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Dedicated to every person on the planet who believes in peace. War and violence are no answer, there is no place for hatred on such a small planet. To my own ancestors, from Asia Minor and Lesvos.





Background

I wrote this book because I never made the film. The film I wanted to make was a screenplay I commenced in 2006. I took it with me to London two years later with the intention of writing it properly. It was called 1453.

My laptop crashed in my Crystal Palace flat, and with it, the sections and characters I had developed. Soon, I learned that London was good for traveling extensively, meeting people, and enjoying the culture and parties; and writing a very occasional article, rather than a screenplay. Despite all that, I still scouted some locations for the film in Greece and Africa and kept the idea going over an ouzo or two with some of my friends.

In 2012, a Turkish film made it to the cinema. It raked in an impressive 100 million dollars at the box office, becoming the highest-grossing Turkish film of all time. A lot of the acting was wooden. One night, I gathered my film buff friends to watch it with me; they abandoned me early on during the screening as it just did not pull them in. It demonstrated that the film probably only appealed to certain groups and could do with a touch of Hollywood, or in my case, Billy Wood.

In 2020, Netflix produced a decent Ottoman docudrama series that again may have only appealed to certain groups. The previous year, I had decided to write 1453 as a book rather than attempt a film. The idea is to provide a better perspective and insight into the defenders, which the 2012 film did not achieve.

There are significant first-person accounts of the siege from Greeks and Italians; they are the sources I initially followed before listening to the accounts from Turks, English, and Serbs as I needed some balance.

You will note, this book is not anti-Turk. If you are a Greek nationalist reading, best to stop now. Similarly, if you are a Turkish nationalist, stop reading as well. I am friends with Turkish people, I visit and while we won’t forget the past we work towards a beautiful future as engaged neighbors in a benign way. Patriots, however, on both sides are welcome, and I always enjoy listening to viewpoints. This is a book taking elements of fact and history and meshing them with elements of fiction and fantasy to allow you to understand what was happening during the siege and in the lead-up. I have done this in a measured way. That’s why you will see some flashbacks to other eras of Byzantine history to give you the context of the empire and the mess of the empire by 1453.

Occasionally, I praise the Sultan for he was a genius, and at the same time underline how ruthless he was. You cannot sugarcoat his ruthless elements such as the ransacking of Constantinople, executing

messengers or prisoners, and almost killing his own loyal admiral who was up against the superior Italian and Greek navy.

I explain elsewhere that this is not a Greek vs. Turkish siege. The Greeks were joined by a range of fighters from abroad, some Muslim. For the attackers, it is difficult to imagine that pure multi-generational Turks who fought for the Sultan were in the overwhelming majority. It was a multiethnic empire with a short history to that point.

On the Byzantine side, you will find Genoans, Venetians, Turks, Catalans, possibly some Pisans, and other Christians including Serbs who fled from the Sultan, along with the Greeks and one Scotsman.

The Sultan had Turks, the fearsome Janissaries who were born Christian, Germans, a Hungarian, Serbs, other Christians including Greeks, non-Turkish Muslims, and “barbarians.”

It is not even an Asia vs. Europe fight; both empires had straddled the two continents, and each one maintained their capital in Europe.

This is the last battle/war of the medieval ages and represents the beginning of modern times. The advance of weapons and the changing of the guard of one great empire for another was indeed the start of modern history. The changing of the guard process had been in train since the 1350s when the Ottomans made it to Europe.

You will also find throughout this account the inability of Europe to come to the aid of Constantinople. Religious differences played a huge part in not offering better support, jealousy of the Greeks, and various inter-European feuds such as the Hundred Years War. The Ottoman Empire was very powerful by this stage; a concerted support of Byzantium would have seen Constantinople saved. This is not an ‘if,’ as the city would have been saved. How long it would have remained with the Byzantines thereafter? That is the question! Maybe a few decades, a century. It would have fallen at some stage in early modern history to the Ottomans as the Spanish, Portuguese, French, and English looked to the Atlantic and Africa to ruthlessly exploit. Russia was not yet powerful, and central Europe was not keen on adventures near Asia. Why swap the bitter cold for a better climate?

As for the Italian republics, they would have been possible allies if they had united, though generally they preferred commerce and taking small ports and islands, which were much easier to bully into submission. Ironically, these were mostly Greek-speaking territories.

In terms of belligerents, I have tried to be as true to the numbers as I can. Some estimates placed the Ottoman forces significantly higher than mine. I have used figures that most likely seem based on a range of sources I have researched since I was at school.

Another point to be mindful of: Byzantines were Roman. They always called themselves that, despite speaking Greek, having a separate religion from the Vatican as the centuries progressed, and Rome as a city only playing a small role in the long history of the Byzantine Empire. Modern scholars actually called the East Roman Empire the Byzantine Empire due to the original name of Constantinople being Byzantium. They were never known as Byzantines until recent centuries when historians coined the term.

By and large, since the end of the 500s AD, when Greek replaced Latin in the bureaucracy to keep up with Greek as the common language, it was a Greek meets a multi-ethnic empire, with Emperors being a mix of Greek, Armenian, Latin, and even part Serbian (Constantine Palaiologos certainly thanks to Helena). By the 900s and beyond, it really is a Greek empire in all but name, as territory no longer stretched deep into Latin lands.

I hope this book enables you to learn more about this great city and why it was desired by rulers from Europe and Asia.





Style of the Book

Some of the main protagonists in the book use “first person” as I want them to have a direct conversation with you. At other times, Sphrantzes does the narration, and then, of course, you will note normal discussions between some of the people/characters.

Across the chapters, you will also find some elements of humor in the way the story is told, for not every action and person involved needs to be dramatic. The battles themselves and the mood of Constantinople will provide plenty of drama.

Most of what I have written is based on facts. Some of it has a creative license. For example, we do not know enough about Grant, and he was certainly not a “bookie;” hence, I have provided a backstory on what he was doing in Constantinople by leading the countermining operations. With the key Greek, Italian, and Ottoman participants, I try to keep to the facts. As I want you to see this as somewhat of a movie, there is a stretching of the deeds of heroes; there was never a competition by the Emperor, Giustiniani, and the Bocchiardi brothers to lead sorties against the enemy, though this was the domain of the brothers.

The stories of the female characters are by use of creative license. That is an element that appears to be missing from the last years of Byzantium, the role of women who are unrepresented in most accounts of the siege. I did not want women to be invisible, which seems to be the trend for most of the medieval era. Helena, of course, is real; the other women and their contributions are not. In the list of characters/cast above, those in bold did not exist. Ditto the visit of Sphrantzes to Venice at any time before the siege; it is likely he was there by 1455 as the ambassador for the Morea. Not before.

We know that the Cretans were in Constantinople and fought tooth and nail. They never surrendered, true to their toughness. Mehmed allowed them to leave thanks to their gallantry. Again, I created a backstory for why they were there and their leader, who is named after a Nikos Kazantzakis character, Captain Michalis, in Freedom or Death, who was likely created in honor of his dad! This is my tribute to this brilliant, progressive Cretan writer who told us the story of an uprising against the Turks.

For the purposes of simplifying the Ottoman generals, I have condensed them to the “commanders” and Zaganos Pasha.

The siege occurred from April 6 until May 29, and it includes an “alternative ending” which adjusts the ending slightly from the previous chapter. You will note there is a general timeline with several flashbacks, as I want you to understand a little more about Byzantium.

“When you have read the novel, come back and read this section.” I hope the book piques your interest to explore Byzantium and this great siege. Both leaders were people that deserve the respect of all of us. Both were brave, visionary, and at times cruel, a product of their time and positions. I do not condone any of their (or subordinates’) actions that led to the death, murder, slavery, or rape of innocent people. Today, we have the Geneva Convention in place, but what good does it do for many people around the world who remain occupied by other countries, or people who remain in slavery?





The City

From the outset, I would like to ask you, the reader, for your opinion. Can you tell me what the most significant cities of all time are? Can you tell me what would be the greatest city of Greek history?

I’m sure opinions would be varied and can be debated for hours. When I ask my friends and colleagues, they usually answer the former question with the following cities: Alexandria, Jerusalem, Rome, Carthage, Athens, Babylon, New York, Tokyo, and of course, Rio de Janeiro (hey, they like Brazil). My friends and colleagues would answer the latter question with the following cities: Athens, Sparta, Corinth, Thessaloniki, Alexandria, Thebes, Syracuse, and Mytilene (okay, I’m the only one who includes my hometown).

There is, however, another city that rivals all of these places, one of the greatest of all time. This is a city that has existed for thousands of years and has been the scene of many of history’s most significant moments. The home of one of the greatest empires in history, the home of two world religions, a city of two continents and two seas, and a place where many stories are told and will be told.

This is a city that has seen more twists and turns than any literary novel. I will keep you guessing as to its identity for a little while longer, but I will give you a hint: it was named after an Emperor and today, while no longer being Greek, it still has a Greek name.

In 1453, the world witnessed one of the greatest and most heroic sieges. The well-organized and superior military machine of the Ottoman Empire took aim at one of the last independent cities of the Byzantine Empire (Medieval Greek). It is often said that when the great cannons of the Ottomans’ Hungarian engineer, Orban, began blasting the city’s great walls on April 6, it was the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of modern times.

The city I have been alluding to is the city of Constantine, CONSTANTINOPLE. It was founded by the Greeks of Megara in 657 BC and became an important trading colony and link between the city-states and kingdoms of Greece and the new settlements in the Black Sea.

In 324 AD, the Roman Emperor Constantine made the momentous decision of renaming the city after himself and moving the Empire’s capital to “Constantinople.” Over the next few decades, the city grew in importance, and as the Roman Empire crumbled with Rome itself being overrun by barbarians, Constantinople soon became the capital of what was to be known as the Byzantine Empire, the Greek empire of medieval times.

The Empire at its peak would rule over almost the entire Mediterranean, including southern Spain in the east, Syria and Persia in the west, North Africa in the south, and the Balkans in the north. The peak came through conquests in the sixth century and again in the eleventh century. Other than those centuries, the Empire ruled over what was called the Greek world, places that included southern Italy, the Black Sea, Asia Minor, the Balkans, Alexandria, and of course Constantinople. The common language was Greek, and by the 600s, Latin was removed from the bureaucracy. Citizens did, however, call themselves Roman, as the notion of being a “Greek” disappeared for many centuries. I have been to places in Ukraine where people still speak the old Greek language and call themselves “Romai.” I will never forget the first time I heard this term; I was in the village of Sartana in Ukraine, and a woman said to me, “We are the Romai.” It sent a chill through my entire body.

How do you explain to people that Byzantium, a term for the 1,100-year history of the Empire, is full of rich cultural, religious, artistic, literary, and scientific achievements?

Achievements include the formulation of a new language for Slavic peoples who appeared in the Balkans in the sixth century AD. The Cyrillic alphabet was devised by Greek-speaking brothers Cyril and Methodius. Christianity flourished and was spread across the empire; Byzantine architecture was, in a word, triumphant. Public buildings were of the highest order, Byzantine mosaics and frescoes were captivating, and art and literature had a profound impact on civilization. For example, the Renaissance had its foundations set in the works of the Greeks of Byzantium. Today, you can still see some of the Byzantine achievements in Italy, notably in Venice, Ravenna, Calabria, Apulia, Tunisia, Jerusalem, Syria, Alexandria, Turkey, and the Balkans, not to mention in Greece.

Throughout history, Constantinople was the envy of the world. It was a cultural and economic phenomenon. At one stage, there were 500,000 people residing in Constantinople, with the overwhelming percentage being of Greek descent. However, there were people of all ethnicities that resided or traded in the city, including Arabs, Persians, Spaniards, Venetians, other Italians, Franks, Ukrainians, Russians, Germans, and the list goes on.

When the great siege took place in 1453, all of these nationalities played a role in the story of the siege.

In the two centuries leading up to the fall of Constantinople, the empire had seen a series of catastrophes. A plague, which wiped out half of the population, a number of Greek civil wars (typically, a Greek history lesson can never be complete unless there is civil war and intrigue), various sieges, and the Latin states’ betrayal and capture of Constantinople for 60 years. It is this last point that had a lasting impact on Greeks and the history of Constantinople. The Latins not only massacred Greeks in the city, which was a reprisal for the Greek attacks in the previous century, they brought about the decline of the Byzantine economy and stole countless treasures from the city. In fact, the two great horses in Saint Mark’s Square in Venice were brought there by the Latins in the 1200s (the church of Saint Mark was originally built by the Byzantines).

By the time the Greeks, led by Michael VIII Palaiologos, had recaptured their capital of Constantinople in 1261, it was a shadow of its former great self, though it still produced a great number of artists and leaders over the next 200 years. It was still richer than most downtrodden European cities.

Medieval times, just like the ancient, were full of wars and siege warfare. Constantinople had been under siege many times before from the Latins, Russians, Crusaders, Ottomans, Persians, Arabs, Avars, Slavs, and Bulgarians.

This book, hopefully, highlights the role of two brilliant leaders on opposite sides and two significant empires, each leaving a legacy and a mark on the world. It is not simply a Greek vs. Turkish story; it really is two empires and two brilliant leaders with their allies of different religions fighting for a grand prize. For the Sultan, Constantinople would be the fulfillment of a Muslim prophecy and the ultimate prize for his empire.





I Am George Sphrantzes, Loyal Secretary, Diplomat and Occasional Narrator

Emperor: Let me tell you something about me, something about my Emperor, and perhaps a few home truths. I am the secretary for the Emperor and his confidant. I am the bearer of reality and sobering news. There is not much to smile about in my life at this time.

“It may have been better not to have been born into this life at all,” 1.written by Sphrantzes in his memoir after the fall of Constantinople. (FOOTNOTE)

What had been the point? Our great empire had been reduced to fragments, with enemies from all sides and all corners. Our Christian brothers and sisters, the infidel from Asia, the Crusaders, Slavs, Bulgars, fortune seekers— the list was endless. All of these ingrates had gained from us, be it a religion, a language for the Slavs and Bulgars, holding out eastern invaders, architecture, governance, or marrying some of our princesses.

What had we done wrong to deserve the vultures? It would have been better if they were eagles rather than vultures, which are a vulgar species and prone to disease, unlike the stylish eagles.

Indeed, the vultures were circling. Sometimes, those same vultures end up with vertigo.

In 1402, Timur the Mongol had annihilated the forces of the Sultan, inadvertently buying us time. Pesky Serbs, Bulgarian, Hungarian warriors, and the last remaining Greek outposts of the Balkans were providing a buffer for Constantinople. Our Emperor toured Europe, including England, for help, which was met with sympathy and bad teeth.

However, ever since the Sultan illegally created the Throat Cutter two years ago on the Bosporus, we have known that time is no longer with us. Not because none of us have a timepiece or sundial; it is just that the Ottomans are coming.

In March, my Emperor bade me to ascertain the count of fighting men in Constantinople. Additionally, I was to count weapons and resources to sustain a siege. I always undertake the important tasks for the Emperor.

Over the course of a day, I made my way through the dry markets, the Venetian quarter, and across every church and imperial building, occupied or not. The figures were depressing.

I may have been tardy in mentioning that I was an attendant with Constantine’s father in the royal court since I was a teenager and followed the prince to the Morea in 1427. There, he set me up as governor of Glarentza, the port town facing the Adriatic, while he was based at Mystra.

Over the course of our years together, I helped arrange his marriages, including his second to Caterina Gattilusio, princess of Lesvos, in 1440.

I had been on Lesvos in December of that year and returned a few months later with the prince and Lukas Notaras, aptly titled Chief of the Imperial Wardrobe, mega doux of the imperial navy, and chief minister. He certainly had titles! Despite the decline of the wealth of the empire, the wedding was moderately lavish, with banquets, gold cutlery, traditional musicians, and a who’s who of Lesvos and Genoa. Both the bride and groom were an easy match with their dark features and natural warmth. She was beautiful, and he was handsome, bearded, and charismatic with a good grasp of romance! The locals served some unique alcohol that was produced in their small port of Plomari. I can still feel it on my taste buds to this day. I never knew what it was called. It certainly oozed a delightful taste.

Constantine spent almost a year on the island. He used the time to practice fighting techniques and attend to imperial business from Mytilene, the capital of the island. We returned to the Morea in 1441 without Caterina and then returned a year later to pick Caterina up for his return to Constantinople. We had a detour to Lemnos, where a skirmish took place from an Ottoman fleet that was passing by. They were no match for our superior sailors and soon moved on. We possessed the skilled sailors and Greek fire against a fledgling navy.

This detour and delay came at an inopportune time as Caterina, who was pregnant, caught a local virus. A miscarriage occurred before our departure to Constantinople due to the virus, and she passed away a few months later in the imperial palace on Lemnos. The Emperor initially struggled with this loss. He seemed down for many months, as any good husband and father-to-be would in those circumstances. He soon adapted, knowing that the empire was his family, one that he could love and protect.



This is the norm in my life and relationship with Constantine. In better times, I acted as his ambassador and helped him retake territory in the Morea and central Greece, including Athens. He also brought me home twice after having been kidnapped. Pirates in the Ionian Sea had kidnapped me as I was making my way to Epiros. I am grateful that Constantine paid the ransom rather than letting me be eaten by these damn pirates.

Another time, in 1429 near Patras, my troops and I were captured after a small battle with Venetian forces. Constantine gathered together a force of 300 from Mystra, which is close to Sparta in Laconia. Constantine speedily rode out to Patras within a few moons. During a night offensive, Constantine personally led the men into the well-guarded fortress and brutally suppressed all the defenders. To see the prince in his purple regalia atop his mount, slashing at well-trained soldiers after a frenetic ride, tells you the type of soldier he is. On the battlefield, there is no one more ruthless, as the fallen bodies could testify. Constantine, true to his benign nature, however, released all prisoners on the proviso that they leave Greece. “You tell foreigners that you meet of the clemency of the empire, my ruthlessness in battle, and the will of God,” was all he asked in return.

This is my bond and friendship with Constantine, the Emperor. I am also his chronicler and drinking buddy, along with Notaras. The Catalans called us the three amigos. They were not wrong.





A Quick Battle in Thrace, 1453

“It is never a good idea…” An idea with possible good outcomes can be a good idea. An idea to venture into Thrace away from the walls of Constantinople is not a good idea when the Ottomans are in full flight. We still controlled hundreds of square kilometers in Thrace; from the Aegean to the Sea of Marmara, the Bosporus, and the Black Sea. Sounds impressive, though if you look at the map, it really is a medium-sized area. There lived tens of thousands of our people within these boundaries. Outside our borders, the Turks had gained European territory at our expense and were fast encroaching upon what remained of our lands. We protested to the Sultan. We complained to the Pope. We prayed to our God. If only there was a “League of Empires” we could complain to or a “United Kingdom” group. Sadly, we were on our own.

By April, town after town on the path toward the city was being razed and looted. Thousands perished. Many fled to the city or found safe passage to Venice or the Greek islands.

The Emperor had had enough. We tried to convince him to leave Constantinople for exile and safety. Constantine would not be deterred. On the 25th of March, he rode out with a small force of warriors, including the mighty Varangian Guard, a few of the Catalan mercenaries, and Greeks.

A note on the Guard: This was once the elite force or crack mercenaries that were loyal to the Emperor only. Their life commenced five centuries ago; most have been drawn from Anglo-Saxon countries and also the Rus. They were so prestigious and popular that in Sweden, a law was passed prohibiting those who joined the Guard from owning land in Sweden upon their return. It was designed to halt Swedes from joining. This was known as the Greece law. Sadly, in the last few decades, as the financial reward decreased and the expeditions outside the walls of Constantinople came to a halt, this crack group almost disappeared. The few remaining Guard members are now Greek or from lands connecting Kiev and Moscow. The very few, I should emphasize.



Emperor: Always known for his lightning speed, the Emperor raced ahead at a crazy pace through mountain ridges and lush green forests, with rivers flowing endlessly through them. The double-headed eagle on his gold standard would not have kept up on this day.

The group reached the town of Arcadiopolis, which was already up in flames. The barbarians, probably a posse of 60, were startled since they were not expecting to see riders from Constantinople.

The town, which had been home to several hundred people, lay in ruins, with a handful of men and women attempting to hold off the barbarians.

“Greek dogs,” came a cry from some of the barbarians.

“Turkish dogs,” came the taunt from the Varangian Guard. They had proven to be, as always, loyal to Emperors of Constantinople, and today was to be no exception. The
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