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“There is an abundance of military knowledge to be picked out of the lives of Gustav Adolphus and Charles XII, King of Sweden, and of Zisca the Bohemian; and if a tolerable account could be got of the exploits of Scanderbeg, it would be inestimable; for he excels all the officers, ancient and modern, in the conduct of a small defensive army. I met with him in the Turkish History, but nowhere else.”


—  James Wolfe to Thomas Townshend, 18 July 1756[1]

The struggle led by George Castriota Scanderbeg to defend Europe against the Islamic onslaught of the Ottoman Turks has been much celebrated. For a quarter of a century, from 1443 until his death in 1468, he used his military prowess to thwart the efforts of the most powerful Empire in the world at that time to subdue his tiny country. Despite this, few English language studies of his remarkable feat have been written. The British General of French and Indian War fame, James Wolfe’s comment on Scanderbeg recognizes the historical importance of the Albanian resistance to the Ottomans in the fifteenth century, but since his complaint, over two and a half centuries ago, that he could only find mention of Scanderbeg in Richard Knolles’ The Generall Historie of the Turkes, relatively few works on the subject have appeared in major languages. 

In the over five hundred years that have passed since Scanderbeg’s cavalry roamed the mountains of Albania, the struggle he led has been viewed in many different ways. The remarkable nature of his achievement has led many to view it as an almost miraculous feat. Writing of Scanderbeg in 1905, William J. Armstrong said, “the exploits even of the renowned paladins of the crusades, whether Godfrey or Tancred or Richard or Raymond, pale to insignificance by similar comparison. Only the legendary feats of King Arthur and his knights, or of the Guardsmen of Dumas suggest a parallel of wondrous achievement.”[2] 

Though not all writers have accorded to Scanderbeg the same type of mythical glorification bestowed upon him by Armstrong, historians have generally portrayed him as a Christian hero par excellence. During his lifetime, Europe viewed him as the leader in the holy struggle to defend Christendom from the onslaught of the Islamic invaders; Pope Calixtus III wrote to the Albanian leader: “We have always felt that because of your outstanding efforts and memorable victories you have, above all other Catholic rulers, served the Christian faith and the Church.” Pope Pius II regarded him as the spearhead of his efforts to organize a great anti-Ottoman crusade. 

His legacy has even inspired efforts by the Catholic Church to canonize him. He has retained an image similar to Saint George or the Archangel Michael, a militant fighter for Christendom, the leader of a holy crusade against the Turkish Infidels. To commemorate the 500th anniversary of Scanderbeg’s death, in 1968, Pope Paul VI declared: “This Holy See is pleased to join in the praise of this man of great nobility, a faithful son of the Church and a son whom sovereign pontiffs before us have praised possibly more glowingly than any other man of his time. For twenty-five years, he saved his country from the assault of enemies. He defended his country threatened by the greatest danger, at the head of an army which the rampart and defense of Christianity.”[3]

The image of Scanderbeg took additional significance with the rise national movement in Albania during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Scanderbeg assumed the role of a national hero. The Albanian Orthodox Bishop and historian Fan Noli clearly expressed this sentiment, writing: “In 1912 Ismail Kemal raised the flag of Scanderbeg in Valona when he declared Albanian independence. Scanderbeg was our inspiration in those first arduous years during the birth pangs and growing pains of Albania. He has inspired our poets, historians, and sculptors. And he still inspires us. [image: image]Sometimes I wonder whether there is any other living man who is alive today as he is!”[4]

Yet to understand the man and the movement he led it is necessary to go beyond the constraints of nationalism and religious or political ideology. It is essential not only to understand the external factors affecting the Albanian resistance, namely Ottoman and Venetian imperialism, but to analyze its internal dynamics as well. To do this, it must be considered in light of the political, social, and economic crisis which occurred throughout Europe during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as Islam encroached upon the continent and the peoples of southeastern Europe bore the brunt of the struggle to defend Christianity. Only in this way can the historical significance of Scanderbeg’s accomplishments be fully appreciated, and the successes and failures of the Albanian resistance understood.

As the 550th anniversary of the death of the great Albanian leader is commemorated in 2018, Scanderbeg remains as relevant as ever. One of the true heroes of the Middle Ages, it is unfortunate that his remarkable story remains little known outside of Albania. He defended Europe for a quarter of a century and, it can rightly be said, helped to save Western Civilization from being overrun by Islam. Although the challenges have changed over the centuries, the clash of civilizations, which the history of the Albanian struggle to fend off the Islamic onslaught represents, continues today. The failures of the West to understand the threat and to organize effectively to defend against it has remained a persistent problem throughout the centuries. As a result, it is all the more worth noting the contribution that this tiny land, led by George Castriota, made in the fight to preserve Western civilization.

The Albanian people paid a heavy price for the failure of Europe to act decisively to defend its culture and civilization from the Islamic threat. Despite hardships, however, Albanians harmonize these great civilizations. The people, largely abandoned by the powers of Europe, maintained their unique identity and brought harmony to their land through the strength of their culture. As we commemorate this important anniversary, this book aims to draw attention to the genius and remarkable achievements of Scanderbeg and the Albanian people and to mark the important contribution they have made to European civilization.

A.K. Brackob
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Chapter I
The Albanian Background
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“Morn dawns; and with it stern Albania’s hills,
Dark Suli’s rocks, and Pindus’ inland peak,
Robed half in mist, bedewed with snowy rills,
Arrayed in many a dun and purple streak,
Arise, and, as the clouds along them break,
Disclose the dwelling of the mountaineer;
Here roams the wolf, the eagle whets his beak,
Birds, beasts of prey, and wilder men appear,
And gathering storms convulse the closing year.”

—  Lord Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage[5]

Albania has always been a land of mystery. Though it shares a common border with Greece and is within fifty miles of the Italian peninsula, across the strait of Otranto, it remains, as the renowned historian Edward Gibbon once said, “the remotest part of Europe.” This is in large part due to its rugged mountains which have protected their inhabitants from invaders, while at the same time isolating them from the outside world. It is this isolation and the close ties to nature and the land which, as Byron’s verses demonstrate, have made it seem such a fascinating place. This setting has no doubt contributed to the legendary status of George Castriota Scanderbeg.

The coastal plain of Albania ranges from five to twenty-five miles wide. From the shore of the Adriatic it rises gradually to a little over one hundred feet above sea level. The elevation rises rapidly at the edge of the coastal plain, with shrub predominating in the area between six hundred and sixteen hundred feet above sea level. The mountains which dominate the land rise from the edge of the coastal plain to as high as eight thousand feet above sea level. Most villages are located in the middle region, between sixteen hundred and three thousand feet, which offers both the security of the mountains and some of the most fertile land. Immense forests covered the mountain regions as high as seven thousand feet in the fifteenth century. The principal agricultural crop grown in this area during this time was wheat, while the leaves from the oak trees common in these elevations were used to feed livestock. In the higher elevations, pine trees predominated. Though the land in this zone is of little value for raising crops, the grass is excellent for summer grazing. Numerous valleys, narrow and steep sided, are a common feature of northern and central Albania, while in the southern part of the country there are few valleys, except for deep ravines with rivers on their floors. Because of their high gradients and pronounced L-shaped bends the rivers of Albania are for the most part unnavigable, assuring difficult access to the interior. In contrast to the mild climate of the coastal region, the mountain climate is harsh and the weather is prone to sudden and dramatic changes, especially in the winter months when blizzards and heavy snowfall make transportation extremely difficult. Rainfall is heavy, particularly during March and November when heavy precipitation in the higher elevations often causes flooding in the coastal plains.

Geography played an important role in the success of Scanderbeg’s resistance to the Ottomans. The mountains served as a natural shield against the Islamic invaders; in his History of Mehmed the Conqueror, the Greek chronicler Kritoboulos, a contemporary of these events, testified to this fact: “there were but one or two passes through the mountains into the country, they guarded these with strong garrisons, and kept their land inviolate from enemies, and free from injury, unless a large force should invade it and forcibly occupy the mountains and the passes, and so open a door into the whole country.”[6]

Strongholds such as Sfietgrade, an important fortress protecting the passes into the interior, were built in the rugged mountains, providing difficult access and making it impossible for attackers to plant their cannons with any effect. Likewise, Scanderbeg’s capital of Croya [Krujë in Albanian], which withstood determined sieges by both Murad II and Mehmed the Conqueror, was situated in the heavily forested mountains near the coastal plain, making it almost impregnable. By exploiting the difficult geography of northern and central Albania, Scanderbeg overcame the disparity of forces he regularly faced when fighting the Ottomans.

⇨⇨⇨

The Albanians are direct descendants of the ancient Illyrians who inhabited the Balkan peninsula since pre-Homeric times. The Illyrians were renowned as great warriors leading the Greek historian Thucydides to comment that they “are a race of fighters,” feared by the Greeks.[7] This martial spirit remains an essential part of the Albanian character, even in the fifteenth century. Scanderbeg himself wrote to the Prince of Taranto, with whom he was in conflict, recalling the noble heritage of his people: “Our ancestors were Epirotes, of whom came that Pyrrhus whose attack the Romans could hardly resist, who took by force of arms Tarentum and many other Italian towns. You cannot set against the valiant Epirotes the Tarentines, a sodden race born to catch fish. If you say that Albania is part of Macedonia, you concede to us far nobler ancestors, who penetrated with Alexander into India, laying low with incredible success all the nations between who opposed them.”[8]

Both geography and politics have made the Albanians a warlike people; the land has always been a frontier area, between Byzantium and Rome, Orthodoxy and Catholicism, then between Christianity and Islam, and most recently between Communism and the Free World, and its mountains always formed a symbolic barrier. It is, in fact, these mountains that allowed the Albanians to preserve their ethnic identity in face of the Slavic invasions in the early Middle Ages. Their distinct language, an offspring of ancient Illyrian, has been another important factor in maintaining the ethnic unity of the people.

The uniqueness of their language and culture, preserved by their geographic isolation, has made the Albanians always aware of their ethnic individuality. John Cam Hobhouse, who accompanied Lord Byron during his travels in Albania early in the nineteenth century, wrote, “Nationality, a passion at all times stronger in mountaineers than in inhabitants of the plains, is most conspicuous in their character.”[9] Despite religious differences and the mountains which not only kept foreigners out, but also divided people of different regions from one another, Albanians were at all times aware of themselves as a separate ethnic group, distinct from their Slavic and Greek neighbors.

The geographic isolation of Albania helped to preserve a relatively ethnically homogeneous society, which helped to strengthen the sense of nationality observed by Hobhouse. In the fifteenth century, the chief unit of organization was the local village. The village was essentially an extended family, similar to the Slavic zadruga; several brothers, or even first cousins, lived together in the peasant household. Because of these close ties, marriage between two people of the same village, whether related or not, was forbidden as incestuous. Brides were brought in from other villages in the region.

The family ties, whether by marriage, blood or adoption, extended beyond the boundaries of the village to neighboring communities. These ties, no doubt expanded by marriage, created a system of tribal organization in which a particular family assumed the role of political leader and protector of the region.

This system of organization created greater possibilities for defense, making it easier to raise armies, while assuring the distribution of labor to meet the needs of the local community. It also created the basis of a type of feudal organization, as local communities were obligated to provide labor or goods to the ruling family in return for the social order and protection which it provided. Thus, the origins of a distinct Albanian feudalism can be found in the extension of these familial ties and the need to organize to ensure social order and defense. 

The Albanian nobility, up to the Ottoman conquest, developed almost exclusively from the peasantry itself, and played an important and necessary function in medieval society. Customary laws, usually administered by these tribal leaders, governed the relationships between people. Two of the mountain legal codes which survived to the twentieth century are the Code of Scanderbeg and the Code of Lekë Dukagjin, named after an older contemporary of the Albanian hero.[10] A principal common to both legal codes is equality before the law, a reflection of the individualism characteristic of this mountain people.

⇨⇨⇨

Christianity appeared in Albania during the second century A.D., making its initial impact in the coastal cities of Durazzo [Durrës in Albanian] and Valona [Vlorë in Albanian], brought there by travelers and sailors who passed through these important ports of the Roman province of Illyria.

Over the centuries, Christianity gradually made its way inland, being imposed upon pre-existing beliefs. Albania marked the frontier between the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches. Originally it was under the jurisdiction of the Roman Church, but during the War of Images, which resulted from the iconoclastic controversy, a dispute over the veneration of icons in the Church, in 726, the Byzantine Emperor Leo III placed Albania, along with Crete, Sicily, and Calabria, under the control of the Patriarch of Constantinople. The conflicts within the Church, leading to the Great Schism in 1054, left a permanent mark on the country. By the fifteenth century, the country was religiously divided; the south predominantly Orthodox, while the north was mainly Catholic.

Despite the competing interests of the Eastern and Western Churches, the religious practices of the vast majority of Albanians differed very little. In 1439, the Council of Florence briefly resolved the division between the two principal branches of Christianity by uniting the Orthodox and Catholic churches. In a supreme effort to unite Christendom in face of the Islamic threat, the Union called for acceptance of four main theological points as the basis for healing the Great Schism: 1) acceptance of Papal supremacy; 2) the use of unleavened bread for the sacrament of the Eucharist; 3) the acceptance of the Catholic version of the Nicean creed whereby the Holy Spirit is said to proceed from the Father “and the Son”; and 4) acceptance of the doctrine regarding the existence of purgatory. The Byzantines accepted these terms as the basis for the reunification of the Eastern and Western Churches in hopes of securing political and military assistance from the West to stave off an imminent Ottoman conquest. The Union, however, was widely denounced in the Orthodox world which could not let go of its hatred of Rome, despite the imminent threat posed by Islam. Mehmed II’s conquest of Constantinople in 1453 dealt the Union of Florence its death blow; the Sultan appointed George Scholarios, a vehement opponent of any reconciliation between the two Christian Churches, as Patriarch of Constantinople.

Despite its failure to resolve the divide between the Eastern and Western branches of Christianity, Scanderbeg’s revolt benefitted from the effort at Florence to bring the two Churches together. The Albanians of northern and central Albania were either Catholic or Orthodox and both adhered to the Union established by the Council of Florence only four years before Scanderbeg raised his flag over Croya and proclaimed his lands free of Ottoman domination. The limited interest in organized religion among the mountain people made the divisions among Christians easier to overcome than in other regions of Europe and the Union of Florence had a longer life here as a result. Henry Swinburne, a British traveler to Sicily in the 1770s, remarked that many of the Albanians living there, who had migrated after the Ottoman invasion, still observed the Greek rite, while still adhering to the Union.[11]

Though the population of Albania was almost entirely Christian in the early fifteenth century, Islam made steady inroads as the Ottomans extended their conquests in Southeastern Europe. The process of Islamization began with Christian timar holders who had manage to keep possession of their lands by acknowledging the suzerainty of the Sultan. The upper classes of Ottoman society assimilated these Christian timar holder who sought favor with the Porte and usually adopted Islam within two generations. Still, adherence to their new faith was superficial at best. In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, Albanian chronicler Marin Barletti explained, “[the Albanians] were always more inclined to arms than to religion.”[12]

Islam also spread among the population at large. Owing to their geographic isolation, the Albanians were nominal Christians at best, and had little aversion to converting to Islam for political advantages and to avoid paying taxes. Albanians never were religious zealots, instead they adapted to the situations in which they found themselves. Traveling in Albania in the 1820s, the Reverend T.S. Hughes remarked, “the Albanian Mahometan is not more observant of doctrines, rites, and ceremonies under his new law than he was under his old one, and is looked upon with great contempt by the rigid Osmanli. He frequently takes a Christian woman to his wife, carries his sons to mosque, and allows his daughters to attend their mother to church; nay, he even goes himself alternately to both places of worship, and eats with his family out of the same dish, in which are viands forbidden to the disciples of Mahomet.”[13] Likewise, Ismail Kemal, the Albanian patriot who hoisted the flag of Scanderbeg to proclaim the independence of his country in Vlora in 1912, wrote, “they make no distinction among themselves on account of their faith, nor do any of the population arrogate to themselves on these points any superiority or privilege.”[14]

The principal Islamic force in Albania was the Bektashi Order of Dervishes, a Moslem pantheistic order highly adaptable to the primitive Christianity practiced in the mountains of Albania. The Bektashi Order achieved success in
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