cost of armor, which was mostly chain mail. The lack of armor was also related with the capacity of the ponies, as the small horses were not able to carry heavy burdens for long periods. For most warriors, small circular shields (Kalkan) were the only protection other than the thickness of their garments.4

In order to overcome their lack of armor and their heavy dependence on one weapon (the composite bow), the nomadic military became highly mobile. To enhance command and coordination in highly mobile tactical environments, such as surprise attacks, ambushes and encirclements, the nomadic armies preferred to use the same battle formation most of the time. In deploying his force, the ruler or chief commander positioned himself in the center, with his best units flanked by two wings. The second in command was responsible for the left wing, which was a privileged position. A cavalry screening force covered the front, and several independent units protected the flanks and rear. Because every unit followed the same battle routine, in most of the cases flags and whistling arrows were enough to cover communication needs. Tactics were standardized as well—ruses and arrow showers began immediately after first contact, while the main formation either waited for the enemy response to the screening force or started the attack from the wings. If the enemy could not withstand the wing attacks, the wings began to encircle the enemy and the center joined the attack as well.5

In most battle conditions, the nomadic military forces were able to concentrate units quickly and to disperse them quickly without losing unit cohesion and morale. The fluid and well-practiced movements made commands almost unnecessary. The most common tactic was to attack the enemy in several waves and to unleash a hail of arrows without coming inside the range of the enemy weapons. Generally every line attacked three times, and then another line would replace them. When taken into account that three lines were the standard formation and each cavalryman owned two or three horses—sometimes five—every line had the chance to rest and change horses while the tempo of attack continued unabated.

Most of the time the nomadic military tried to lure the enemy into a hasty attack, so every attempt was made to provoke the enemy to anger or to give a false sense of confidence by feigning a retreat. When the enemy attacked, the feigned retreat continued until the enemy units lost unit formation and cohesion, became tired, or were lured into an unfavorable position. Then the nomadic units in the ambush attacked violently with speedy and flanking maneuvers to encircle the enemy as a whole or in several small parts. There was no escape for the trapped enemy, and frequently they were annihilated. Because of its characteristic shape and mass hunt origins the nomadic military formation was called the crescent (Hilal) formation or the wolf (Kurt) play.6

The success of the nomadic battle formation not only depended upon surprise, ruse, and mobility but also on better knowledge of the terrain and the weaknesses of the enemy. The nomads were sensitive to suffering heavy casualties and tried every means to preserve their cadres. The effective use of terrain and the exploitation of the enemy were important elements of their success. Even a strong army with effective command and control could lose its battle effectiveness and formation after a long advance and suffering casualties against nomadic hit-and-run tactics. But the fatal mistake for any army facing these nomads was to retreat. Against the ruthless and aggressive pursuit by the nomads even a well-ordered retreat would turn into a disaster.

A simple but effective command-control structure based on the decimal system enhanced nomadic military superiority. This command system was the general norm for all Asian nomadic militaries from the time of Hsiung-nus. In theory the biggest military unit was 10,000 strong, which was called “Turnen,” and the smallest unit was composed of 10 warriors. Between these were units of 1,000 and 100 strong. In many cases the decimal system was also applied to tribal organizations.7

Even though the nomads were natural warriors, the strength of the mounted archers depended not on inborn qualities but on lifetime training (including unit drills and training), exercises, and battle experience. Shooting arrows accurately when mounted was an especially difficult task (especially their telltale characteristic Parthian shot; twisting backward and shooting) and required constant practice, mandating training that began during childhood. Constant clashes and skirmishes between tribes and seasonal raids against neighboring countries provided additional opportunities to gain experience and improve talent. Interestingly, nomadic militaries tended to use hunting parties as large-scale exercises. Units would encircle the hunting ground in one or two circles. By narrowing the circles game animals would be forced into packs, and the hunt began when the ruler killed a few choice animals. Hunts of this kind required a high degree of coordination and discipline by the warriors, and different unit tactics and techniques frequently were exercised as well. It was thought that a good hunter would be a good soldier.8

There were several inherent weaknesses within the nomadic military system. The most obvious one was the need for constant action and for maintaining a nomadic lifestyle. Without constant action, nomads easily lost their superior individual talents and unit cohesion. Sedentary life destroyed all their military value in a short time, as they were unable to change their military system accordingly. The second weakness was the heavy dependence on horses. Maintenance of a sizable force with numerous horses needed wide steppe-like pasture lands. In effect, an authentic nomadic military system had environmental limitations, and they were able to move beyond their own borders only for short durations of time. Last but not least was the static nature of the system. Even though the nomadic military system was perfected over time, it essentially remained the same. The introduction of firearms and the lack of associated structural development ended the supremacy of the nomadic military.9

The Mongol experience in Syria during 1310 is useful in understanding the problem of structural development. Geographically and environmentally, Syria was not suitable for large cavalry armies and could not sustain the large invading Mongol army. Confronted by highly trained Mamluk heavy cavalry with mounted archer capacity, the Mongols were unable to sustain the numerical strength necessary to defeat them. When Mongol commanders tried to create a similar heavy cavalry force their efforts failed. Their nomadic warriors were unable to change their entire tactics and techniques drastically, and they were not trainable as adults for the highly demanding task of being a mounted archer and a heavy cavalryman at the same time. The Mongol failure against a small elite Islamic force, which was highly trained (and slave-based) then served as an ideal example that many Middle Eastern peoples tried to imitate.10

Not all the adversaries of the nomads were capable of using the inherent weakness of their military system against them. The Seljukid11 successes against the Byzantine military are very important in understanding the decisive superiority of the mounted archers and the future Ottoman military. Successive Byzantine emperors and commanders were unable to produce a Byzantine military that could withstand nomadic mounted archers, who did not fit into any category of their previous enemies. Moreover, the timing of the Seljukids was perfect, appearing during a time of serious disorders, which was another characteristic of the nomadic military. Even enlisting mounted archer mercenaries did not help the Byzantines.12 The desperate attempt of Emperor Romanus IV Diogenes to field a mighty army ended in total failure against the veteran army of Sultan Alp Arslan (1063-1072) in Manzikert (Malazgirt) on August 26, 1071.

The Manzikert battle was the first major clash between the Seljukids and the west and stands as a good example of the superiority of the steppe-nomadic military tradition. Due to the unexpected speed of the Byzantine advance, Alp Arslan was not able to gather all his troops but, with confidence, applied all the standard tactics and techniques of the nomadic military. An elusive screening force successfully deceived the Byzantines and canalized them into successive ambushes by feigned retreat. An ever-increasing tempo of cavalry attacks supported by arrow showers took their toll, and eventually the Byzantine army disintegrated. Some units escaped and some mercenary units changed sides. Alp Arslan annihilated the remaining bulk of the army (including the elite Tagmata regiments) during the disorganized retreat. With the capture of the emperor the last hope of the Byzantine Empire collapsed.13

Islamic Military System

There was no single Islamic military system. Depending upon the geography, history, culture, and adversaries, different Islamic military traditions evolved. During the seven centuries of its evolution, before the Ottomans, however, some common identities appeared.

All early Islamic militaries were based on duality: an infantry and/or cavalry provisional army that was tribal or feudal, and a standing army that consisted of professional slave soldiers. During the foundation period of Arab-Islamic states, nomadic Arab tribes and to a certain extent villagers and city dwellers from the Arabian Peninsula were the only source of men for the army. Obviously by defeating Byzantine and Sasanian armies repeatedly, early Islamic armies showed that they were more than simply collections of tribal contingents. However, the tribal character persisted decades to come. These tribesmen tried very hard to protect their privileged military position by forbidding the conquered nations to provide men for the army. Moreover, by building distinct cities or districts removed from native populations they tried to protect their separate identity. These tribes were the backbone of the provincial army. Depending upon their tribal specialization they provided infantry and cavalry forces armed with the necessary equipment and weapons. In return, they received regular salaries from the central finance bureaucracy, which was created for this purpose. They also provided local administrative mechanisms and security troops.14 This emphasis on protecting a privileged military position, combined with keeping the population away from the military profession, was instrumental in creating another duality, which was a privileged, tax-free military class (Askeri) and a taxed civilian population (Reaya).

This system managed to function for only a century. The nomadic Arab tribes lost their martial fervor and military qualities soon after settling and mixing with the local population. Furthermore, with the conquest of the Persian Sasanids, for the first time they came across a highly professional and complex military system. Former Sasanid officers became naturalized and allowed in the Islamic armies.15 Due to the financial difficulties of raising cash regularly for the military salaries and because of Sasanid and Byzantine influences, a new system was introduced called the “Iqta.” This assigned the taxes of a certain land to individuals in return for providing military service. There were additional responsibilities to provide justice and order, and the Iqta gained a semi-feudal character.16

The spiritual Caliphs were never able to control either the provincial army or the unruly royal guard units, which were ever anxious to protect their respective interests. In fact, the Umayyadid caliphs depended heavily on the Syrian army, thereby creating a large division between Syrian and Iraqi armies, which might have been the real reason behind their military weakness. Following this, the Abbasid caliphs established their regime with the help of another military group, the Khorasan tribes. But bearing in mind the experiences of the Umayyadid period they eliminated the Khorasan army after their victory. In order to build a powerful and centralized state they depended upon freedmen (Mawali) and military slaves (Ghulams). Actually, Mawali acted as a kind of precursor to formal military slavery. Although the Umayyadids already employed them before, it was the Abbasids who created a standing army based on slaves and freed slaves.17

The real value of the Ghulams was their total dependence upon their masters. Because they were foreigners in terms of ethnic origin and geography they did not have any local power base and relations with the local population. They did not have families to look after and were free to allocate all their time to the needs of the military. Their minds and bodies were molded according to the needs of their masters. Another important identity of the slave soldiers was their military expertise, which the provincial armies lacked. Enlisting different racial or ethnically compact groups to create different military branches or units was also an important element in creating both military cohesion and political checks and balances. They were mostly either sturdy infantryman from mountain regions like Dailam and Northern Africa or mounted archers from the steppes like Turcomans. Offsetting this, tension and hostility between ethnically dominated military branches was rampant, and occasional armed clashes were inescapable.18

The original Ghulams19 were prisoners of war or bought from middlemen who procured them from other tribes or from border warrior groups. They were mature men with existing military skills, so they needed very little additional training. AI-Mutasim (833-842) changed this system drastically. He gathered younger slaves and trained them under capable commanders and instructors. He even built a separate city Samarra for his new army. He preferred Turkish slaves to the others because none of the ethnic groups had the same level of expertise and skill as the Turks possessed as mounted archers. They were so effective that even their image and presence were enough to keep law and order.20

Even though Abbasids continued to enlist Ghulams from other ethnic groups, including even Christian Greeks and Armenians, they increasingly depended upon Turkish slaves who came from Central Asia and from north of the Caucasus. Unknowingly, the Abbasid caliphs introduced Turks into the Middle East with important powers. The Turks became not only very important but indispensable. Of course this Turkish military dominance created reactions and opposition from different circles, which was largely ineffective. Until the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, one of the most dominant forces of the Middle East would be Turkish military elites.21

The Abbasid caliphs created the basis of the Ghulam system, which had an everlasting effect on all Islamic military systems. There were two key elements: military expertise and loyalty. The candidates were trained rigorously—including religious training—as an individual and as a part of their unit. They were isolated physically and culturally from everybody except the ruler and their unit. After this hard training and isolation, they became loyal only to the ruler and to their unit, which in a sense also became their family. Thus, isolation and training were the important parts of creating a trained and loyal army. 22

By creating a slave-based professional army, the Abbasids were also instrumental in creating, for the first time, a professional officer corps called the Quwwad (qaid is the singular form). The officers of the Abbasids were commissioned from the ranks of Ghulams, who had achieved distinction and had showed talent and capability. Because they depended upon their salary and because they came from non-aristocratic backgrounds, their professional advancement totally depended on their success in military affairs and their loyalty to the ruler.23

The Iqta-based provincial armies did not disappear. In fact, they remained numerically the largest part of the military, vital in battle and in preserving law and order in the provinces. In terms of politics, power, and prestige, however, they were weak. The smaller slave-based standing army was instrumental to keep them loyal and obedient to the central government and especially the ruler himself. Even some governors, following the example of their rulers, founded slave units for themselves to preserve their position and gain more power. A product of creating private armies within the state was the bypassing of centralized command and control and the removal of the bonds of direct loyalty to the ruler. Some governors were successful in carving separate states for themselves by using their Ghulam armies, as in the examples of TuIunids and Ikhshidids of Egypt.24

The Mamluks of Egypt perfected the Ghulam system by establishing a unique system of training25 and promotion and, in fact, because of this perfection Mamluk became the generic name of the whole slave military system. Actually, the foundation of the Mamluk state showed the inherent danger of this system. It was a successful system as long as the central state was financially strong, but when the state fiscal mechanisms faltered, political instability and financial crisis began. The Ghulams then became the decisive actor of the internal turmoil and, in fact, became king makers. With their solidarity and military power they assigned their favorites as rulers, and in this way they broke the code of loyalty. In the long run they also destroyed their solidarity and military effectiveness by spending most of their energy and time on politics and not on their profession.26

Byzantine Military System

The legacy and effect of the Byzantine military system on the Ottoman military is difficult to establish, and at the same time problematic due to controversial ideas and bitter discussions it engenders. Luckily most of the discussions focus on the administrative and socioeconomic aspects of life while ignoring the military side.27 In order to understand the probable military exchange and effects we need to take into account of the situation of the late medieval Byzantine military.

By the 1270s, the Byzantine military was no more than a ghost of its glorious past. There was no effective standing army other than foreign mercenaries and no border defense system other than small personal armed followings of local magnates and their private castles. Whereas just two decades previously, a thinly stretched but efficient Byzantine army was able keep Turcoman warriors away from its borders.

The Byzantine military system collapsed after the defeat at Manzikert in 1071,28 but it recovered partially and managed to withstand Turkish attacks for more than a century even after losing most of the Anatolian provinces.29 Interestingly, after the Crusaders occupied Constantinople in 1204, the Lascarids emperors of Nicaea were able to build an effective border defense system and a small but capable standing army.

The modest recreation of land based “Pronoiai” under the new name “Stratiotikai Pronoiai” was an important development, but the real power of the system depended on the border guards, called the “Akritai.” In effect, the Lascarids reorganized the old and much neglected Abritai by introducing new soldiers, including Kumans—Turkic nomadic warriors coming from the Wallachia and Russian steppes30 and even some unemployed Latin soldiers, and by reestablishing unused rules and regulations. The logic was to give land to these loose groups of soldiers for settlement with their families along the border. While protecting the border regions from the Turkish raids by using the rebuilt small castles and mobile infantry and cavalry tactics, they earned their livelihood by farming the tax-free lands. The small standing army reinforced the Abritai in the event of big attacks.

Without the huge expenses of the city of Constantinople the Lascarids managed to funnel the state income more successfully to the military.31 After the reconquest of Constantinople in 1261, however, the emperors left the Anatolian defenses to their fate and returned their attentions to the welfare of the capital and European lands of the empire. Making things worse, in order to get cash and financial assets, land allocated to the border units was taken and given to the local magnates or court officials. It was a fatal mistake. The effectiveness of the Anatolian troops was the key element in maintaining the empire's strength. The newly landed aristocrats provided neither taxes nor military services. Then, vicious suppressions of the Akritai, who rebelled at these inequities, put an end of the system. That also might be the basic reason why some individual Byzantine soldiers were known to have served under the Ottomans. Due to the lack of funds, the Byzantine standing army disappeared in a short time. Emperor Andronikos even disbanded the navy as a cost-cutting measure, forcing Byzantine sailors to seek employment in the Turcoman emirates.32

For more than 70 years the Ottomans came face to face with, and fought against, the decentralized and fragmented forces of the local magnates, whom the Ottomans called “Tekfur” and possibly against the much smaller local defense forces of the villagers. Occasionally the emperors managed to send small military units, which mainly consisted of mercenaries and some additional troops of various origins against Ottomans. They were also as ineffective as the troops of the Tekfurs (i.e. Byzantine expeditions of 1300 and 1328). So it is no surprise to see that the Byzantine emperor was also derisively called Tekfur (Tekfur of Konstantiniyye) in the Ottoman chronicles.33

We know that some Byzantine magnates and commanders changed sides and became members of the Ottoman military.34 However, this was probably more common at the level of the simple soldiers. Due to their limited military experiences and know-how, however, these turncoats did not have the means to affect the Ottoman military. Taking into consideration the corruption and disuse of Byzantine military institutions, it is not surprising. There were two fields that the early Ottoman military was lacking—the infantry corps and technical branches. The Ottomans managed to establish a viable infantry corps in the 1370s only after many trials and false starts. Likewise, technical branches were established only after making direct contact with the Balkan and Central European militaries. Reciprocally, the Byzantine commanders tried to imitate Turkish cavalry tactics and techniques by enlisting Turkish mercenaries, Christianized Turks (Tourkopouli), and even settling groups of nomads in suitable areas in order to get continuous military service as early as the tenth century and even mounted archers from the north of Black Sea like the Caucasian Alan mercenaries.35

Some of the similarities in terms of weapons, equipment, symbols, titles, and terminology probably came indirectly as a part of the Seljukid military legacy. The Seljukids fought and faced a relatively strong Byzantine military for more than a century. A kind of “zone of interaction” was created not only at the frontier but also in the big cities of both of the states. Seljukids learned many things and occasionally enlisted individual renegade Byzantine officers and soldiers into their forces. We also know that whole Byzantine units were employed during the important campaigns as dependent state units or as mercenaries. At the same time, the Seljukids recruited entire Greek units from their subject population.36 The technical expertise of Byzantine soldiers was needed, especially for siege warfare. The Seljukids perfected torsion/ kinetic artillery, mining operations, and other engineering techniques with the help of Byzantine expertise.37 This recruitment or employment of their adversary was not only a method used by the Seljukids. The Byzantines were also employed, or they recruited Turks. Many Turkish soldiers, as individuals and as groups, served under the Byzantines. Some even achieved high distinction and became high-ranking officers.38 So it is reasonable to suggest that most of the similarities—like Pronoia with Timar—were the outcome of Seljuk-Byzantine mutual relationships and not simply the direct product of the Ottomans.39

Foundation of the Ottoman Military

Gazi Warriors of the Osman Gazi

Many scholarly works try hard to present how an obscure small Ottoman political entity managed to succeed in competition with stronger political entities and finally emerge as one of the most enduring empires of the Mediterranean region. How and why did the house of the Ottomans achieve this remarkable success while its rivals, some of which were stronger than the Ottomans, perished during the various stages of this intense competition?40 From a military perspective the important thing is to identify the basic dynamics and systems of the foundation period of the Ottoman State, leaving the puzzling and obscure political and socioeconomic processes to others.

According to the Ottoman chronicles and legends, the founders of the emirate (proto-Ottomans) arrived to the north west of Turkish-Byzantium march lands of Bithynia with the second big wave of Turcoman migration into Anatolia (1220s) after the great Mongol assault on the Middle East. We do not know their actual arrival date in the region, but they must have established their presence not later than 1260s41 under the leadership of a certain Ertugrul Bey.42 They were certainly a tribal group of nomadic pastoralist Turcomans but their tribal structure and connections were probably very loose due to the general settlement policy of the Seljukid rulers. In order to protect law and order and to establish centralized control, the Seljukids always divided big tribes or clans of former tribal federations into small groups and settled them accordingly. For a period of time they remained around the Söğüt-Domaniç region and conducted raids into the nearby Byzantine territories. Probably during this brief period they remained under the nominal control of the Çobanid beys, who were the official governors general (Beylerbeyi) of northwest march lands.43

Several developments and drastic changes helped this obscure tribal group to become a viable politic entity.44 The Mongol onslaught and victory against the Middle Eastern Islamic states, including the Seljukids, uprooted the Turcoman tribes and forced them to migrate in several waves to the west while at the same time destroying the effective government control imposed on them. Between the establishment of direct Mongol Ilkhanid control on Anatolia in 1277 and the rebellion of Mongol commander Sülemiş in 1298, the march lands increasingly came under the control of independent Turcoman leaders. They constantly attacked and raided Byzantine lands and carved territories for their own separate emirates and occasionally clashed with each other. In 1300 Mongol troops finally defeated Sülemiş but at the same time lost the meager control they had on the march lands.45

In addition, the Byzantine military system weakened and collapsed after the recapture of Constantinople in 1261 with the migration of attention and financial assets to Constantinople and to the European holdings of the empire. The neglected Anatolian defenses further weakened after the ill-fated decision to abolish land-based border units, which was the outcome of political struggle between bureaucrats and generals. An important percentage of Byzantine soldiers—especially Akritai—began to collaborate with the Turks after several of their rebellions were suppressed.46

Last but not least, the bigger and powerful emirates became targets of the Ilkhanids, the Seljukids, and the Crusaders several times, while the Ottomans stayed away from these dangerous attacks and, consequently, benefited from their results. When the Seljukid commander Şemseddin Yaman Candar defeated and killed the Ottomans’ overlord Çobanid Mahmud Bey in 1292, the Ottomans became virtually independent.47 Other competitors, such as the Aydmids, one of the most successful emirates of the march lands, came under the attacks of crusaders, lost its navy and key harbors, and were forcibly pacified.48 The Catalan Company’s expedition of Byzantine mercenaries in 1303 and 1304 against the rival Turcoman emirates of Karesi, Germiyan, Saruhan, and Aydin inflicted serious setbacks on those emirates’ military activities as well.49

The founder of Ottoman dynasty, Osman Gazi50, was selected as the leader of the tribal group after the death of his father Ertuğrul in this volatile region in 1299. He not only inherited a loose tribal group but also a favorable geographical position against the disorganized and weak Byzantine border.51 Interestingly, he had to fight first not against Byzantines but against Germiyanid local allies and a neighboring Tatar tribe in order to secure his position.52 Nevertheless, Osman managed to create an independent political entity after the defeat of the Byvantine army at Bapheus (Koyun-Hisar) in 1301.

The Battle of Bapheus was the outcome of a decision to attack the Ottomans in order to relieve Nicaea (modern Iznik), which was strategically and emotionally very important for both sides,53 from Ottoman siege. The Bapheus battle is very important in developing an understanding of the composition of the early Ottoman military, which was certainly a cavalry-dominated force with limited numbers of infantry. The cavalry was composed of nomadic horse-archers of tribal origin and volunteers. They fought according to classic steppe tradition tactics: using effective intelligence about the enemy, choosing the battlefield, fighting vanguard actions, and achieving surprise at all levels, harassing the enemy with successive cavalry charges and arrow showers, using ambushes and fainted retreats to disorganize enemy battle formation and finally destroying the disorganized and fleeing enemy by encircling them.

The Byzantine commander, Mouzolon, enlisted Alan mercenary mounted archers who learned their trade from the Nogay Tatars. He also tried to get the upper hand by using ships to transport his troops in order to surprise the Ottomans. But the Ottomans already knew about the incoming assault and achieved surprise during the disembarkation of Byzantine troops from the ships. They successfully used the cover of slopes and bushes in otherwise flat terrain. The Byzantine local militia immediately lost confidence and ran away. The Alan mercenaries successfully covered the disorganized retreat, but soon they, too, were decimated. The role of Ottoman infantry is not obvious, but probably they were used in the final encirclement of the Alans.54

With the Bapheus victory Osman Gazi gained an important reputation as a warrior of the faith and as a strong, charismatic leader able to arouse support from his men. (Characteristically, nomadic tribes were, in many cases, simply groupings around a charismatic leader.) He began to weld together more strongly his independent-minded subordinates and, at the same time, more Turcoman warriors began to enlist under his leadership. Osman's military success against the infidels provided more material gains for his followers, which were keys to attract more warriors, settlers, dervishes, religious scholars, and former Seljukid or other emirates’ officials, while at the same time protected his leadership status. Even though Nicaea did not fall as intended, various small Byzantine forts and towns were captured, and all Bithynia except the big cities was captured.55 So this date, 1301, may be taken as the foundation date of the independent and sovereign Ottoman emirate.

The Ottoman emirate was based on a loose group of pastoralist nomadic tribes that were in the early phases of moving from nomadic life to a sedentary one. Even though semi-nomads were the core group, there were many others coming from different backgrounds and regions, including refugee villagers, artisans, and townsmen coming from inner and eastern Anatolia as well as unemployed Seljukid officials and scholars. Of course, there were fugitives from the various rebellions, especially heterodox dervishes. All these very different people with conflicting identities came to settle the very complex and fragmented frontier of Bithynia.56 The people called the Ottomans, a terminology largely devised by early European historians, were obviously not simply a unitary nomadic tribe.

A similar and common mistake is to see early Ottoman soldiers as simple tribal Turcoman cavalry without any tactical or technical abilities, which was not the case. Ottoman mounted archers were veterans of many campaigns under the flag of the Seljukids and perhaps other Islamic powers. At the same time, many fighting as mercenaries increasingly participated in Byzantine campaigns against foreign powers or rebels. Some of them also probably participated in Alexious Philanthropenus’s unsuccessful Anatolian army rebellion of 1294 and 1295.57 Participating in military campaigns as allies or as mercenaries with the soldiers of other Turcoman political entities helped to improve their military expertise. More importantly, this also affected the relations and solidarity among themselves, which might be the reason for the mostly peaceful character of Ottoman conquests of neighboring emirates and their ability to incorporate their cadres without major problems.

The presence of strong artisans’ guilds—urban brotherhoods with sufistic religious inclination (Ahis)—was also very important. These guilds were not only socioeconomic, religious, and political organizations but were at the same time paramilitary ones. The Ahis produced weapons and military equipment and provided light infantry, but their real importance was to consolidate territorial gains by establishing their branches in the occupied towns. After conquest and settlement they immediately organized socioeconomic life, established law and order, and provided defense units against possible enemy attacks. They were also instrumental in the conversion of local Christians to Islam. With the help of the Ahis the Ottomans were able to concentrate their military efforts on enemy militaries more effectively. The Ottomans enlisted some Ahi leaders as government officials like Çandarh Kara Halil, the eponymous father of the Yaya corps and the Janissaries. The Ahis continued to provide these services during the conquest of the Balkans.58

The general geography and environment of Bithynia had important effects on the Ottoman military. It was a suitable place for agricultural and semi-nomadic lifestyles but not suitable for genuine nomadic life. The available pastoral fields were unable to accommodate and feed the many horses required by a genuine nomadic army, and some of the followers of Osman Gazi were already sedentary or semi-nomadic people. Moreover, the religious scholars and former officials of the Seljukids brought sedentary traditions with them, and coexistence and cohabitation with the Byzantine villages and towns also affected the new comers. Consequently, more and more Turcoman warriors began to settle and change their lifestyle drastically, which also affected the military and political system.59

It is obvious that continuous warfare between the Byzantines and the Ottomans had a religious character. Both sides used religion to justify and legitimize their aims and war, but at the same time they were pragmatic enough to use the services of renegades, mercenaries and were able to develop coexistence and































































Copyright 2009 by Mesut Uyar and Edward J. Erickson

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in a review, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

A military history of the Ottomans : from Osman to Atatürk / by Mesut Uyar and Edward J. Erickson.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-0–275–98876–0 (hard copy : alk. paper) — ISBN 978–0–313–05603–1 (ebook) – ISBN 979–8–216–11774–2 (ePub)

1. Turkey. Ordu—History. 2. Turkey—History, Military. 3. Turkey—History—Ottoman Empire, 1288–1918. I. Erickson, Edward J., 1950–II. Title.

UA812.U89 2009

355.00956—dc22 2009020872

13 12 11 10 9 12345

This book is also available on the World Wide Web as an eBook.

Visit www.abc-clio.com for details.

ABC-CLIO, LLC

130 Cremona Drive, P.O. Box 1911

Santa Barbara, California 93116-1911

This book is printed on acid-free paper [image: ]

Manufactured in the United States of America

OEBPS/html/images/3_1.jpg
A Miutary HisTory oF THE OTTOMANS

From Osman to Atatiirk

Mesut Uyar and Edward ]. Erickson

PRAEGER SECURITY INTERNATIONAL
An Imprint of ABC-CLIO, LLC

ABC<=CLIO

Santa Barbara, California ® Denver, Colorado ® Oxford, England





OEBPS/html/images/4_1.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


	

	

	

		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Preface



		Acknowledgments



		Note on Transliteration



		1 Early Middle Eastern Military Systems and the Foundation of the Ottoman Military, 1300–1453



		2 Classical Period, 1451–1606



		3 Transformation and Reform Efforts, 1606–1826



		4 Fighting for Survival, 1826–1858



		5 The Beginning of the End, 1861–1918



		Conclusion



		Notes



		Selected Bibliography



		Index



		About the Authors



		eCopyright













		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380











OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
A Military History of the

OTTOMANS

From Osman to Atatiirk

Mesut Uyar
and
Edward J. Erickson






