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         ON THE BORDER BETWEEN TEXAS AND MEXICO, PRECISELY WHERE the Rio Grande flows into the Gulf of Mexico, lies a sleepy town with the unlikely name of Matamoros. “Mata” comes from the Spanish verb matar, to kill, while moros—the Spanish equivalent of the English word “Moors”—is the derogatory name Spanish Christians reserved for Muslims. To be a Matamoros, then, is to be a Moor-slayer, a title with seemingly no connection to the American past or present. Why would a sunny border town in northeastern Mexico be named “Moor-slayer”? Were Muslims ever an existential enemy to kill in Mexico or Texas?

         The word “Matamoros” was coined by Catholic Spaniards. For them, it was the duty of every Christian soldier to be a Moor-slayer. Much of Spain had been under Muslim rule from 711 until 1492—a fateful year in geopolitical history, for in 1492 not only did Spain’s Christian armies take (or retake, as they preferred to say) the last Muslim stronghold on the Iberian peninsula, but one particular Matamoros by the familiar name of Christopher Columbus opened up a new front in Spain’s war against Islam. Having been a common soldier in Isabella and Ferdinand’s conquest of Granada, Columbus showed himself to be a religious man. Throughout his life, in battle after battle against Muslims and, specifically, against the Ottoman Empire, Spain’s major rival throughout the Mediterranean, he had refined his palate for the taste of Muslim blood, and he felt the burden of holy war deep in his soul. Thus, as he bobbed westward on the high seas, his mind was occupied by neither a secular passion for discovery nor a calculating commercial vision. More than anything else, he sailed to the Americas imbued with a zeal for waging Christianity’s war against its foremost enemy—Islam.

         Despite their great victory on the Iberian peninsula, Christians were losing captives, commercial influence, and territory to the Ottomans almost everywhere else. The ideological wind propelling the white sails of Columbus’s three ships was the fifteenth-century world’s most exigent political struggle—the one between Catholic Europe and the Muslim Ottoman Empire. The Ottoman Empire, contrary to nearly all conventional accounts of world history, was the very reason Europeans went to America.

         For half a century before 1492, and for centuries afterward, the Ottoman Empire stood as the most powerful state on earth: the largest empire in the Mediterranean since ancient Rome, and the most enduring in the history of Islam. In the decades around 1500, the Ottomans controlled more territory and ruled over more people than any other world power. It was the Ottoman monopoly of trade routes with the East, combined with their military prowess on land and on sea, that pushed Spain and Portugal out of the Mediterranean, forcing merchants and sailors from these fifteenth-century kingdoms to become global explorers as they risked treacherous voyages across oceans and around continents—all to avoid the Ottomans.

         From China to Mexico, the Ottoman Empire shaped the known world at the turn of the sixteenth century. Given its hegemony, it became locked in military, ideological, and economic competition with the Spanish and Italian states, Russia, India, and China, as well as other Muslim powers. The Ottomans influenced in one way or another nearly every major event of those years, with reverberations down to our own time. Dozens of familiar figures, such as Columbus, Vasco da Gama, Montezuma, the reformer Luther, the warlord Tamerlane, and generations of popes—as well as millions of other greater and lesser historical personages—calibrated their actions and defined their very existence in reaction to the reach and grasp of Ottoman power.

         The challenge of the Ottoman brand of Islam, as the empire pushed westward into Europe, was a major impetus behind Martin Luther’s Protestant Reformation. On the empire’s eastern border, its wars with Safavid Iran intensified the divide between Sunni and Shiite that roils the Muslim world even today. Ottoman military conquests and economic acumen created one of the world’s first truly global commodities, coffee, and spurred capitalist consumerism through their invention of the coffeehouse.

         Europe’s forced departure—more like ejection—from the Mediterranean contributed to an apocalyptic mind-set in Christian Europe. Christianity and Islam seemed to be battling for the body and soul of creation. Once in the New World, self-styled soldiers of Christ continued their old war, waging it now against the indigenous peoples of a distant land. These Moor-slayers used their experiences of Islam in the Old World to understand the Americas and their peoples, and even—with the spiritual and legal backing of the pope—invoked their perceived duty to counter Islam to justify their importation of West African slaves to the Americas. By ignoring Islam, we have thus failed to understand Columbus and his age fully and, indeed, correctly.

         In tracing the global influence of Ottoman power, God’s Shadow offers an innovative, even revolutionary, account of the role of Islam and the Ottoman Empire in defining the shape of the Old and New Worlds. Over the past five centuries, the bulk of this story has been dismissed or ignored by professional historians and lay readers alike. Yet, Muslims were integral to what is inevitably a shared history. The ineluctable fact is that the Ottoman Empire made our modern world—which is, admittedly, a bitter pill for many in the West.

         Why is this so? A primary reason is that in the twenty-first-century West—as, indeed, in fifteenth-and sixteenth-century Europe—Muslims are often seen reflexively as enemies and terrorists, diametrically opposed to the religion that defined our culture and to the political systems we hold sacred. From popular culture to global politics, among conservatives and liberals alike, Islam—in the United States especially—is seen as “the great other,” a problem that somehow needs to be “fixed.” Muslims are targets of both popular and official vilification and often outright physical violence.

         Other facts, too, have blotted out our recognition of the Ottoman influence on our own history. Foremost, we tend to read the history of the last half-millennium as “the rise of the West.” (This anachronism rings as true in Turkey and the rest of the Middle East as it does in Europe and America.) In fact, in 1500, and even in 1600, there was no such thing as the now much-vaunted notion of “the West.” Throughout the early modern centuries, the European continent consisted of a fragile collection of disparate kingdoms and small, weak principalities locked in constant warfare. The large land-based empires of Eurasia were the dominant powers of the Old World, and, apart from a few European outposts in and around the Caribbean, the Americas remained the vast domain of its indigenous peoples. The Ottoman Empire held more territory in Europe than did most European-based states. In 1600, if asked to pick a single power that would take over the world, a betting man would have put his money on the Ottoman Empire, or perhaps China, but certainly not on any European entity.

         Since the Industrial Revolution and the so-called European glories of the nineteenth century, this history has been rewritten to portray European ascendancy as somehow stretching back to Columbus. This is a historical absurdity. Not only does it paper over the deep fissures in early modern Europe, it also masks the fact that the Ottoman Empire struck fear into the world for centuries before it earned its derogatory nineteenth-century sobriquet, “the sick man of Europe.” Some historians claim that the Ottoman Empire began to decline from its peak of imperial might around 1600, just as the English began their settlement of the Americas. While it is true that the empire lost wars and ceded territory more often after that date, it remained the most hegemonic force in the Middle East and one of the most formidable states in Europe, Asia, and Africa for another three hundred years—until World War I. Indeed, the combined longevity of the empire and its centrality to world affairs is one of the most striking features of its history. The Ottoman Empire, as all empires invariably do, did end, but only after more than six hundred years of rule. Reading sixteenth-century Ottoman history through the lens of the nineteenth century, or even through the lens of Edward Gibbon’s once canonical eighteenth-century account of the decline and fall of Rome, takes us down a historically indefensible dead-end path.

         While not diminishing the intense conflicts between Europe and the Ottoman Empire, an examination of how the Ottomans constructed our modern world shows that the histories of Islam and Europe (and later America) were not exclusively or necessarily oppositional or divergent. These conjoined histories involve far more than just violence; the much-ballyhooed “clash of civilizations” represents a minuscule portion of a richly interwoven tapestry. Such an examination also explains how the town of Anahuac, so named by its native inhabitants, became Matamoros, a remnant symbol of Christian Spain’s brutal wars against Islam.

         
            *

         

         THE EPIC STORY OF the Ottoman Empire begins far from the Middle East. The people who would eventually become the Ottomans started marching westward from China as early as the sixth century, making their way across Central Asia to the Mediterranean. For nearly a millennium, they continued their steady trek. Along the way, they fought wars and converted to various religions. In doing so, they also converted others to those religions, built cities and towns, exchanged goods and foodstuffs, learned and spread languages, invented new breeds of horses, created artistic masterpieces, and wrote spectacular poetry. Most of the descendants of those who started the journey settled down along the way, on or near the historic Silk Road, marrying into local families, adopting and altering the cultures of their new homes.

         An intrepid few trekked all the way to Anatolia—also called Asia Minor—the land bridge between the Black and Mediterranean seas where Asia reaches out to touch Europe. Most of those who made it that far west were a Turkic-speaking nomadic tribe. Their long migration explains why today’s Turks share bonds of language, culture, and ethnicity with peoples throughout Central Asia, even as far as China and beyond. (Korean and Turkish are both in the Altaic language group, for example.) Once in Anatolia, these new arrivals sought out for themselves and their animals the undulating plains of the Mediterranean and Aegean coasts, where they entered a fractured Byzantine entity. In thirteenth-century Anatolia, they became one of dozens of small family principalities—Muslim and Christian, Turkish and Greek—existing within and sometimes fighting against a waning Byzantine Empire. Their loosely-bound tribal group was led by a man named Osman, who died in the mid-1320s. He would later come to be seen as the first Ottoman (the word being an anglicized derivation of Osman). Every sultan down to the twentieth century was his blood descendant.
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         While Osman succeeded in chipping away some territory from the Byzantine Empire, it was his son who scored the first real victory for those early Ottomans. In 1326, Orhan took Bursa, a cosmopolitan city set in a lush valley not far from the Sea of Marmara. As a center of the international silk trade, its seizure provided a major boost to the Ottomans’ rising ambitions. From this first Ottoman capital, the bearers of the mantle of Osman notched up victory after victory, taking control of an impressive range of territory in western Anatolia and the Balkans. There, the mostly Christian communities accepted the mostly Muslim Ottomans in large measure because these new arrivals from the Asian steppes excelled in cutting favorable deals with strong families and other local power brokers. The Ottomans’ conquering armies promised military protection, along with more favorable tax and trading terms than the Byzantines offered, in exchange for allegiance to the family of Osman and the contribution of some troops every now and then.

         After roughly a century of squeezing the Byzantines, the Ottomans dealt them a lethal blow in 1453, when the empire’s seventh sultan, Mehmet II, stormed through the walls of the Byzantine capital, Constantinople. This earth-rattling victory, a conquest both actual and symbolic, won the Ottomans Christendom’s eastern capital and one of the world’s largest and most strategic cities, situated as it was at the fulcrum between Europe and Asia, commanding one of the principal routes from West to East. Mehmet took the title of Caesar, proclaiming the Ottomans a new Roman Empire. For most of Europe’s Christians, the young Columbus included, the capture of one of “the two Romes” by a Muslim power was a sign that the end of days was nigh. The Ottomans had, as a contemporary European described it, plucked out one of the eyes of Christianity.

         For close to four centuries, from 1453 until well into the exceedingly fractured 1800s, the Ottomans remained at the center of global politics, economics, and war. As European states rose and fell, the Ottomans stood strong. They battled Europe’s medieval and early modern empires, and in the twentieth century continued to fight in Europe, albeit against vastly different enemies. Everyone from Machiavelli to Jefferson to Hitler—quite an unlikely trio—was forced to confront the challenge of the Ottomans’ colossal power and influence. Counting from their first military victory, at Bursa, they ruled for nearly six centuries in territories that today comprise some thirty-three countries. Their armies would control massive swaths of Europe, Africa, and Asia; some of the world’s most crucial trade corridors; and cities along the shores of the Mediterranean, Red, Black, and Caspian seas, the Indian Ocean, and the Persian Gulf. They held Istanbul and Cairo, two of the largest cities on earth, as well as the holy cities of Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem, and what was the world’s largest Jewish city for over four hundred years, Salonica (Thessaloniki in today’s Greece). From their lowly beginnings as sheep-herders on the long, hard road across Central Asia, the Ottomans ultimately succeeded in proving themselves the closest thing to the Roman Empire since the Roman Empire itself.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         

         
            
[image: ]
               Mehmet II in the Hippodrome

            

         

         ONE MAN, MORE THAN any other, made the Ottoman Empire the transformative global power that it was. Selim was his name, and although born of a sultan, he was never supposed to amount to much. The fourth Mehmet II in the Hippodrome of his father’s ten sons, he was born in 1470 in a small Anatolian town, the son of an enslaved concubine. Given his pedigree, a life of leisurely wealth and princely comfort was to be his lot—but it would likely be a short life, given the fratricidal maneuverings that often accompanied the death of a sultan and the accession of the next. Implacable and unflappable, callous and visionary, Selim had other plans. The story of his life—the power plays that brought him to the throne, his military ventures and techniques of governing, his personal charisma, his religious piety—presents a sovereign narrative of how the Ottoman Empire made the modern world.

         Selim was the grandson of Mehmet II, the sultan who in 1453 captured Constantinople and renamed it Istanbul. His father, Bayezit, continued the empire’s gains, extending its borders in all directions by invading Italy, Iran, Russia, and Hungary. Surpassing all of his predecessors, Selim achieved a conquest far more significant than even Constantinople—the near tripling of the empire’s territories through wars in the Middle East, North Africa, and the Caucasus. When he died in 1520, the empire was stronger than it had ever been, a behemoth, far more powerful than any other state on Earth, bestriding the three continents of the Old World and aiming for more. Selim was the first sultan to rule over an Ottoman Empire with a majority Muslim population and the first Ottoman to hold the titles of both sultan and caliph.

         Selim was also one of the first non-firstborn sons to become sultan, the first to have but one son himself, and the first to depose a sitting sultan. Monomaniacally obsessed with accruing power, Selim systematically and ruthlessly eliminated his domestic and foreign rivals, slaughtering two of his half-brothers in order to gain the throne. A nineteenth-century historian described him in the voluptuously sinister prose of that century as a “sanguinary tyrant, whose fierce blazing eyes and choleric complexion well accorded with his violent nature.” Sending a message to the living as well as the dead, he often kicked the decapitated heads of those he executed. Not for nothing did he come to be known as Selim the Grim (Yavuz, in Turkish). “His eyes betray a cruel streak,” the Venetian doge Andrea Gritti wrote. “Ferocious and cunning,” he was, quite simply, “a warmonger.”

         Selim’s life and reign spanned perhaps the most consequential half-century in world history. He proved the most influential of the line of Osman’s thirty-six sultans—more so than even his son, perhaps the Ottoman Empire’s most famous sultan, Suleyman the Magnificent—his legacy shaping the empire until its end in the twentieth century, along with the geopolitical realities of our own day. As with Christ—though Christians would find the comparison invidious, to say the least—there was the empire and world before Selim, and the empire and world after Selim. We all live in Selim’s shadow, a fitting reflection of another of his sobriquets, “God’s Shadow on Earth.”

         Because of his prominence in Ottoman history and world politics, Selim’s life has been chronicled many times. Ottoman histories written both before and after his death provide many details. The foremost corpus of sources is known collectively as the Selimname, the “Book of Selim,” and it grew out of an effort after Selim’s death to paint the sultan in as flattering a light as possible. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Ottoman historians copied and adapted earlier texts, creating a set of distinct yet tightly interlinked versions. In using the Selimname—which is indispensable for any understanding of Selim—we must weigh its often laudatory, nearly hagiographic accounts of Selim’s life against other evidence that is often fleeting or incomplete. Combining a critical reading of the Selimname and other Ottoman sources with contemporary materials from Spain, the Mamluk Empire, Venice, the world of the Indian Ocean, and the Americas provides a balanced view of Selim and his empire and underscores the extent of his global influence.

         
            *

         

         GOD’S SHADOW THUS SERVES as a revisionist account, providing a new and more holistic picture of the last five centuries, and demonstrating Islam’s constituent role in forming some of the most fundamental aspects of the history of Europe, the Americas, and the United States. If we do not place Islam at the center of our grasp of world history, we will never understand why Moor-slayers are memorialized on the Texas–Mexico border or, more generally, why we have blindly, and repeatedly, narrated histories that miss major features of our shared past. As we chronicle Selim and his age, a bold new world history emerges, one that overturns shibboleths that have held sway for a millennium. Whether politicians, pundits, and traditional historians like it or not, the world we inhabit is very much an Ottoman one. This is a story only Selim can tell.
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         ON A BED OF PURPLE VELVET SHEETS AND GREEN-EMBROIDERED pillows in Amasya’s imperial palace, Gülbahar Hatun gave birth on October 10, 1470. Scribes noted that the royal birth occurred on a Wednesday in the early evening. Simultaneously, just outside the walls of the imperial residence in this landlocked city seventy miles from the Black Sea, a roving Sufi mystic with unkempt hair and a bushy beard held court for a small group of devotees and a growing number of curious listeners. He knew nothing of the goings-on of imperial politics, nor was he a trusted adviser or even an acquaintance of Bayezit, the city’s governor, yet he shared his vision of what was occurring within the palace walls. “Today, at this court which is the abode of prosperity, a fortunate child, a chosen son who is destined to attain happiness, will be born,” the mystic prophesied. “The light of the lamp of his dominion will illumine the horizons; the fragrant scents of his prosperity will perfume the nostrils of the inhabitants of the world. He will become sovereign in the place of his father, a protector of dominions in the dynasty of the line of Osmān.” Such bold prognostications were hardly unique in the Ottoman world. A vast collection of soothsayers and learned men of every ilk roamed the empire, claiming to know an unknowable present as well as the future. Predicting the birth of the next sultan was not uncommon for those trading in prophecy, and every so often these merchants—like all fortune-tellers with welltimed intuition—got something right, enough to keep their customers returning for more.

         The Amasya Sufi’s predictions, however, soon veered off in a peculiar direction. “On his body,” he continued, “the mark of which is happiness and the home of which is good fortune, he will have seven moles of royal omen. In accordance with the number of those moles, he will overcome seven rulers from among the evil-natured enemies, and be made triumphant and victorious.”

         The mention of seven moles was no accident—seven is an auspicious number in Islam. Heaven consists of seven levels; seven verses make up the first chapter of the Qur’an; and pilgrims circumambulate the Kaaba, Islam’s holiest place, seven times. Most significantly, the number seven pointed to the seven climes. The whole world was divided into seven regions, or climes—an early notion that the earth has seven continents. Seven moles on a newborn’s body would thus mark him as the future sovereign of the known world.

         As Gülbahar gave a final heave—the child’s father, as was customary, was absent from the scene—her weariness turned to joy and her screams surrendered to cries of elation. The newborn was a boy. His name would be Selim. And, indeed, he had seven moles.

         
            *

         

         GÜLBAHAR HAD BEEN BORN a Christian in Albania. The story of how she became Prince Bayezit’s fourth consort underscores the increasingly dominant position of the Ottoman Empire in the fifteenth-century world—the last century before the emergence of the transoceanic empires of Spain, Portugal, Britain, and the Netherlands. The major empires of the fifteenth century ruled over large swaths of territory and controlled the seas, but they rarely sent navies across oceans. Eurasia was home to the Chinese, Byzantine, Mamluk, Venetian, and Spanish empires; in the Americas were the Incas and the Aztecs; in Africa, the Songhai and Mutapa empires. Before their conquest of the Byzantine capital in 1453, the Ottomans entered the region we know as the Middle East overland, as upstarts from the east, surging into territories controlled by the Byzantine, Mamluk, and Venetian empires—some of the world’s largest states at the time, but still orders of magnitude less powerful than the Chinese or the Aztecs. Albania, one of those hinge territories on the border between empires, was batted back and forth between different imperial overlords.

         The Venetian Empire, nestled on the north and east coasts of the Adriatic Sea, increasingly found itself fending off Ottoman raids on its territories in Albania. After their gains in Anatolia, a few decades before they took Constantinople, the Ottomans had crossed the Dardanelles into Europe to open a new phase in their expansion, marching their armies across the Balkans—then held, tenuously, by the Byzantine Empire—and deep into the forbidding mountains and valleys of coastal Albania. Possession of this stretch of coast allowed naval and pirate ships to monitor traffic, and trade, between the Adriatic and the wider Mediterranean; it was a key choke point in the theater of war between Venice and the Byzantines as they vied for control of the Greek peninsula and the eastern Mediterranean. As was their regular practice, the Ottomans cut deals with local notables, promising to respect their autonomy and offering protection. Many preferred Ottoman sovereignty to Venetian rule and agreed to pay the Ottomans taxes in kind or in cash.

         By winning these European territories, the Ottomans not only advanced closer to the ultimate prize of Byzantine Constantinople but also were able to launch further attacks on the Catholic Venetians. Although many of these military skirmishes took place at sea, Albania was one of the prime terrestrial battlegrounds.
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         As the Ottomans accumulated territory in Europe, they integrated people from these captured regions into their imperial system and developed an institution known as the devşirme. Teenage Christian boys were seized and taken to Ottoman centers of power. With all family ties severed, these boys converted to Islam, received every material advantage, and were taught the military arts, becoming a devoted, privileged cadre of Ottoman soldiers. In this way, the Ottomans created a loyal military elite. Some older Balkan Christian men also sought upward mobility by attempting to ingratiate themselves into the empire’s military ranks.

         As best we know, Gülbahar’s father was one such man who converted to Islam in order to enter Ottoman military service. He gained further potential social advantage by giving his daughter to the sultan as a concubine. This would pay untold dividends, if she gave birth to a son. Indeed, Gülbahar’s father could entertain the prospect of becoming the Ottoman sultan’s grandfather—a stunning turn of events for a man who started adult life as a lowly Albanian regular. For Gülbahar herself, the benefits were likewise considerable. Not only would she live a more comfortable life in the palace than she would in her native village (where, instead of being owned by a sultan’s son, she would simply have been owned by her husband), but she also had the chance of becoming the mother of a sultan and therefore the most important woman in the empire—truly one of the most powerful women in the world. Because, in this period, Ottoman sultans and princes produced sons not from their wives but from their concubines, all Ottoman sultans were the sons of foreign, usually Christian-born, slaves like Gülbahar.

         Probably shy and apprehensive at first, Gülbahar would have had support from at least some of her fellow concubines in making the jarring transition to a prince’s harem. Others, however, asserting their dominance in the harem hierarchy, would have delighted in making this young woman’s new life excruciating. Gülbahar—as we can surmise from her later life—was able to navigate her new situation deftly and maximize her opportunities.

         
            *

         

         ALIENATION PERVADED THE LIFE of the Ottoman royal family. As a seventeen-year-old concubine, Gülbahar had barely spotted Bayezit in the harem courtyard before their sexual congress, her reputed coquettish charms and alluring beauty having been enough to pique his interest. In the coital union of master and concubine—uncouth and functionalist—love rarely played a part. Sultans and princes focused on producing as many male heirs as possible, to ensure the continuation of the dynasty and therefore the empire in a world in which death—during childbirth, in battle, from disease—was commonplace. Since Bayezit already had three sons, Gülbahar must have feared that her own son, if she bore one, might not be favored by his father. Such was the life of a younger Ottoman prince—celebrated at birth, then, at best, luxuriously ignored.

         For the sultan, or a sultan-in-waiting like Bayezit, having many sons was a double-edged sword. Leaving behind a son was every sultan’s ultimate duty, since the empire would fall if the line of Osman died out. Yet each new male descendant of Osman, in the most Darwinian of terms, represented an existential threat to his father, as a potential successor who might eye the throne a little too prematurely. More directly, he was a threat to his half-brothers. A refrain heard throughout the Ottoman Empire went, “There are no ties of kinship between princes.” From the moment of their birth, half-brothers were set against one another to jockey for the throne, with their mothers acting as their strongest advocates. The mother–son relationship within the imperial family proved more important, both personally and politically, than any other. Fathers remained aloof, and the system ensured that sons viewed their father and half-brothers as enemies more than kin. Sophocles could not have scripted it better.

         Succession was never straightforward in the Ottoman Empire. While the eldest son usually inherited the throne, technically any male descendant of Osman was entitled to it, and so most sultanic successions involved bloodshed. A sultan might favor one son over the others, but that guaranteed nothing. This was as true for Bayezit and his half-brothers as it was for Bayezit’s sons. Bayezit thus bequeathed to his ten sons not only his almond-shaped eyes but also murderous fraternal rivalry, which their mothers fostered. The triumphant son and mother took the palace; the losing sons were killed. Their mothers lost not only their children but also the prestige and fortune that accrued from being the mother of a prince—or, clearly better, the mother of the sultan. The best these women could hope for was exile to the palace of the former Ottoman capital, Bursa—a kind of imperial retirement home for the forgotten mothers of murdered princes. Obviously, no son and no mother would aspire to such a fate.

         As a laboratory for the mercilessly fierce politics of that era, the harem perfectly incubated future sultans. The leader of the Ottoman Empire had to be conniving and ruthless, and he had to be a brilliant strategist—all this in order to outwit and outsmart his rivals, whether Venetians, Safavids, Hungarians, or his own siblings and sons. The prince who emerged from the harem stronger than his half-brothers, the thinking went, would become the sultan most suited to ensuring that the Ottomans remained the strongest geopolitical power in the world.

         Once a concubine bore a son, sexual relations ceased. It was a single equation: one woman, one son. Within the harem in Amasya, each mother and son occupied separate quarters, but encountered the others daily in the harem’s passages and salons. Women like Gülbahar were the mothers of potential future sultans—a status that brought responsibilities and advantages, opportunities and risks. Above all, royal mothers had to keep their sons alive; secondly, they had to ensure that their sons received a princely education. In those early years in Amasya, the precocious Selim learned Ottoman Turkish (the language of the imperial administration), Arabic (the language of the Qur’an and the key to the religious sciences), and Persian (the language of literature and poetry). A prince’s education also included lessons in archery, medicine, writing a royal edict, and hunting. Meanwhile, Gülbahar and her attendants taught him how to pray, dress, and carry himself as a future sultan. Thus, the harem—often an object of fantasy and myth, more opulent and well appointed than anything a commoner could have imagined—functioned in reality more as a schoolhouse than a seraglio.

         
            *

         

         WHEN SELIM WAS BORN, Bayezit had been the governor of Amasya for sixteen years. Every Ottoman prince was sent off during his youth to be a provincial governor, a key role in which to prove his mettle. As the eldest son of Mehmet II, the conqueror of Constantinople, Bayezit was set a daunting standard. A year after that conquest, he was posted to Amasya with his mother and—not surprisingly, given that he was just seven—a whole coterie of advisers and attendants. He remained there for the next twenty-seven years until, in 1481, he became sultan and moved his extensive household—which included the eleven-year-old Selim—to Istanbul.

         Amasya was a sleepy agricultural town in northern Anatolia with a temperate climate, renowned for its apples, tucked into a narrow valley cut by the Green River and bounded on nearly all sides by rugged mountains. Sheer cliffs protected the town and guaranteed Amasya a remarkably consistent shape over the centuries, as structures could be built only along the slender banks of the river. As with many towns and cities in Anatolia, Amasya had been continuously inhabited for close to seven thousand years by the time Bayezit arrived there.
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               Bayezit on the throne

            

         

         Neither a hub of trade nor a locale of great strategic importance, Amasya distinguished itself over the centuries as both an intellectual center—Strabo, the ancient Greek geographer, was born there—and the adolescent home of generations of future sultans. Almost all princes, not just those dispatched there to be governor, journeyed to Amasya to imbibe all a sultan would need to know. With its gaze fixed outward on the wider world, Amasya functioned as a sort of Ottoman West Point. There, future sultans studied statecraft, warfare, equitation, economics, history, and administration, and learned how to balance the interests and passions of competing bureaucrats and family members. Like other Anatolian towns and cities, Amasya had established communities of Armenians, Greeks, Bosnians, Jews, Turks, and others. Thus, as a microcosm of the diversity of the Ottoman Empire, Amasya was an ideal venue for preparing potential sultans for rule.

         In the exceedingly cosmopolitan empire, the harem ensured that a non-Turkish, non-Muslim, non-elite diversity was infused into the very bloodline of the imperial family. As the son of a mother with roots in a far-off land, a distant culture, and a religion other than Islam, Selim viscerally experienced the ethnically and religiously amalgamated nature of the Ottoman Empire, and grew up in provincial Amasya with an expansive outlook on the fifteenth-century world. Although his elevation to the throne was far from certain, Selim entered his teenage years conscious of the map Gülbahar laid down to prepare him to navigate the world beyond the harem walls.

         
            *

         

         EVEN AS YOUNGSTERS, all Ottoman princes, ever so gingerly, were exposed to the delicate and perilous world of early modern diplomacy. One of the primary vehicles for showcasing a new male in the line of Osman to foreign leaders was the imperial circumcision festival. Somewhat like bar mitzvahs, these lavish ceremonies—which tended to occur nearly every year, given the structure (and collective fertility) of the royal family—celebrated the entry of a boy into manhood. They also served a diplomatic function: they were a pretext for inviting foreign envoys, heads of state, and other international dignitaries to the imperial palace in Istanbul, a new structure in the recently conquered city that would eventually be named Topkapı Palace. Along with the gift-giving, congratulatory messages, and an endless parade of sumptuous dishes, Ottoman officials and their counterparts could deepen their ties in a social setting and conduct business on the side. Selim’s circumcision festival occurred in the summer of 1479, when he was almost nine. He and his parents traveled the four hundred miles to Istanbul so that the many foreign guests, as well as emissaries resident in the city, could easily attend the ceremony.

         As a prince’s introduction to the world beyond the palace and a means to prove the effectiveness of a mother-and-son pair, the circumcision ceremony had to proceed flawlessly. The prince’s mother took charge of the arrangements but, as was then customary, she did not attend the public festivities. The circumcision ceremony thus embodied the dual role of the imperial mother: nurturing parent, and manager of her son’s eventual takeover of the empire. Not only did she soothe her young son after his painful surgical entry into manhood, but she helped to organize the first major international event of his life.

         Selim’s circumcision festival came at a nadir in Ottoman–Venetian relations. Before the conquest of Constantinople in 1453, Ottoman and Venetian forces had come close to full-scale war on several occasions, but economic interests in maintaining the flow of east–west trade nearly always prevailed. After 1453, however, war became inevitable, as Ottoman advances in the Balkans further encroached on Venetian territories with the capture of Serbia in 1459.

         A few years later, in 1462, an Ottoman military commander of Albanian origins—he had been captured in one of the raids that regularly brought Balkan boys into the empire—defected to a Venetian fortress near Athens. The Ottomans, understandably, demanded his return. When the Venetians refused, war ensued. In truth, the Ottomans used the fugitive as a pretext to justify their invasion of Athens and their continuing expansion in the Peloponnese and on into the Balkans, as far west as Bosnia, which they conquered the following year, and further into Albania soon after that.

         This period of conflict finally ended in 1479 with the Ottoman siege of the Venetian-held city of Shkodra (in the north of modern-day Albania), a victory that allowed the Ottomans to project their power further north along the Adriatic coast. The Treaty of Constantinople, signed on January 25, 1479, brought peace to both sides. After decades of war, Ottoman ascendancy in the eastern Mediterranean—indeed, on the very doorstep of Venice—became official, as did the Italian state’s vastly diminished regional status. Thus, it was understandable that, just a few months after this ignominious defeat, the Venetian senate was in no mood to send a favored representative to Selim’s circumcision ceremony. They did not send anybody, in fact, snubbing Selim—and, more to the point, his grandfather, Sultan Mehmet II.
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            *

         

         BAYEZIT’S HAREM, WHILE LAVISH, was crowded with his twenty-seven children, several wives, and a retinue of concubines. Of his ten boys, sons two through four emerged as viable contenders for the throne: Ahmed, Korkud, and Selim. His firstborn son, Abdullah, died in 1483 at the age of eighteen, and the other six never amounted to much beyond their sinecure posts as governors of various Anatolian towns. Like Selim, Ahmed and Korkud were born to concubines in Amasya—in 1466 and 1467, respectively. All enjoyed similar harem educations in languages, philosophy, religion, and the military arts. Early on, Bayezit seems to have tapped Ahmed as his eventual successor (he would certainly favor him later)—perhaps because he was the eldest surviving son, or perhaps because Bayezit deemed him the ablest. Whatever the reason, his father folded Ahmed into imperial governance long before his brothers. As a boy, he attended meetings, assembled a team of advisers, and developed relationships with important military figures. Despite these advantages, or perhaps because of this privilege, Ahmed grew indolent. As a result, his body became corpulent, his mind sluggish. According to a Greek account from the seventeenth century, Ahmed “only cared for eating, drinking, and sleeping.” He enjoyed the pleasures of life in the palace and saw the throne more as a birthright than as something he had to win from his younger brothers.

         Korkud was the most bookish of the three half-brothers. Like many cerebral children with a domineering older sibling, he preferred quiet contemplation to meetings and military exercises. “Korkud,” the same Greek source offered, “had applied himself to literature and displayed no other concerns.” He enjoyed poetry and penned several treatises on theological esoterica. As he grew up, Korkud became far more pious than his brothers, philosophically accepting the vagaries of fate. If Allah wanted him to be sultan, it would happen. During his youth, Korkud did not push for what he considered ephemeral, and generally avoided affairs of state.

         Shrewd even in his earliest days, Selim observed these fraternal crevices. He saw an opportunity to set himself apart from his older brothers by holding the middle ground between the two—crafty and political like Ahmed, deep-thinking and munificent like Korkud. Unlike Ahmed, though, Selim was not lazy, and, unlike Korkud, he did not retreat into books. As a boy, he was—again, as the Venetian doge Andrea Gritti described him—“more ferocious and cunning than his brothers … extremely generous, and at the same time a warmonger”: winning attributes for anyone who hoped to rule a world empire. Even with their struggle for the throne many years away, Bayezit’s sons developed a deep hatred for one another. As rambunctious youngsters, they chased one another through the harem courtyards for sport; as grown men, they would chase one another around Anatolia with armies.

         Before one of them could take over the empire, though, their father first had to become sultan. If Bayezit failed to seize the throne, they would likely be killed.

         
            *

         

         WHEN SELIM WAS TEN, his grandfather, Mehmet the Conqueror—a man he deeply respected and loved (far more than his father, according to some observers), a leader whose style he would seek to emulate—suffered severe abdominal pains while on a military campaign just east of Istanbul, the capital he had won a few decades earlier. Having spent most of his adult life at war, he was soothed by the sound of horses galloping outside his tent, but even so a deep panic gripped him. Religious men and doctors came to succor him, and his closest advisers hovered at his bedside. Around four o’clock on the afternoon of May 3, 1481, at the age of forty-nine, Mehmet—the greatest sultan the empire had yet known—drew his last breath. Tearfully, the grand vizier closed the eyes of his now soulless sultan and began to organize the transfer of the body to Istanbul’s Fatih Mosque, which Mehmet had built to be his eternal home.

         Suspicious circumstances surrounded the sultan’s death. All evidence pointed to poison, a ubiquitous fear in the halls of the palace. Disgruntled advisers and military commanders, foreign agents, and above all Mehmet’s own sons all had their reasons to dispatch the sultan. Because poison was difficult to trace back to a specific source, and could kill from afar slowly over time, it was an ideal weapon; an assassin could administer a concoction that would lead to death months later. Without exaggeration, however, the Ottoman sovereign’s body was perhaps the most protected corporeal form on Earth—palisaded by an elaborate system of food sampling, physician surveillance, and water management—so dosing him with poison approached the impossible. Palace administrators, for example, forced the imperial chefs to serve their own children from the sultan’s plate before it was delivered to him. During the recent years of war between Venice and the Ottomans, Venice had made at least a dozen attempts on Mehmet’s life, and some believed that Venice had bribed one of the sultan’s personal physicians, a Persian, to kill him. Others believed that one of his sons was the culprit. But despite the many rumors, at the time and since, the exact reason for the sultan’s death remains a mystery.

         Mehmet died, fittingly, just a few kilometers from the grave of Hannibal of Carthage, the renowned military commander and strategist of antiquity. Hannibal had battled the Roman Empire in the third century BCE; eighteen hundred years later, Mehmet crushed the last remnants of the Romans in the east—the Byzantine Empire. Mehmet’s empire would assume the mantle of the Romans—something Hannibal was never able to accomplish. After decades of neglect and depopulation, Constantinople—now Mehmet’s Istanbul—experienced a rebirth, instilling fear in every European leader from Henry VI of England to Pope Nicholas V, who saw this as a sign of impending eschatological violence, with Mehmet as the Antichrist and the Ottomans as the devil’s foot soldiers. From the second Rome, the Ottoman sultan might mobilize a strike on the first, a cataclysm that seemed all too real to Europeans in 1480, when Mehmet seized the tiny port city of Otranto on the Italian peninsula. With his demise, however, and the subsequent Ottoman retreat from Otranto, the outlook brightened, encouraging Europeans to believe that God might be on their side after all.

         It took a few weeks for news of the sultan’s death to spread throughout Europe, and the elation was literally explosive. Fireworks pierced the night skies and church bells tolled in every European capital. On the day of Mehmet’s death, the earth itself had jolted the island of Rhodes with tremors—another cosmic omen. “This second Lucifer, this second Mohammed, this second Antichrist,” this seizer of the second Rome, had departed. “It was fortunate for Christendom and for Italy,” wrote the procurator of St. Mark’s Basilica in Venice, “that death checked the fierce and indomitable barbarian.” With Mehmet’s death, Europe received a much needed, albeit momentary, respite from the periodic Crusades it felt obligated to wage against its Muslim enemies, for example, after 1453—though then, as on many occasions, feelings of Christian duty fell short of actual war, since European powers often could not organize a proper fighting force. More practically, with Armageddon averted, numerous European princes’ financial obligations to the Ottoman Empire—which were considerable—now appeared potentially renegotiable.

         In contrast to Europe’s elation, a mood of impending chaos and mounting crisis pervaded the Ottoman Empire. The succession struggle that inevitably followed a sultan’s death was only beginning. As a perceptive, crafty ten-year-old, Selim would watch this dramatic spectacle unfold and learn a great deal about politics and violence, and also about his own family.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

            EMPIRE BOYS
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                  Bayezit and Cem battle

               

            

         

         WHEN NEWS OF MEHMET’S DEATH REACHED AMASYA, BAYEZIT set out immediately for Istanbul, taking only his most trusted advisers and military men. He could be sure that his younger half-brother Cem (pronounced “Jem”) was on the road as well—and whoever arrived first at the palace usually kept the throne. Distance from the seat of power invariably proved a major factor in Ottoman succession struggles, and the location of Cem’s governorship gave him a slight head-start.

         Selim had heard about Cem, but had never met him. As, from his child’s perspective, he absorbed the uncertainty and panic that pervaded the palace and the empire, he began to understand the brutal realities of his own future. This crisis foreshadowed the crisis that would come when Bayezit himself died; Selim would then find himself in the perilous position his father found himself in now. That is, if Bayezit succeeded in seizing the throne. If he did not, Selim’s future would be short indeed.

         Gülbahar’s role as Selim’s mentor and adviser proved key in this moment. She alone could explain to him the complicated and potentially deadly world of imperial succession, and teach him how to navigate it. They would eventually leave Amasya, the only home Selim had known, and follow Bayezit to the palace. Each mother-and-son pair could have also considered a strategic alliance with Cem. Although sons were generally pitted against fathers and brother against brother in the Ottoman dynastic system, succession jumbled these interests, creating one of the few instances in which sons—usually—supported their fathers unconditionally. Only after a father had secured the sultanate could his sons become his primary challengers for power.

         The questions facing those outside the Ottoman Empire were similarly weighty. With the leader of the largest and, thanks to Mehmet, strongest polity in the Mediterranean now gone, power shifted decisively toward Europe. Ottoman succession battles always inspired the empire’s enemies to hope that they could claw back some lost territory. As the conqueror not only of Constantinople but also of parts of Italy and Albania, Mehmet had proven more consequential than any sultan before him, so his demise proved equally significant as a moment of possibility. Would Europe unite long enough to wage an effective war against the Ottomans, and perhaps mount the Crusade for Jerusalem that had been dreamed of for centuries? And would Europeans regain some control of the precious trade with the East? The world waited on geopolitical tenterhooks as the Ottoman dynasty worked out its family quarrels. Soon the struggle would spill beyond the borders of the empire. 

         
            *

         

         BAYEZIT AND CEM WERE nearly polar opposites. Bayezit was a serious, even dour man. A devout Muslim, he enjoyed studying Islamic philosophy and supported the empire’s religious establishment by building mosques, hospitals, and colleges. The Venetian ambassador to Istanbul described him as “very melancholic, superstitious, and stubborn,” a comment perhaps inspired by Bayezit’s removal of the paintings by Italian artists his father had commissioned for the palace. Cem, on the other hand, was a bon vivant. Handsome and charismatic, he enjoyed hunting and sport, poetry and wine. His womanizing was legendary, with much-embroidered tales of maidens throwing themselves at his feet. On the inside of his favorite wine chalice, he had had seven lines engraved, to represent the seven climes. Each draft of wine thus exposed a new line, drawing him closer to possessing the entire world. In his drunkenness, he would be able to see the earth laid open in front of him while he imagined his power over all of creation. Ultimately, his shrewd political acumen and desire for the throne surpassed his love of wine and women.

         A couple decades after Bayezit became the governor of Amasya in the mid-1450s, Cem assumed the governorship of Konya, another ancient Anatolian town. Konya had seen the apostle Paul arrive to spread the gospel; during the Renaissance, it would become a renowned center of carpet production. It is most famous today as the home and burial site of the Persian poet Rumi, whose death in 1273 inspired his followers to found the Mevlevi Sufi order, based on his teachings of universal love and the unification of God and man. The order’s use of music, mystical poetry, whirling hypnotic dance, and even wine to unite man with God made it one of the most distinct religious orders in all of Islam. No doubt the Sufis’ combined message of love and worldly pleasure appealed to Cem during his governorship of the city, though there is no evidence that he actually joined the ranks of their brotherhood.

         Mehmet’s grand vizier, Karamani Mehmed Pasha, who had closed the sultan’s eyes for the last time, supported Cem for the succession, whom he and other imperial functionaries viewed as the more pliable of the two sons, easier to influence and control. Conspiring to keep news of Mehmet’s death secret for as long as possible, he furtively implored Cem to rush to Istanbul and seize the throne before Bayezit was any the wiser. But the grand vizier was no match for the Janissaries—the empire’s elite and powerful military corps. They had long supported Bayezit, as they considered he would be more likely to support their agenda for a militarily aggressive, expansionist empire. Because Mehmet died while on campaign, the news of his death was no secret to the Janissaries. Immediately they sent word to Bayezit and bolted into action, thundering into Istanbul with armaments and horses to secure the palace until Bayezit could arrive. Although the grand vizier and his allies tried to prevent this, the soldiers easily overwhelmed the civilian administrators, slaughtering many of them in the streets and taking over much of the city. They soon captured the grand vizier himself and killed him, too. Without a sultan, without a clear successor, and now without a grand vizier, the empire fell into a fragile and parlous state of turmoil.

         One of the most powerful constituencies in the empire, the Janissaries were a unique fighting force in the early modern world. The Ottomans’ professional military, always at the ready for battle, far outshone any force in Europe, where states had to round up an army of mercenaries and irregulars every time they went to war. Not only was this cumbersome and slow, but the recruits were woefully unreliable and undertrained, often fighting for personal gain rather than for the interest of the state. It was no wonder, observed Niccolò Machiavelli, that the Ottomans were in the ascendancy in the Mediterranean. Machiavelli was correct in his assessment of how the Ottoman army stacked up against European armies, but he missed a salient point. The very same advantages of strength that the standing army afforded the empire could also be turned against it. While theoretically the Janissaries were subservient to the sultan, the reality was much more complicated. They took sides, as in the succession battle between Bayezit and Cem; they used the threat of violence against organs of the state and sometimes the populace at large to exact money, resources, and power; and they almost always pushed for war, hungry for their portion of the spoils seized in battle and the opportunities for pillage. Thus, to keep the Janissaries happy, sultans had to cut deals with them, grant them favors, and keep their ranks flush with newly captured recruits. In contrast to Cem’s foppish lifestyle, Bayezit’s serious, stoic nature earned him the Janissaries’ support. 

         For nearly three weeks, the throne remained vacant, as Bayezit and Cem sprinted from Anatolia to Istanbul. Bayezit arrived first, reaching the outskirts of Istanbul on May 21, 1481. After killing the grand vizier, the Janissaries had imposed strict controls on the city—enforcing a curfew, patrolling the streets, chasing down rabble-rousers, and securing neighborhood squares. The normal chaos of a city of half a million people—the steady hum of vegetable and fruit peddlers, merchants hawking their wares, and crowds of men socializing on street corners—had hushed to an eerie calm. He rendezvoused with a detachment of Janissaries at a prearranged city gate, and they formed a phalanx around him to rush him through the city to the palace.

         
            
[image: ]
               Bayezit converses with his advisers, including Korkud

            

         

         Once safely within the palace walls, Bayezit received obeisance from the Janissary commanders and the imperial governing elite. The grand mufti, the empire’s chief religious figure, proclaimed him sultan of the entirety of creation, ruler of the first clime to the seventh, of time immemorial to the end of days. After this simple ceremony in the palace garden, Bayezit proceeded with full military accompaniment to the Mosque of Eyüp, a structure his father had ordered built after his conquest of Constantinople; it encircled the tomb of Eyüp, a companion of the Prophet Muhammad. There the empire’s elite bestowed upon Bayezit the sword of the first Ottoman sultan, Osman, his thirteenth-century ancestor. After these two simple ceremonies—conferring on him the recognition of the dynasty, of God, and of his family (except for Cem, of course)—Bayezit became the empire’s eighth sultan on May 22, 1481, one day after his arrival in the capital.

         Meanwhile, Cem found himself bogged down in Anatolia. He had made it only as far as İnegöl, a town in a bowl-shaped mountain valley near the first Ottoman capital of Bursa, when word reached him that his half-brother had taken the palace. He exploded in a fit of rage.

         Bayezit knew that to secure his rule, he had to eliminate Cem. Thus, in the first military venture of his sultanate, just a week into his rule, Bayezit ordered an army contingent to İnegöl. Arriving in the mountain town on May 28, the new sultan’s forces encountered an inspired and fierce group of soldiers. Channeling their leader’s fury, Cem’s men routed Bayezit’s. With this victory, Cem took control of Bursa, the first seat of the empire and a center of the international silk trade. Ensconcing his forces in the palace, Cem proclaimed himself Sultan of Anatolia, a clear declaration of his intention to continue his war against his half-brother. He struck coins in his own image, and the mosques in Bursa intoned Friday prayers in his name. Now the empire had two palaces, two capitals, and two sultans. A civil war loomed, jeopardizing the empire’s very existence.

         Cem understood the perilous nature of his position and tried to negotiate, suggesting that he rule Anatolia while Bayezit took everything west of the Bosphorus Strait, a roughly equal division of imperial territory. Bayezit refused. As far as he was concerned, he was the empire’s rightful sultan and Cem was a rebel enemy of the state. Bayezit responded to Cem’s “offer” by dispatching another army. Again, the forces met outside Bursa, but this time Bayezit’s men scored a decisive victory, driving Cem not only out of Bursa but all the way to Syria, out of the Ottoman Empire altogether. To Bayezit’s dismay, they failed to kill or capture him. 

         Secure on the throne and with his half-brother now on the run, Bayezit summoned his wives, children, and concubines from Amasya. Apart from his circumcision ceremony nearly two years earlier, Selim, now eleven, had never left Amasya. From a provincial, landlocked town, he arrived in the very heart of the empire, where his father was the sultan and his new home the nucleus of power.
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               Defending Bayezit against an assassination attempt

            

         

         The palace harem was as grand as anything imaginable: a sprawling complex of innumerable apartments with high vaulted ceilings linked by a warren of passageways, and dozens of buildings to explore. Perched on one of Istanbul’s fabled seven hills overlooking the Bosphorus, the palace, with its gardens and balconies, offered a panorama of spectacular views. After his daily lessons in language, history, and religion, Selim would gambol from one vantage point to another to gaze out at Europe and Asia and enjoy the sea breezes. He loved watching the boats glide between continents and listening to the calls of eagles and buzzards migrating south from the Black Sea. As a prince, he was kept at some remove from the city beyond the walls, but its loud noises and pungent smells inevitably found their way into the palace.

         Even while he enjoyed nonstop attention as the son of the new sultan, Selim sensed the tension. His father, especially in the early years of his rule, remained on the defensive, ever wary of Cem. Selim learned early that the imperial ground beneath him would be eternally unstable.

         
            *

         

         EUROPEAN POWERS, ALWAYS COGNIZANT of affairs on their eastern flank, were scheming to take advantage of this perceived moment of Ottoman weakness. On June 4, 1481, a mere two weeks after Bayezit took the throne, Pope Sixtus IV wrote to Christian leaders across Europe, hoping to organize a new Crusade against the Ottomans and other Muslims. A month later, the pope’s naval forces joined a fleet from Naples to attack Otranto, the Ottomans’ single territorial possession on the boot of Italy. Fighting began in July 1481 and lasted until September, when Ottoman forces surrendered, bringing to a close their thirteen-month sojourn. Buoyed by this victory, the Christian alliance set its sights on repelling the Ottomans from the Mediterranean. With a reinforcement of twenty-five ships from Portugal, the pope planned to cross the Adriatic from Otranto to Valona (today’s Vlorë) on the Albanian coast. A victory there would secure both sides of the strategic mouth of the Adriatic and create a foothold for reconquering the parts of Albania and Greece that Mehmet had captured during the previous decades. But an outbreak of plague in Albania and a group of disgruntled ship’s captains stalled these plans. Through no action of his own, the new sultan had, at least for now, managed to retain the eastern coast of the Adriatic.

         To the east, the Mamluk Empire, the Ottomans’ major adversary in the Muslim world, took advantage of the power vacuum to strengthen their military and economic influence in the Middle East and throughout the eastern Mediterranean. The longer the House of Osman remained divided, the better, as far as the Mamluks were concerned. Thus, they welcomed Cem to Cairo, the Mamluk capital, as their guest, which transformed the Ottomans’ internecine enmity into a matter of international intrigue, one that ricocheted through much of global politics. 

         Cem could not have asked for a more powerful set of arrows for his quiver—an empire to help to win an empire. He felt at ease in the wealthy Mamluk court, where respect, comfort, and luxury were lavished on him. Outside the palace walls, though, Cairo was an entirely different matter. When Cem first reached the city on September 30, 1481, he gaped in awe at its imposing strangeness and grand scale. Of the two largest cities in the Mediterranean, Istanbul was bigger than Cairo, but Cairo had been spared the depopulation that had occurred in Istanbul immediately before and after 1453. Having never lived in Istanbul as an adult, Cem was overwhelmed by Cairo’s size, noisome streets, and the maddening intimacy of its tightly packed neighborhoods. The imperial court conducted its business in Arabic, rather than Turkish or Persian; Cem had some facility with Arabic, thanks to his harem education, but still it challenged him. Overall, Cairo was far more Arab and Muslim than any place in the Ottoman Empire, whose population still retained a Christian majority. The call to prayer reverberated throughout the alleyways of the Mamluk capital more forcefully than Cem had ever experienced.

         Ramadan began a few weeks after Cem arrived in Cairo. As an honored guest of the Mamluk sultan Qaitbay, Cem dined as part of the sovereign’s entourage every night during the holy month. The sunset feasts that broke the fast of the day were sumptuous affairs, with poets and musicians offering entertainment. Over bulgur and lamb and desserts of saffron milk and dried apricots, Cem broached the topic of Mamluk support for his bid to overthrow his half-brother. Qaitbay, who had a long beard and spiky eyebrows, listened patiently but kept delaying promises of support, saying he would have to consult his advisers first, or would have to wait until the end of Ramadan, or offering some other excuse. In fact, Qaitbay wanted the fraternal rivalry to last as long as possible, as Ottoman disarray advantaged the Mamluks in the control of the East–West trade.

         Intensely frustrated by Qaitbay’s stalling, Cem decided to leave Cairo and make the Hajj—the Islamic pilgrimage to the holy cities of Mecca and Medina—in December 1481. The Prophet Muhammad, born in Mecca in the year 570, had died in Medina in 632. In Mecca, he received the revelations that eventually became the Qur’an; no matter where they are in the world, all Muslims face Mecca to pray five times a day. The Hajj is one of the Five Pillars of Islam and is considered a duty that every able Muslim should undertake. Yet Cem was the only Ottoman sultan or prince in over six hundred years of Ottoman history to observe this important tenet of the faith. And even in his case, his motivation seems to have been more political than religious. The annual pilgrimage—the largest gathering anywhere in the Muslim world—showcased the cosmopolitanism of Islam, bringing together people from Morocco in the west to China in the east, who spoke languages ranging from Russian to Bengali. Cem saw it as an opportunity to project an image of himself as the Caliph of all Muslims and Protector of the Holy Cities; the Hajj would be evidence of his fitness to rule.

         Cem’s arrival in Mecca with the caravan from Cairo sparked intense excitement. Just as he had hoped, his pilgrimage became what we would call today a publicity tour. Everywhere he went—from the Kaaba, Islam’s holiest site, to the Tomb of the Prophet in Medina—crowds followed him, seeking his prayers and words of wisdom. He inspired Medina’s despondent residents to elevate their spirits and rebuild their Great Mosque (al-Masjid al-Nabawī), which had been engulfed by fire after lightning struck its minaret a few months before he arrived in the city. For centuries thereafter, the reconstruction of the mosque was credited to Cem’s influential visit.

         Inspired and emboldened by his pilgrimage, Cem returned to the Mamluk capital with the Cairo caravan on March 11, 1482, and duly wrote the following challenge in verse to his half-brother:

         
            
               While you lie on a bed of roses in sheer happiness,

               Why should I be covered by ashes in sorrow’s furnace?

               If one observes piety, shouldn’t justice favour him?

               Is that not a legitimate right claimed by the pilgrim?

            

         

         Upon receiving this dispatch, Bayezit scoffed and responded with a verse of his own, mocking Cem’s feigned piety and lack of respect for the empire:

         
            
               Since time immemorial we were given this state,

               Why then are you unwilling to accept preordained fate?

               “I went on the pilgrimage,” you say to advance your claim;

               Why then are these worldly gains and sovereignty your chief aim?

            

         

         In Cairo that spring, Cem plotted his comeback. With reluctant Mamluk support—just enough to keep the brothers fighting—propelling him forward, Cem knew he would need help from within the Ottoman Empire. Through his network of emissaries and contacts, he started making overtures throughout Anatolia. There was no shortage of power brokers and local potentates ready to welcome an alliance with an Ottoman prince. Anatolia was still a tessellated landscape of minor regional powers, remnants of Byzantine military factions, and large household polities. The goal of early modern states like the Ottoman Empire was not necessarily to eliminate these mostly autonomous domestic elements but rather to co-opt, subdue, or otherwise manage them. Cem understood this politics of negotiation and cooperation; he therefore felt confident that he could secure the forces he needed to mount an effective challenge to Bayezit.

         
            *

         

         CEM’S FIRST MOVE WAS to enter into an alliance with the leader of the Kasıms, one of the largest tribal principalities in Anatolia. They were among the many very old families of pastoral nomads who had interests and influence around major Anatolian towns and had managed to cut deals with ruling powers over the centuries—from the Romans to the Byzantines and now the Ottomans. The Kasıms’ strongholds centered on areas near Konya, where Cem had been governor. Although the town now was, at least ostensibly, under his half-brother’s control, Cem shared a long history with the leaders of the clan and knew they could find common purpose. The arrangement could not have been more propitious for each side. By allying with Cem, the Kasıms transformed themselves from one of many local power brokers into an existential threat to the dynasty. The previous year, in hopes of capturing more territory from the empire, the Kasıms had sought a coalition with the Knights Hospitaller of St. John, rulers of the tiny island of Rhodes, but they were rebuffed as the Knights thought it best to honor the peace treaty with the Ottomans they had been forced to sign three years previously. The Kasıms clearly wanted a global power alliance; they found it in Cem. For his part, Cem gained a military force he could use against his half-brother.

         With this collaboration in place, Cem secretly returned to Anatolia—against the protestations of Sultan Qaitbay—to finalize with the Kasıms his plans for an attack on Konya. He left behind his mother, concubines, and some of his four children (one of Cem’s daughters married Qaitbay’s son in this period). Having traveled overland through Syria to Cairo, then to the holy cities, and now back to Anatolia, Cem traced a path through the Mamluk Empire that presaged the conquests his nephew Selim would undertake thirty-four years later.

         Upon reaching the rocky hills on the outskirts of Konya, Cem made his way to the Kasım encampments. Like Alexander the Great, the Seljuks, the Crusaders, and so many others, Cem and the Kasıms prepared for their invasion of Konya by amassing troops, weapons, and other resources on the plains beyond the city. This would, Cem hoped, be the first in a cascade of battles that would win him the throne. Instead, when fighting commenced in late May 1482, his forces were beaten back in mere hours by the city’s new governor, Abdullah—Bayezit’s eldest son, Selim’s half-brother, Cem’s nephew.

         Denied Konya, Cem and the Kasıms decided to move on Ankara. As they headed north, word reached them that Bayezit himself, having heard that Cem was in Anatolia, had set off from Istanbul with a huge army, eager to welcome his half-brother back to the empire with a freshly dug grave. Rightly fearful for his life, Cem halted his march toward Ankara and retreated southward. Bayezit then dispatched one of his soldiers to catch up with Cem and the Kasıms and deliver a letter outlining terms of surrender. In exchange for relinquishing his interest in the throne and recognizing Bayezit as the one and only legitimate sultan, Cem would receive a yearly sum of gold and a protected retirement in Jerusalem, far away from Istanbul. Cem rejected the offer out of hand. Aside from requiring him to surrender any chance of becoming sultan, which was instantly unacceptable, Bayezit’s deal might also have been a ruse to assassinate him.

         Cem’s quest for the throne had already taken him to Cairo and the Arabian peninsula. Before the succession was finally resolved, he would take the struggle through the royal courts of France, Italy, and Rhodes, grafting the politics of Ottoman succession into the politics of early modern Europe and then the globe.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 3

            AN OTTOMAN ABROAD
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                  Pope Pius II blesses a Crusading fleet at Ancona, with Cem in attendance

               

            

         

         ADJUSTING TO HIS NEW LIFE IN THE PALACE WHILE ABSORBING the lessons of the sanguinary imperial politics around him, eleven-year-old Selim remained safely within the confines of the harem as his family’s succession drama unfolded. With a child’s fretfulness, he watched his uncle jockeying to gain the support of foreign powers against his father.

         After his failure to establish a foothold in Anatolia, Cem knew his half-brother’s forces would soon drive him out of the empire altogether. The Mamluks had already made clear that they would support Cem only so far. Persia was an option, but it was too internally fractured to be interested in waging a major campaign against the far more powerful Ottoman Empire. By contrast, European powers, all weaker than the Ottomans in this period, were eager for any geopolitical advantage they could muster. Cem, while still encamped with the Kasıms outside Konya, began reaching out across the Mediterranean. In the early 1480s, the head of the family helped Cem to write and dispatch letters to disparate sovereigns, understanding that a war between Bayezit and a European state would open up space in Anatolia for the Kasıms to advance their forces. This was a slow process in the early modern world, where communication moved only as fast as a human on horseback or on a ship.

         Cem’s first letter was to Venice, in January 1482; his request for asylum and alliance was refused. The Venetians had recently signed a peace treaty with the Ottomans and had no interest in upsetting the delicate balance of relations. Cem turned next to the rulers of Rhodes, the Knights Hospitaller of St. John, whom the Kasıms had approached a few years earlier, but his first messenger was captured and killed by Bayezit’s forces. Realizing that Bayezit was aware of his schemes, Cem entrusted his next emissary with a verbal message, which ensured that the envoy, if captured, would not—unless tortured, perhaps—divulge any important information. The man chosen for the task was one Firenk Suleyman Bey, a Christian convert to Islam who spoke fluent French (“Firenk” is a corruption of Frank, a common title carried by Christian converts to Islam). Little is known about his origins. He may have been a captive who agreed to convert and serve the Ottoman state in exchange for his freedom. Alternatively, he could have voluntarily “turned Turk,” as the phrase went, as many Crusading soldiers did when they reached the Middle East, for various reasons: genuine faith, the love of a Muslim woman, awe at the superior power and majesty they discovered in the East, or the opportunities available to them in the Muslim world. 

         Rhodes, just off the southwestern Anatolian coast, is a parched and craggy island, strategically located where the Aegean meets the Mediterranean. In the summer of 1482, Firenk Suleyman Bey reached the island without incident and relayed Cem’s message to Pierre d’Aubusson, Grand Master of the Knights, who knew Cem personally from the truce negotiations in 1479, when Cem had been entrusted with that task by Mehmet II, his father. D’Aubusson, well aware of the tactical potential that Cem represented, leaped at the chance to serve as his protector. Buffeted on all sides by much larger and stronger enemies, the Knights viewed an internal challenger to the Ottoman throne as a potentially enormous weapon. Not only could Cem rattle the entire carapace of the Ottoman Empire, but should he gain the throne through their support, he would be forever in the Knights’ debt. For his part, Cem did all he could to encourage the Catholics’ expectations by promising to deliver something he could not: peace between Islam and Christendom. Desperate and perhaps naïve, the Knights saw Cem’s overture as an opportunity to forge a Christian–Muslim alliance against a shared Muslim enemy. Politics did not always trump religion in the early modern Mediterranean, but in this instance it clearly did. In the middle of July 1482, Cem boarded a ship at Korikos (modern-day Kızkalesi) on the southeastern Anatolian shore. Although he was unaware of it then, this was his last moment in the Ottoman Empire.

         
            *

         

         IT TOOK OVER A week for the small merchant ship to cover the three hundred miles between Korikos and the city of Rhodes on the northeastern tip of the island; the trip was uneventful, given the sea’s placid summer currents. Yet Cem’s mind was tortured. He talked to no one and hardly slept. He knew well that the longer Bayezit held the throne—and it had already been more than a year—the harder it would be to uproot him. Leaving the territory of the empire once again was, clearly, a gamble for Cem, yet, given his debacle with the Kasıms at Konya, he had little choice. Looking overboard into the limpid blue of the northern Mediterranean, Cem saw the darkness of his circumstances—forced once more to put his fate in the hands of another power. But should he stay in Anatolia, he would surely be hunted down.

         While he clearly had his trepidations, Cem could not have known the depth of the political morass into which he was stepping when he reached Rhodes. There, he would become one of the early modern world’s most valuable bargaining chips, a hostage who did not know he was a hostage—at least, not yet. Any entity that gave Cem refuge, however small or unimportant, immediately became a sponsor of Bayezit’s potential demise and could therefore make demands of the empire. Rhodes would be the first of many European powers to vie for Cem.

         In the grand game of imperial politics, each party needed the other, even as each tried to outwit the other. Cem bargained for as much support as he could get from the Knights—money, ships, troops, diplomatic protection—to sustain his bid for the Ottoman throne. For their part, the Knights viewed Cem as a stepping-stone toward their larger ambition—a new Crusade to capture Jerusalem from the Muslims. The Knights had started as a Crusading order, and they remained a Crusading order. Cem was useful to them not as a spark to ignite an infernal war with the Ottomans—a war they wanted to avoid at all costs, because they knew they would lose disastrously—but because he bought them time. They wagered that Cem was enough of a threat to Bayezit that they could leverage him for peace, and perhaps money too. A temporary Pax Mediterranea would enable them to rebuild their military strength and financial resources for the planned Crusade.

         When he arrived on the island on July 29, 1482, representatives of the Knights met him at the docks with a royal welcome. Carpets embroidered with gold and silver softened his first steps ashore, and he was given a “most beautiful horse” to ride from the coast into the city. Crowds cheered him along the route, which was strewn with flowers. The Knights—as well as Italian, Greek, French, and Flemish merchants on Rhodes—hailed Cem as a prince as well as a kind of celebrity who might tip the Mediterranean’s balance of power against the Ottoman sultan. Cem, the Knights, and the Mediterranean’s Christian merchant communities shared the same political program, but their interests would converge for only so long. After thanking those who had accompanied him from the harbor and handing over the horse’s reins, Cem made the short, steep climb up to the imposing stone walls of the palace of the Grand Master of the Knights of Rhodes.

         Since as early as the sixteenth century BCE, Rhodes had been continuously inhabited. Its location made it a coveted speck on the sea as long as maritime routes were the principal means of long-distance travel. Along with Crete, Rhodes served as the key border crossing from the Aegean—and beyond it, Istanbul and the Black Sea—into the eastern Mediterranean, and then on to Egypt, Cyprus, Syria, the rest of the Middle East, North Africa, and points west. Rhodes also controlled one of Anatolia’s richest supply zones of rare coastal timber, which was coveted for shipbuilding and other uses. The ramparts of the city, first built by the Greeks in the fourth century BCE, had been restored by the Knights of St. John in the early fourteenth century. Not long before Cem approached the walls in the early afternoon of July 30, they had had to do so again.

         
            
[image: ]
               The Knights Hospitaller receive Cem in Rhodes

            

         

         Almost exactly two years earlier, Mehmet II had attacked Rhodes with what one of the Knights described as “an Armada of one hundred and nine vessels” with “a great many cannons, bombards and wooden towers with other engines of war” manned by nearly seventy thousand soldiers. This huge force besieged the city of Rhodes for more than two months, with Ottoman infantry advancing to the top of the palace’s ramparts before d’Aubusson was able to mount a counterattack with the help of reinforcements from the king of Naples. In the end, the Ottomans were rebuffed, but not before close to half of the Knights’ three thousand men and more than nine thousand Ottoman soldiers were slaughtered and the palace left in shambles. In the early modern Mediterranean, alliances changed as quickly as the sea’s currents; now the son of the destroyer of the Knights’ palace was an honored guest.

         Most of what we know of Cem’s sojourn on Rhodes comes from the account of a vice-chancellor and secretary of the Knights named Guillaume Caoursin. Caoursin sought to paint the rule of the Knights in the rosiest hues possible, but, read judiciously, his writings provide invaluable details of Cem’s time on the island. While Cem was always comfortable on Rhodes—with a well-appointed apartment, sumptuous meals every night in the Grand Master’s palace, and frequent hunting trips around the island—he remained worried about his precarious position as a captive diplomatic asset. Caoursin wrote that Cem “observes those around him and always seems a little sad and pensive…. He is so fidgety that he can’t stay long in one place.” Still, “even as an exile and a fugitive, he does not lose his aristocratic dignity,” which apparently enabled him “to swim every day in the sea, naked, without prudishness in sight of everybody.” Cem was melancholy on Rhodes, perhaps resigned to his fate, even as he remained committed to achieving the outcome he feared was slipping away. Each day, he drowned his sorrows in luxurious food and wine and distracted himself with Alméida, a slave woman he purchased on the island.

         After thirty-four days, the Knights decided to send Cem, against his will, to one of their castles in France—for his own safety, they said, but in reality for their own. Fearing that Bayezit might invade Rhodes to try to capture him, they thought it best to move him as far away as possible. This plan allowed the Knights to maintain control over their royal hostage while removing the imminent threat of an Ottoman invasion. The same day Cem set sail for France, on September 1, 1482, d’Aubusson sent a delegation to Istanbul, offering to hold Cem in France in exchange for an Ottoman guarantee of peace. To their delight, Bayezit immediately agreed to their terms. From the sultan’s perspective, this superb deal allowed him essentially to hire the Knights as prison guards to keep his half-brother far from Istanbul. In return, Bayezit agreed to pay the Knights 45,000 Venetian gold ducats annually to cover the costs of Cem’s imprisonment. Furthermore, Bayezit promised not to invade Rhodes or Otranto, as his father had done two years earlier. The only Ottoman royal ever to go on the Hajj, Cem also earned the distinction of sailing farther west than any member of the House of Osman had gone before. The fraternal struggle for the Ottoman throne now spanned the Mediterranean.

         Cem learned of this bargain when he landed in Nice six weeks later, on October 17, 1482. Bewildered, angry, and depressed that the Knights had ransomed him, the twenty-three-year-old prince found himself in an even stranger new land. As on Rhodes, the Knights kept Cem comfortable but under close watch. A prisoner but still a prince, he was placed under a kind of lax house arrest in the well-appointed acropolis of Nice, which was owned by an associate of the Knights, a wealthy Genoese merchant named Gaspare Grimaldi. On Cem’s first night there, Grimaldi’s oldest daughter took a bed-warmer to their new guest, and, if we are to believe the French accounts, offered herself to the prince. Later, her sisters and cousins took their turns spending the night with Cem, suggesting that Grimaldi hoped to marry one of his daughters or nieces into the Ottoman royal family. When allowed to venture beyond the walls, Cem moved on to the city’s female prostitutes and “charming well-made boys / each the son of a noble.” Cem reveled in this sexual diversion. “What a wonderful place is this city of Nice,” he wrote, apparently unconcerned about venereal disease, “a man can stay there and do as he please!” Alienating at first, the city eventually reminded him of Konya, where he had been governor, with its narrow winding streets and small neighborhood squares. He loved the azure coastline and picturesque red-roofed buildings. His debauches, however, were an unsatisfactory salve for the lost sultanate so far away.

         Cem’s exile was only just beginning. He would spend the next seven years being shuffled around southeastern France from castle to castle as local rulers maneuvered to earn the princely purse Bayezit was paying his half-brother’s captors. Cem’s captivity was thus, rather peculiarly, an enormous boon to the region’s economy, as 45,000 gold ducats represented a formidable sum in the mid-1480s.

         At the same time, at the far end of the Mediterranean, the Ottomans and the Mamluks tussled in a series of indecisive wars—skirmishes that Cem’s nephew Selim would continue and ultimately win a few decades later. Like the Knights, the minor potentates of southeastern France, and other Mediterranean powers, the Mamluks also coveted Cem as a weapon against the Ottomans, enabling them to terrify Bayezit with the threat that his half-brother might storm the palace. In addition, someone else was lobbying for Cem’s return to Cairo—his mother. She had stayed behind in the Mamluk capital after her son left for his ill-fated attempt to capture Konya and yearned to have him back in Cairo, both out of maternal longing and in order to continue the fight against Bayezit. Thus, the Mamluk sultan wrote to the Knights of St. John, imploring them to return Cem to Egypt in return for the full support of the Mamluk army in any future confrontation with the Ottomans as well as 100,000 gold ducats. Despite these generous terms—more than Bayezit was offering—the Knights refused to relinquish their Ottoman prince. He was proving too valuable, and, besides, other plans were afoot.

         Soon after the Mamluk approach, Pope Innocent VIII—famous for his papal decrees on witchcraft and his lifelong efforts to further the Inquisition—convinced the Knights to transfer Cem from France to Rome for, he said, “the general good of Christendom.” The “good,” as he saw it, was that moving Cem closer to the Ottoman Empire increased the threat to Bayezit should Cem be released, and this would serve to check Ottoman advances against Christians in the Balkans. Fearing—though perhaps also seeking—a kind of Mediterranean world war, the pope thus hoped to orchestrate a three-way alliance among Rome, Hungary (at the time, one of the Ottomans’ primary rivals in the Balkans), and Cem against Bayezit. This, of course, was part of the larger goal: the preparation of a new Crusade to “win back” Jerusalem and deliver the death blow to Islam.

         When Cem arrived in Rome on March 4, 1489, nearly eight years after his father’s death, he became in essence a reified weapon in Renaissance Europe’s bloodlust against Islam—a more compelling obsession than the classics of antiquity, art, or personal salvation. In the words of one of the foremost historians of the Renaissance, James Hankins, “The humanists wrote far more often and at far greater length about the Turkish menace and the need for crusade than they did about such better-known humanist themes as true nobility, liberal education, the dignity of man, or the immortality of the soul.” In effect, much of the “civilization” of the Renaissance developed from Christianity’s atavistic hatred of Islam.

         Reacting against the culture of fire-breathing religious loathing that surrounded him, Cem became ever more pious during his years in Europe. A pleasure-seeking orgiast in his youth and in Nice, Cem paradoxically became a devout Muslim for the first time in his life in the very heart of Christian Europe, the Vatican. Before his European sojourn, his relationship to Islam had been shaped more by politics than by faith. While he was in the Ottoman Empire, then in Mamluk Cairo, and even on his Hajj, Cem’s commitment to Islam had always seemed half-hearted; when he undertook the pilgrimage—the most quintessentially Islamic of Islamic acts—he did so to drum up support for his bid for the throne. In Europe, though, his Muslim faith was both a statement of defiance against his captors and a wellspring of strength against hardship and loneliness. As for so many who turn to religion in times of adversity, Islam represented for Cem a source of both political and spiritual freedom in the absence of physical freedom.

         In Cem’s mind, there was no contradiction between emphatically marking one’s political identity as a Muslim in Europe while acting un-Islamically. He loved wine and regularly had sex with both Christian women and boys. According to some accounts of his years in Europe, he may even have married a Christian woman—a possibility that in Europe (but not in the Ottoman Empire) would have required at least a nominal conversion. If he did indeed convert to Christianity, he likely did so through a practice known to Muslims as taqiyya. Usually translated as “dissimulation,” taqiyya allows one to affect a temporary outward conversion to a religion other than Islam, usually for reasons of survival, while inwardly preserving one’s true Islamic identity. Apart from the rumors of this marriage, all other indications point to Cem having remained a Muslim throughout his years in Europe.

         Ten days after arriving in Rome, and fuming about his mistreatment at the hands of the Knights, Cem met privately with Pope Innocent. When the tall, rotund pope tempted him with the worldly power that would come from leading a new Crusade—leadership Cem could only undertake as a Christian—he reportedly vowed never to help Rome or indeed any Christian power against a Muslim empire, his own or any other, “even for the rule of the whole world.” In this, of course, he was demonstrating his anti-European politics as much as his steadfast belief in Islam. Furthermore, he demanded that Innocent release him immediately so that he could travel to Cairo and live the rest of his life in a Muslim land. Unaffected by these protestations, the pope promptly ordered Cem returned to his prison cell.
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         Cem was twenty-nine, and had been on the run for close to a decade. “Stocky and robust,” as described by the cleric Matteo Bosso, he had been well taken care of while he was shuttled from exile to exile, prison to prison. No longer an unmoored libertine, he finally admitted defeat. In a series of letters to his half-brother, he expressed remorse for challenging Bayezit’s claim to the throne and pledged allegiance to him. Cem even wrote that he forgave Bayezit for killing his three-year-old son while he was in France. Humbling himself at his half-brother’s feet, a broken Cem apparently would have done whatever was asked of him in order to live out the rest of his days in freedom in the Ottoman Empire—or, failing that, in a Muslim land such as India, Iran, or the Arab world. While there is no way to confirm whether or not Cem’s intentions were sincere, Bayezit took no chances. Interpreting Cem’s pleas as a potential ruse, he rejected them.

         Despite Cem’s strident unwillingness to support a new Crusade, Pope Innocent remained hopeful. The shockwaves from the 1453 fall of Constantinople still reverberated in Europe’s ears, roaring again in 1480 with the Ottomans’ capture of territory on the Italian peninsula. The medieval Crusades, despite what Western students have imbibed for centuries, were far more than discrete military adventures—they amounted to a nearly unbroken strategy across centuries, an ongoing European military stance against the Muslim world that peaked and waned as needs dictated. Plans for Christian Crusades against Islam continued well into the seventeenth century, and it could be argued that they have not yet disappeared. From a European Christian perspective, the ascendancy of the Ottomans at the expense of Europe fueled notions that Armageddon was near, so it was more than ironic that Pope Innocent now looked to the Muslim East for help. Clarifying that his interest was in a Crusade specifically against the Ottomans, rather than all of Islam, Innocent dispatched envoys to Cairo seeking Mamluk support for a new war against their coreligionists.

         In a kind of early modern entente cordiale, Christian Europe and the Mamluks knew they needed each other against the superior military power of the Ottomans. Each side had previously made overtures to the other, but achieving common cause continued to prove elusive—for reasons not of religion or culture, but of politics. In 1489, the fly in the ointment was Cem. The Mamluks made Cem’s return a condition of any alliance with the pope. The pope refused, thus scuttling any hope of a joint papal–Mamluk fighting force. Innocent then turned to the European powers, who once again swiftly declined his invitation to join a fresh Crusade. Political conditions in the Mediterranean skewed so heavily in favor of the Ottomans that most European leaders judged a Crusade at this time to be a suicide mission.

         Unable to rally the interest and manpower he needed, Innocent, like the Knights of St. John before him, settled for something less than total war and entered into negotiations with the Ottoman Empire. Having Cem in Rome, of course, increased the pope’s leverage. He threatened to release the Ottoman prince, intimating that Cem would ally with the Hungarians against the Ottomans in the Balkans even while knowing full well that he would not, and pushed for guarantees that the Ottomans would never invade the Italian peninsula again, would allow Christians freedom of worship in the Ottoman Empire, and would afford safe passage to Jerusalem for Christian pilgrims. If Bayezit acceded to these demands, the pope pledged to continue to hold Cem hostage—albeit still insisting on a fee. From Bayezit’s perspective, this was a splendid deal, for his overriding goal in the years around 1490 remained keeping Cem at bay in Christian Europe. Besides, he had no intention of invading Italy, and he had already upheld Ottoman Christians’ freedom of worship and offered protection to European Christian pilgrims visiting Jerusalem. Not only did he agree to Innocent’s terms, he offered several other small concessions. He handed over to Rome the head of the lance that allegedly pierced Christ’s side during the Crucifixion, one hundred Moorish slaves, and an advance payment of 120,000 gold ducats to support three years of Cem’s captivity. This sum was a pittance for the Ottomans, yet it was the equivalent of an entire year’s income for the papacy.

         
            *

         

         HAVING GROWN UP IN the 1470s and 1480s, Selim witnessed firsthand the power of religion in international affairs and in his own family. After all, he, together with Cem, his father, and all Ottoman sultans and princes in the empire’s first three centuries, were the sons of Christian converts, female slaves who had often, but not always, been captured in war. Rumors of his uncle’s conversion to Christianity and his potential participation in a Crusade against Islam further underscored for Selim both the political stakes of religion and the religious stakes of politics.

         As participant, observer, beneficiary, and victim, both of the religious politics of the age and his own family’s dynastic structure, Cem could compare what he witnessed in Europe to what he knew of his own empire. By any measure, religious violence in the Mediterranean peaked in the 1490s. Not only did Europe renew its persistent calls for a Crusade against Islam, but the Ottoman Empire furthered its holdings in the Christian Balkans, and Spain’s long-running Inquisition reached its bloody climax. With their conquest of Granada in 1492, the Catholic monarchs defeated the last of Spain’s Muslim kingdoms. As we will see, they expelled nearly all of the peninsula’s Jews and Muslims, then moved to extend their war against non-Christians in Africa, Asia, and the Americas.

         Although all religious minorities throughout the Mediterranean were subjected to much hardship, the Ottomans, despite what Innocent thought, never persecuted non-Muslims in the way that the Inquisition persecuted Muslims and Jews—and, despite the centuries of calls for Christian Crusades, Muslims never attempted a war against the whole of Christianity. While considered legally inferior to Muslims, Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire (as elsewhere in the lands of Islam) had more rights than other religious minorities around the world. They had their own law courts, freedom to worship in the empire’s numerous synagogues and churches, and communal autonomy. While Christian Europe was killing its religious minorities, the Ottomans protected theirs and welcomed those expelled from Europe. Although the sultans of the empire were Muslims, the majority of the population was not. Indeed, the Ottoman Empire was effectively the Mediterranean’s most populous Christian state: the Ottoman sultan ruled over more Christian subjects than the Catholic pope.

         Of course, Christian leaders did not only target Muslims with their Crusades. As European armies marched out against Islam, they slaughtered many Jews on their way eastward. Some of the survivors, and the majority of Spain’s expelled Jews, eventually made their way to the relative safety of the Ottoman Empire. Thus, to a young Selim, the religious clashes of the early modern world seemed not a matter of Christianity versus Islam but rather of Ottoman Islam’s ecumenical view of the world versus European Christianity’s violent efforts to achieve religious homogeneity.

         
            *

         

         POPE INNOCENT VIII, one of the leading proponents of his religion’s savagery, fell ill and died on July 25, 1492, just a week before his Italian compatriot Christopher Columbus set off on his first voyage across the Atlantic. With Innocent’s death, Cem became the property of his successor, Pope Alexander VI. Although he was handsome and gregarious—or perhaps precisely because he was handsome and gregarious—Alexander proved an ineffective political and religious leader. A member of the ruthless Borgia clan, he had many mistresses and sired at least nine illegitimate children. His papacy was dogged by accusations of sexual philandering and financial misdealings to support his children—ammunition for his political rivals’ persistent fiery critiques.
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               Cem is handed over to Charles

            

         

         One of the pope’s adversaries was King Charles VIII of France, who coveted the Italian peninsula and especially the strategically important kingdom of Naples. At the end of 1494, taking advantage of the political weakness created by the chaos of Alexander’s personal life, Charles the Affable, as he was known, thundered an army of twenty-five thousand soldiers, about a third of whom were Swiss mercenaries, into Rome, quickly forcing Alexander to accede to his demands, foremost among them being safe passage for his armies south to Naples. Charles then made another demand: he wanted Cem, who was still a desirable prize after all these years. Alexander reluctantly surrendered the peripatetic prisoner to Charles. The twenty-four-year-old king and his forces, with Cem in tow, reached Naples in February 1495.

         Bayezit, as always, was keeping a close eye on Cem’s whereabouts and gauging how his European captors might use him against the Ottomans. From France to Rome to Naples, Cem was steadily edging closer to Istanbul, with progressively more powerful captors pushing him in that direction. Charles posed a more direct threat to the Ottomans than either the pope or the Knights of St. John. Through marriages and other alliances, he boasted many relatives among the noble families of the Balkans. Tracing the roots of their power back to Byzantium and the Kingdoms of Serbia, these predominantly Christian families still reveled in their bygone glory during an era of Christian rule before the Ottoman conquests. Though they retained their landholdings, wealth, and prestige, they harbored an inherent distrust of their Muslim overlords. Bayezit feared that Charles would exploit his familial connections and the insecurity of the Balkans to move, with Cem, into the western provinces of the Ottoman Empire.

         This was a risk Bayezit refused to tolerate, so in 1495 he began mobilizing his forces in and around Istanbul. They strengthened the city walls, reviewed tactical plans for operations in the Balkans, and tested artillery. Military reinforcements were deployed to the empire’s western borders and a battle fleet headed for the Adriatic, tucking into the fjords of the Dalmatian coast to be ready at a moment’s notice. Even in early 1495, nearly fourteen years after Bayezit had become sultan, Cem’s threat to the empire remained so exigent that the mere whiff of his encroachment triggered a massive military mobilization.

         Very soon, however, Cem would no longer pose a threat to Bayezit. When Charles’s army reached Naples, a wilting weariness forced Cem to bed down in one of the city’s castles, now in the possession of the French king, who tasked one of his personal physicians to monitor the captive and afford him all necessary comforts. The doctor kept watch as Cem’s symptoms grew more serious. First his face, eyelids, and throat reddened and swelled. Then he was overcome by a fever, accompanied by shortness of breath. Cem seems to have had an infection, possibly pneumonia. Charles’s physician finally succeeded in stabilizing the patient, cooling him down with cold compresses and bleeding him from time to time, but his condition worsened again and his pulse grew weak and irregular. Charles visited his bedside to offer encouragement. “Be in good spirits, my lord,” he said to Cem. “As soon as you get well you’ll find freedom and salvation, so don’t be upset any longer about being a prisoner.” After Charles left Cem’s room, the Ottoman prince said, “Thank God the words freedom and salvation enter my ears. I have always prayed thus: ‘Oh God, if the infidels want to take me on the pretext of marching on Muslims, then don’t let me see those days, and take my soul first.’” Cem promptly lapsed into a coma. He returned to consciousness two or three times over the next few days, long enough on one occasion to have an attendant read out a letter from his mother, who was still in Cairo. Having lived as a prisoner in Europe for thirteen years, Cem finally achieved his freedom, and perhaps his salvation, dying in Naples on February 25, 1495, at the age of thirty-five, a few months before a coalition of Italian city-states forced Charles back to France.

         
            *

         

         CEM’S DEATH WAS A major blow to European designs on the Ottoman Empire. His father’s conquest of Constantinople in 1453 had been a cataclysmic event for European Christians, and the capture of Otranto in 1480 was similarly jolting. In 1481, when Mehmet died, the Ottomans held more territory in Europe than any other polity. Searching for some advantage against its Muslim foe, Christian Europe seized on Cem. Some esurient European leaders thought that if they helped Cem overthrow his half-brother, they could win the powerful Ottoman Empire to their side as a stalwart military partner, thereby putting it in the position of European kingmaker. Cem’s unexpected death fundamentally transformed this geopolitical landscape. While Cem had needed allies in Europe, Bayezit most certainly did not. Undisputed succession had now been achieved in the Ottoman Empire. At this point in the mid-1490s, Europe was weakened, whereas most of Mehmet the Conqueror’s gains were solidified. Bayezit’s Ottomans stood fully in the ascendancy. European delusions of Crusade, reconquest, and the “return” of Constantinople and Jerusalem receded into the distance.

         For Bayezit, Cem’s death represented a new chapter in his reign. The threat that had been hanging over his throne for fourteen years was gone. For the first time, Bayezit could focus single-mindedly on the task of ruling the most powerful state in the Mediterranean.

         Bayezit’s unfettered rule would not last long. Soon his own sons would rise to challenge him. Selim, now twenty-four, understood that, although birth order in large measure determined one’s fate, it was not everything. Bayezit had triumphed not because he was the eldest, but because he was the more serious and warlike, the more shrewd and ruthless. As the third surviving son, Selim knew he was not likely to become sultan—up to this point, the eldest had almost always been his father’s succeessor—but, having seen Cem die demoralized and diplomatically prostituted in exile in Naples, he was determined not to let his uncle’s fate become his own. Possessed of an adamantine force of character, Selim set his sights on winning the throne, an act he knew would require killing his older half-brothers. He had learned from the example of Cem’s life that an Ottoman prince could trust no one—especially his own blood.
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