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To George, who also fought in this sea,


and who took us there






















‘The inhabitants of the Maghreb have it on the authority of the book of predictions that the Muslims will make a successful attack against the Christians and conquer the lands of the European Christians beyond the sea. This, it is said, will take place by sea.’


 


IBN KHALDUN, fourteenth-century Arab historian







Epigraph


1 ‘The inhabitants of the Maghreb’, Brummett
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All the quotations in the book are from primary and other sixteenth-century sources. References refer to the books from which the quotations have been taken as listed in the bibliography, and can be found at the end of each chapter.

















Prologue: Ptolemy’s map





Long before the office blocks across the Golden Horn, before even the mosques, there was the church. The dome of St Sophia stood alone against the skyline for a thousand years. If you had made your way up onto its roof any time in the Middle Ages, you would have been afforded an unimpeded view of ‘the city garlanded by water’. From here it is quite clear why Constantinople once ruled the world.


On the afternoon of 29 May 1453, Mehmet II, sultan of the Ottoman Empire, made this ascent. It was the end of a momentous day. His army had just taken the city by storm in fulfilment of Islamic prophecy and destroyed the last vestiges of the Christian empire of Byzantium. He climbed, in the words of the Ottoman chronicler, ‘as the spirit of God ascending to the fourth sphere of heaven’.


The sultan gazed upon a scene of melancholy devastation. Constantinople had been wrecked and thoroughly looted, ‘despoiled and blackened as if by fire’. The city’s army had been routed, the churches ransacked; its last emperor had perished in the massacre. Long lines of men, women and children were being roped together and herded off. Flags fluttered from empty buildings, a sign to looters that the spoils had already gone. Above the pitiful wailing of the captives, the call to prayer rose in the spring air. It signalled the emphatic end of one imperial dynasty, the legitimisation of another by right of conquest. The Ottoman Turks, a nomadic, tribal people from the heart of Asia, had now consolidated the presence of Islam on the European shore in the city they called Istanbul. Its capture confirmed Mehmet as both heir to Byzantium and the undisputed leader of holy war.


From his vantage point the sultan could contemplate the past and future of the Turkish people. To the south, beyond the Bosphorus straits, lay Anatolia, Asia Minor, the road up which the Turks had made their long migration; to the north, Europe, the object of their territorial ambitions. But it was the prospect to the west that was to prove most challenging to the Ottomans. In the afternoon sun, the Sea of Marmara glitters like beaten brass; beyond it, the wide expanses of the Mediterranean, the place the Turks called the White Sea. With the conquest of Byzantium, Mehmet was not just inheriting a landmass; he was also heir to maritime empire.




   





The events of 1453 were part of a larger ebb and flow in the struggle between Islam and Christianity. Between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries, Christendom, on the impetus of the crusades, had dominated the Mediterranean. It had created a patchwork of small states on the shores of Greece and the islands of the Aegean that linked the enterprise of crusading to the Latin West. The direction of conquest had begun to reverse when the crusaders lost their last major foothold on the shores of Palestine in 1291 at the fall of Acre. Now Islam was poised to strike back.


No one since the Romans had possessed sufficient resources to organise this sea, but Mehmet conceived himself as the inheritor of the Roman emperors. His ambitions were limitless. He was determined to create ‘one empire, one faith and one sovereignty in the world’, and he styled himself the ‘sovereign of two seas’ – the White and the Black. This was alien territory for the Ottomans. The sea is not solid ground. There are no natural frontiers, nowhere for nomads to pitch camp. It is uninhabitable. It remembers nothing: Islam had established footholds in the Mediterranean before and lost them. But Mehmet had already set down a clear declaration of intent; he brought a large, if inexperienced, fleet to the siege of Constantinople, and the Ottomans were quick learners.


In the years after the conquest, Mehmet commissioned a copy of a map of Europe by the ancient geographer Ptolemy, translated for him into Arabic by Greeks. Here he studied the configuration of the sea in predatory detail. He ran his finger over Venice, Rome, Naples, Sicily, Marseilles and Barcelona; he traced the Gates of Gibraltar; even faraway Britain fell under his gaze. The translators had prudently ensured that nowhere was marked as prominently as Istanbul, and Mehmet was as yet unaware that the Catholic kings in Spain were in the process of constructing a matching set of imperial ambitions at the map’s western edge. Madrid and Istanbul, like giant mirrors reflecting the same sun, were initially too far apart to be mutually visible. Soon hostility would focus the light. Even Ptolemy’s map, with its unfamiliar misshapen peninsulas and distorted islands, cannot conceal an essential fact about the Mediterranean: it is really two seas, pinched at the middle by the narrow straits between Tunis and Sicily, with Malta sitting amidstream, an awkward dot. The Ottomans would quickly dominate the eastern seas, the Hapsburgs of Spain the west. In time both would converge on the dot.




   





Nowadays you can fly the length of the Mediterranean, from southern Spain to the shores of Lebanon, in three hours. From the air it is a peaceful prospect; the orderly procession of shipping moves tamely over the glittering surface. The thousands of miles of crenellated coast on the northern shore reveal holiday villages, yacht harbours and smart resorts as well as the great ports and industrial complexes that provide the economic muscle of southern Europe. Every vessel in this calm lagoon can be tracked from space. Ships travel at will, immune to the storms that wrecked Odysseus and St Paul. To our ever-shrinking world, the place the Romans called the centre of the world seems tiny.


Five hundred years ago people experienced the sea quite differently. Its shores were coasts of hunger, stripped early of trees, then soil, by men and goats. By the fourteenth century Crete was able to furnish Dante with an image of ecological ruin. ‘In mid-sea sits a waste land,’ he wrote, ‘which once was happy with water and leaves. Now it is a desert.’ The sea is also barren. The Mediterranean has been formed by dramatic geological collapse, so that the entrancing transparent waters at its edge plunge away sharply into deep submarine gulfs. There are no continental platforms to rival the rich fishing grounds of Newfoundland or the North Sea. To those living on the shore, the million square miles of water, broken up into a dozen separate zones, each with its own particular winds and coastal irregularities and scattered islands, were intractable, vast and dangerous – so big that the two halves of the Mediterranean were different worlds. A sailing ship might take two months to make the voyage from Marseilles to Crete in good weather, in bad six. Boats were surprisingly unseaworthy, storms sudden, pirates numerous, so that sailors generally preferred to creep round its coastal margins rather than cross open water. Peril attended the voyage: no sane person would step up the gangplank without committing his soul to God. The Mediterranean was a sea of troubles. And after 1453 it became the epicentre of a world war.


Here Islam and Christianity played out one of the fiercest and most chaotic contests in European history. Battle rolled blindly across the water for well over a century; its opening skirmishes alone, in which the Ottomans eclipsed Venice, lasted fifty years. It assumed many forms: little wars of economic attrition, pirate raids in the name of faith, attacks on coastal forts and harbours, sieges of the great island bastions and, rarest of all, a handful of epic sea battles. The struggle sucked in all the nations and special interest groups that bordered its waters: Turks, Greeks, North Africans, Spaniards, Italians and Frenchmen; the peoples of the Adriatic and the Dalmatian coast; merchants, imperialists, pirates and holy warriors. All fought in shifting alliances to protect religion, trade or empire. None could fly a neutral flag for long, though the Venetians tried hard.


The landlocked arena provided limitless possibilities for confrontation. North to south it is surprisingly narrow; in many places only a small strip of water separates alien peoples. Raiders could appear over the horizon at a moment’s notice, and vanish again at will. Not since the lightning strikes of the Mongols had Europe experienced so abruptly the sudden terror of enemies. The Mediterranean became a biosphere of chaotic violence where Islam and Christianity clashed with unmatched ferocity. Its battlegrounds were water, islands and shores, where events were conditioned by wind and weather; its key weapon, the oared galley.




   





For Christendom, the Ottomans, whose empire was multi-ethnic, were always simply the Turks, ‘cruellest enemy of Christ’s name’. Western Europe saw the contest as the source of ultimate war, and experienced it as trauma, a psychic struggle against the powers of darkness. Within the Vatican, they knew about Ptolemy’s map. They imagined it as the template for Ottoman conquest and pictured the scene in the Topkapi palace, high above the Bosphorus, in excruciating detail. The generic figure of the sultan, the Grand Turk, turbanned and caftanned, hook-nosed and genetically cruel, sits within the barbaric splendour of his tiled pavilion, studying the sea lanes to the west. He thinks of nothing but the destruction of Christendom. To Pope Leo X in 1517, the menace of the Turk was as close as breathing: ‘He has daily in his hand a description and a painted map of the shores of Italy,’ he wrote with a shudder; ‘he pays attention to nothing but collecting artillery, building ships, and surveying all these seas and the islands of Europe.’ For the Ottomans and their North African allies it was payback time for the crusades, the opportunity to reverse the flow of world conquest and control of trade.


This contest would be fought over a huge front, often far beyond the sea. Europe battled their enemy in the Balkans, on the plains of Hungary, in the Red Sea, at the gates of Vienna, but eventually, in the sixteenth century, the concentrated resources of its protagonists would converge on the centre of the map. It would be a sixty-year struggle, directed by Mehmet’s great-grandson, Suleiman. War broke out in earnest in 1521 and reached its climax between 1565 and 1571, six years of unparalleled bloodshed that saw the two heavyweights of the age – the Ottoman Turks and the Hapsburgs of Spain – hold up the battle standards of their faiths and fight to the death. The outcome would shape the boundaries of the Muslim and Christian worlds and condition the future direction of empires.


It began, if anywhere, with a letter.




Source Notes


Prologue: Ptolemy’s Map


1 ‘as the spirit of God’, Crowley, p. 233


2 ‘despoiled and blackened as if by fire’, ibid., p. 232


3 ‘one empire, one faith’, ibid., p. 240


4 ‘sovereign of two seas’, ibid., p. 240


5 ‘In mid-sea sits a waste land’, Grove, p. 9


6 ‘cruellest enemy of Christ’s name’, Setton, vol. 2, p. 292


7 ‘He has daily in his hand’, Setton, vol. 3, p. 175


8 ‘he pays attention’, ibid., p. 174




















PART I


CAESARS: THE CONTEST FOR THE SEA


1521–1560
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1


The Sultan Pays a Visit


1521–1523





First the drum roll of imperial titles. Then the threat:




10 September 1521, from Belgrade




   





Suleiman the sultan, by the grace of God, king of kings, sovereign of sovereigns, most high emperor of Byzantium and Trebizond, very powerful king of Persia, of Arabia, of Syria, and of Egypt, supreme lord of Europe, and of Asia, prince of Mecca and Aleppo, lord of Jerusalem, and ruler of the universal sea, to Philip de L’Isle Adam, Grand Master of the island of Rhodes, greetings.


I congratulate you upon your new dignity, and upon your arrival within your territories. I trust that you will rule there prosperously, and with even more glory than your predecessors. I also mean to cultivate your favour. Rejoice then with me, as a very dear friend, that following in the footsteps of my father, who conquered Persia, Jerusalem, Arabia and Egypt, I have captured that most powerful of fortresses, Belgrade, during the late Autumn. After which, having offered battle to the Infidel, which they had not the courage to accept, I took many other beautiful and well-fortified cities, and destroyed most of their inhabitants either by sword or fire, the remainder being reduced to slavery. Now after sending my numerous and victorious army into their winter quarters, I shall myself return in triumph to my court at Constantinople.





To those who could read between the lines this was not an expression of friendship. It was a declaration of war. Suleiman, great-grandson of Mehmet the Conqueror, had just inherited the Ottoman throne. According to custom and tradition, he was obliged to mark his accession with victories; each new sultan must legitimise his position as ‘Conqueror of the Lands of the Orient and the Occident’ by adding fresh territories to the world empire. He might then distribute booty, secure the loyalty of the army and indulge in the ritual forms of propaganda. Victory letters – assertions of imperial power – were sent out to impress the Muslim world and intimidate the Christian one, and the new sultan could start building his mosque.


An accession must also be accompanied by death. The sultan was required by law to kill all his brothers ‘in the interest of the world order’, to scotch the possibility of civil war. A mournful line of children’s coffins would be carried out of the palace harem to the muted sobbing of women, while stranglers with bowstrings were dispatched to distant provinces to hunt down older siblings.


In Suleiman’s case there were no such deaths. He was the sole male heir. It is likely that his father Selim had executed all his other sons six years earlier to snuff out pre-emptive coups. The twenty-six-year-old was uniquely blessed in his inheritance. He acquired a powerful, unified empire possessed of unrivalled resources. To pious Muslims, Suleiman was the harbinger of good fortune. His name – Solomon – chosen by opening the Koran at random, presaged a ruler dedicated to wisdom and justice. In an age of portents, all the circumstances of his accession were prescient. Suleiman was the tenth sultan, born in the tenth year of the tenth century of the Muslim era. Ten was the cipher of perfection, the number of the parts of the Koran and the disciples of the Prophet, the commandments in the Pentateuch and the astrological heavens of Islam. And he stepped on to the world stage at a moment of imperial destiny.


Suleiman’s reign would overlap and compete with the claims of a jostling crowd of rival monarchs: the Hapsburgs, Charles V and Philip II of Spain; the French Valois kings, Francis I and his son Henry II; in England the Tudors, Henry VIII and Elizabeth I; in Muscovy, Ivan the Terrible; in Iran, Shah Ismail; in India, the Mughal emperor Akbar. None would have a keener sense of imperial mission or make for themselves more lofty claims.


From the start he made a powerful and calculated impression on the foreign ambassadors admitted to his court. ‘The sultan is tall and slender but tough, with a thin and wiry face,’ wrote the Venetian Bartolomeo Contarini; ‘rumour has it that Suleiman is aptly named … is knowledgeable and shows good judgement.’ His countenance was sober, his gaze steady, his caftans simple but magnificent. His height and physical presence were enhanced by the size of the enormous spherical turban pulled low over his forehead, and by his pale face. He meant to impress with the splendour of his person and his court. Soon he would lay claim to the title of Caesar and envisage control of the Mediterranean
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The young Suleiman








He had two immediate victories in mind. Suleiman was keenly aware of the achievements of his forebears and had dreamed, since boyhood, of completing the twin conquests that had eluded his great-grandfather, Mehmet. The first was the storming of the fortress of Belgrade, the gateway to Hungary. Within ten months of his accession the sultan was encamped before the city walls; by August 1521 he was saying prayers in its Christian cathedral. The second was intended to advance his claim to be ‘Padishah of the White Sea’. It was to be the capture of Rhodes.




  





The island to which Suleiman now turned his attention was a strange anachronism – a freak Christian survivor of the medieval crusades located within touching distance of the Islamic world. Rhodes is the most substantial and fertile of a belt of limestone islands, the Dodecanese – the twelve islands – that stretch for a hundred miles along the coast of Asia Minor. It lies at the south-west end of the group; the northern marker is the whitewashed monastery island of Patmos, one of orthodox Christianity’s holy sites, where St John the Divine received the revelations of the New Testament. These islands are so closely intertwined with the bays and headlands of the Asian shore that the mainland is always a presence on the horizon. From Rhodes the crossing is a bare eleven miles, just a couple of hours’ sailing time with a smart wind, so near that on clear winter days the snowy Asian mountains, refracted through the thin air, seem almost within touching distance.


When Mehmet took Constantinople in 1453, Christian powers still held the whole of the Aegean Sea in a defensive ring, like an arch whose strength depended on the interdependence of each stone. By 1521, the entire structure had collapsed; yet against gravity, Rhodes, the keystone, survived as an isolated Christian bastion that menaced the Ottomans’ sea lanes and cramped their maritime ambitions.


Rhodes and its accompanying islands were held in the name of the pope by the last surviving remnant of the great military orders of the crusades, the Knights of St John – the Hospitallers – whose fortunes closely mirrored that of the whole crusading enterprise. Originally founded to provide care for sick pilgrims in Jerusalem, they had also become, like the Templars and the Teutonic Knights, a military fighting order. Members took lifelong vows of poverty, chastity and obedience to the pope; their cardinal purpose was to wage unceasing war on the infidel. The Order of St John had fought in every significant action in the long wars of the Holy Land until they were cut down, almost to a man, with their backs to the sea at Acre in May 1291. In exile they searched for a means to continue this struggle, and their eyes alighted on the Greek Christian island of Rhodes. In 1307, they attacked and captured it. Rhodes became western Christendom’s deep position against the Islamic world – a launch pad from which a new counteroffensive for Palestine could be prepared at some point in the unspecified future.


In the town of Rhodes the Knights created a small feudal bastion, a last outpost of the Latin crusades, subject only to the pope, paid for from the rents on the Order’s huge land holdings in Europe and dedicated to holy war. The Holy Religion, as the Knights called themselves, understood fortified places; they had generations of experience of frontier defence in Palestine. They had constructed Crac des Chevaliers, the greatest of the crusader castles, and they now fortified the town with bravado and reinvented themselves as sea raiders, building and equipping a small squadron of heavily armed galleys with which they plundered the Ottoman coasts and sea lanes, taking slaves and booty.


For two hundred years, the Hospitallers maintained an uncompromising piratical presence on the edge of the Muslim world, holding the Dodecanese as a chain of fortified islands to pen in the Turks. They even managed to keep a toehold on the mainland itself at the fortress the Turks called Bodrum – St Peter the Liberator. It served as both an escape route for Christian slaves and a propaganda tool for raising funds for their mission throughout Europe. The Knights, well aware of the fate that had befallen the Templars, managed their image carefully as the Shield of Christendom.


European opinion of the Knights was mixed. For the papacy Rhodes carried a huge symbolic weight as the outer line of defence against the Infidel, manning a maritime frontier in continual contraction as the Byzantine inheritance crumbled before the Islamic advance and one by one the bright ring of islands fell to the Ottomans. Pope Pius II lamented: ‘If all the other Christian princes … had shown themselves as tireless in their hostility to the Turks as the single island of Rhodes had done, that impious people would not have grown so strong’. Even after the fall of Constantinople, Rhodes continued to nourish the Holy See’s most cherished project – the possibility of an eventual return to the Holy Land. Others were less charitable: to Christian maritime traders, the Knights were a dangerous anachronism. Their acts of piracy and blockades of Western trade with Muslims threatened to destabilise the delicate peace on which commerce depended. The Venetians thought them indistinguishable from corsairs and regarded the Hospitallers as a menace second only to Ottoman imperial ambitions.


The Knights’ impact certainly outstripped their resources. There were never more than five hundred on Rhodes, drawn from the aristocracy of Europe, supported more or less willingly by the local Greek population and mercenaries. They comprised a small, well-organised military elite with a powerful sense of mission, whose nuisance value was out of proportion to their size. Their galleys lurked in the aquamarine lagoons and rocky inlets of the Asian shore, quick to snatch passing traffic – boatloads of pilgrims from Istanbul bound for Mecca, timber for Egypt from the Black Sea, cargoes of spices from Arabia, honey, dried fish, wine and silk. Their reputation was fearsome among friends and foes alike. To tackle a Hospitaller galley was to take on a scorpion. ‘These corsairs are noted for their energy and daring,’ wrote the Ottoman chroniclers; ‘they disrupt life, causing all sorts of losses to merchants, and capturing travellers.’ To Muslims, they were, and always had been, the arch-enemy, the ‘evil sect of Franks, the worst sons of Error, the most corrupted of the Devil’s spawn’; Saladin had slaughtered his Hospitaller captives without compunction. Their allegiance to the pope made them doubly loathsome in Ottoman eyes. Worse still, they ran a market on the island for the sale of Muslim slaves. ‘How many sons of the Prophet are captured by these children of lies?’ mourned the Muslim chroniclers. ‘How many thousand of the faithful are forced to turn infidel? How many wives and children? Their wickedness knows no end.’


Successive sultans perceived Rhodes as a menace, an affront to sovereignty – and unfinished business. Mehmet had sent a large invasion force to take it and been humiliated. When Selim, Suleiman’s father, captured Egypt in 1517, the position of Rhodes astride the sea route to Istanbul increased its strategic threat. The early decades of the sixteenth century were a time of hunger in the eastern Mediterranean and food supplies for the capital were critical. ‘The said Rhodians are inflicting great losses on the sultan’s subjects,’ noted the Venetian diarist Sanudo in 1512, the year the Knights captured eighteen grain transports bound for Istanbul and forced up the prices there by 50 per cent. Complaints to the sultan grew audible: ‘They don’t let the ships of merchants or pilgrims bound for Egypt pass without sinking them with their cannon and capturing the Muslims.’ To Suleiman this was not just a strategic threat; his position as ‘head of Muhammad’s community’ was at stake. The taking of Muslim slaves on the very doorstep of his realm was intolerable. He now decided to crush ‘the vipers’ nest of Franks’.




   





Nine days after Suleiman had written his victory letter in Belgrade, the man to whom it was addressed set foot in Rhodes. His name was Philippe Villiers de L’Isle Adam, a French aristocrat who had just been elected grand master of the Order. He was fifty-seven years old, the descendant of a family with a long history of dying for the crusades. His ancestor had conducted the Order’s last-ditch defence at Acre in 1291. L’Isle Adam must have been under few illusions of the task ahead. The voyage from Marseilles to take up his post had been ominous with portents. Off Nice, one of his vessels caught fire; in the Malta Channel, the Order’s great flagship, the St Mary, was blasted by a lightning bolt. Nine men fell dead; a crackle of electricity flashed down the grand master’s sword, reducing it to twisted scrap, but he stepped away from the scorched deck unharmed. When the ships put in at Syracuse to repair the storm damage, they found themselves shadowed by the Turkish corsair Kurtoglu, cruising off shore with a powerful squadron of galleys stripped for war. Under cover of darkness, the Knights quietly slipped the harbour and outran their pursuers on a westerly wind.


When he had read Suleiman’s letter, L’Isle Adam framed a terse response, distinctly short of pleasantries and any recognition of the sultan’s grander titles. ‘Brother Philip Villiers de L’Isle Adam, Grand Master of Rhodes, to Suleiman, sultan of the Turks,’ it began. ‘I have right well comprehended the meaning of your letter, which has been presented to me by your ambassador.’ The grand master went on to recount the attempt by Kurtoglu to capture the ship on which he was travelling, before concluding with an abrupt ‘Farewell’. At the same time he dispatched a parallel letter to the king of France: ‘Sire, since he became Grand Turk, this is the first letter that he has sent to Rhodes, and we do not accept it as a token of friendship, but rather as a veiled threat.’


L’Isle Adam was well aware of what was likely to unfold – the Knights’ intelligence was excellent and they had been bracing themselves against attack for forty years. The early years of the sixteenth century ring with their appeals to the pope and the courts of Europe for men and money. After the Ottoman capture of Egypt in 1517, the menace of The Turk loomed larger than ever. The Christian sea began to tremble in dreadful anticipation. Pope Leo was almost paralysed by fear: ‘Now that the Terrible Turk has Egypt and Alexandria and the whole of the Roman eastern empire in his power and has equipped a massive fleet in the Dardanelles, he will swallow not just Sicily and Italy but the whole world.’ It was obvious that Rhodes was the front line in a gathering storm. The grand master renewed his appeals for help.


The unified response of Christendom was exactly zero. Italy, as Suleiman well knew, was a battleground between the Hapsburg kings of Spain and the Valois of France; Venice, bloodied in her earlier struggle with the Turk, had opted for treaties of friendship, while Luther’s reformation was beginning to split the Christian world into fractious shards. Successive popes unceasingly jabbed the conscience of the secular potentates of Europe to no avail, and dreamed up fantasy schemes for crusades. In more lucid moments they bewailed the disarray of Christendom. Only the Knights themselves rallied from their command posts across Europe, but their numbers were pitifully small.


Undeterred, L’Isle Adam began preparing for siege. He dispatched ships to Italy, Greece and Crete to buy wheat and wine. He oversaw the clearing out of ditches and the repairing of bastions and the operation of gunpowder mills – and tried to stifle the haemorrhaging of information across the narrow straits to the sultan’s lands. In April 1522, the unripe wheat was harvested and the ground outside the town stripped of cover and scorched. A pair of massive iron chains was hauled across the harbour mouth.


In Istanbul, 450 miles away, Suleiman was gathering a huge army and fitting out his fleet. The hallmark of any Ottoman campaign was the ability to mobilise men and resources on a scale that paralysed the enemy’s powers of calculation. Chroniclers tended to double or triple the reasonable estimate of a force that could be assembled and supplied for war – or simply gave up; ‘numerous as the stars’ is a common epithet of appalled defenders crouching behind their battlements at the sight of the vast host of men and animals and tents camped outside. In this spirit, the expedition to Rhodes was put at an inflated 200,000 men and a mighty armada of ships, ‘galleasses, galleys, pallandaries, fustes and brigantines to the number of 300 sails and more’. L’Isle Adam decided against counting his men too carefully; there were so few of them, it would be bad for morale, ‘and he feared that the Great Turk might have knowledge by goers and comers into Rhodes’. In all likelihood there were 500 Knights and 1,500 mercenaries and local Greeks to defend the town. The grand master decided on a series of morale-raising parades, whereby the various companies ‘decked their men with colours and devices’ and mustered ‘with the great noise of trumpets and drums’. The Knights in their red surcoats bearing white crosses made a cheerful array.


When Mehmet had besieged Rhodes in 1480, he had not attended in person. He stayed in Istanbul and sent his commander. Suleiman resolved to make a personal call on ‘the damnable workers of wickedness’. Any sultan’s presence upped the stakes in a military campaign enormously. Defeat was inadmissible; failure by any corps commander meant dismissal – or death. Suleiman was coming only to win.


On 10 June the Knights received a second letter, this time stripped of diplomatic niceties:




The Sultan Suleiman to Villiers de L’Isle Adam, Grand Master of Rhodes, to his Knights, and to the people at large. Your monstrous injuries against my most afflicted people have aroused my pity and indignation. I command you, therefore, instantly to surrender the island and fortress of Rhodes, and I give you my gracious permission to depart in safety with the most precious of your effects; or if you desire to remain under my government, I shall not require of you any tribute, or do anything in diminution of your liberties, or against your religion. If you are wise, you will prefer friendship and peace to cruel war. Since, if you are conquered, you will have to undergo all the miseries as are usually inflicted by those that are victorious, from which you will be protected neither by your own forces, nor by external aid, nor by the strength of your fortifications which I will overthrow to their foundations … I swear this by the God of heaven, the Creator of the earth, by the four Evangelists, by the four thousand prophets, who have descended from heaven, chief among whom stands Muhammad, most worthy to be worshipped; by the shades of my grandfather and father, and by my own sacred, august and imperial head. 





The grand master did not deign to reply. He concentrated his efforts on the manufacture of gunpowder.


On 16 June Suleiman crossed the Bosphorus with his army and proceeded to make his way down the Asian coast to the crossing place to Rhodes. Two days later the fleet set sail from its base at Gallipoli, carrying heavy guns, supplies and further troops.




   





Despite the huge discrepancy in numbers, the contest was less one-sided than it appeared. When Ottoman armies surrounded the town of Rhodes in 1480, they had looked up at a typical fortress of the medieval world. The thin, high walls, designed to resist scaling by ladders and siege engines, were horribly vulnerable to sustained gunfire. By 1522, the defences had been largely remodelled. The Knights may have been backward-looking in their ethos and sense of mission, but when it came to military engineering they were early adopters. In the forty years of peace, they had spent their spare cash commissioning the best Italian engineers to strengthen their redoubts.


This work was undertaken on the cusp of a revolution in military architecture. The gunpowder age and the development of accurate bronze cannon that fired penetrative iron balls were revolutionising fortress design. Italian military engineers developed their discipline as a science. They mapped geometric angles of fire with compasses and used knowledge of ballistics to design radical solutions. At Rhodes, the engineers constructed prototypes of this new vocabulary of military engineering: massive walls, angled bastions of immense thickness that commanded wide fields of fire, slanted parapets to deflect shot, mountings for long-range guns, splayed gun ports, inner defensive layers with concealed batteries, double ditches excavated to the depth of canyons, counterscarps that exposed an advancing enemy to a torrent of fire. The new principles were depth defence and crossfire; no enemy could advance without being hit from multiple vantage points, nor could he be sure what traps lay within. Rhodes in 1522 was not just the best-defended city on earth, but was also a laboratory of siege warfare. The labour for this enterprise was largely supplied by enslaved Muslims – one of whom was a young seaman called Oruch, destined neither to forget nor forgive the experience.


In layout, the town was as round as an apple with a bite taken out of one arc where the protected harbour was let into it. The Knights fought in national groups so that the defence of the circle was divided into eight sectors, each with its tower, manned by a particular country. England held one sector, Italy another; Auvergne commanded the most redoubtable bastion of all; then Germany, Castile, France, Provence and Aragon.


Despite failing to draw substantial Western aid, L’Isle Adam had a small stroke of luck. From Crete he managed to recruit the services of one of the great military engineers of the day, Gabrielle Tadini, ‘a most brilliant engineer and in the business of war a supreme expert in mathematical science’. Tadini was nominally in the pay of the Venetians who were utterly opposed to his participation, which would be seen as a breach of their neutrality. The Knights smuggled him off the island at night from a deserted cove. It was a cheering coup. Tadini, craggy, spirited, innovative and brave, was worth a thousand men. He set to work adjusting the defences, measuring distances and fields of fire, fine-tuning the killing zones.


It was on the feast day of St John, 24 June – the most holy day in the Knights’ year – that the Ottoman fleet made a first tentative landing on the island. Two days later it came to anchor six miles south of the town and started the lengthy process of unloading equipment and ferrying men and materials across from the mainland. In a solemn ceremony, the grand master laid the keys to the city on the altar of the saint’s church, ‘beseeching St John to take keeping and protection thereof and of all The Religion … and by his holy grace to defend them from the great power of enemies that had besieged them’.


It took two weeks for the Ottomans to bring everything across. Onto the shore they unloaded a comprehensive lexicon of artillery pieces: bombards and basilisks, serpentines, double guns and pot guns. These fired an exotic range of projectiles, intended to fulfil specific purposes in the pattern of attack: giant stones nine feet in circumference and penetrative iron balls propelled at explosive velocity for battering and puncturing walls, brass firebombs that fragmented and spread flaming naphtha ‘to make murder of the people’, high-trajectory mortar bullets, even biological weapons: some cannon were expressly designed to hurl rotting corpses over the walls.


No army in the world could match the Ottomans in the arts of siege warfare; through espionage they came to Rhodes quite well-informed about the defences, and had made a realistic assessment of the task. They accordingly placed their ultimate confidence less in their siege guns than in subterranean devices: the use of explosive mines. To this end, a substantial portion of the men unloading onto the bright beaches were armed only with picks and shovels. Suleiman had scoured his Balkan territories for skilled miners, mainly Christians, to tunnel under the walls. Inflated figures suggested sixty thousand – a third of the total army. They would dig their way under the cunningly designed Italian bastions yard by painstaking yard.


On 28 July the defenders could see the Ottoman ships draping celebratory banners from their tops: Suleiman had crossed the straits in his galley. Once the sultan had established his camp and ceremonial tent beyond the reach of gunshot and overseen the arrangements, the siege could formally begin.




   





Initially it was a contest for the ground beyond the walls; later, for the walls themselves. The miners were put to work constructing trenches parallel to the town’s defences and erecting wooden palisades in front of them; a second phase involved the digging of saps – deep narrow trenches – spidering forward to the walls themselves. From the start it was a brutal affair. The wretched miners, digging in the open, were massacred by Tadini’s pinpoint gunfire; unexpected sorties killed more. It was of little import to the Ottoman commanders – men were plentiful and expendable. Trenches were established, guns dragged into position behind the protective screens, and the firing began. Heavy cannon pummelled the walls night and day for a month; mortars bombed the town with flaming missiles, and ‘falling to the ground they broke and the fires came out of them and did some harm’; sharpshooters with arquebuses – matchlock muskets – attempted to sweep the battlements clean of defenders. One eyewitness noted that ‘the handgun shot was innumerable and incredible’. The immense supply of human labour enabled prodigious feats of excavation. The miners brought ‘a mountain of earth’ from half a mile away to construct two huge ramps that overtopped the walls, on which they mounted five cannon to fire into the town.


So large was the army that it encircled the landward perimeter in a Turkish crescent that stretched from shore to shore, a distance of one and a half miles. An extensive network of trenches started to inch forward day by day, their open tops covered with screens of wood and skin, while the miners worked below.


Tadini mounted energetic countermeasures. As the tunnels advanced, he constructed ingenious listening devices: skin membranes were stretched tight across frames to which bells were attached; these were so sensitive that even the minutest vibrations from beneath the ground set the alarm tinkling. He dug countermines to intercept the tunnels and killed the intruders in the dark, blasted the miners out of their covered saps with gunpowder and set up elaborate traps to catch the advancing enemy in a murderous crossfire. In case a tunnel should be missed, he bored spiral vents in the foundations to disperse the force of explosive charges.


The newly constructed Italian bastions resisted the pummelling of the guns well, but some of the older sections, particularly the English zone, were more vulnerable. And the miners were indefatigable; by early September Tadini had neutralised some fifty tunnels, but on 4 September the whole town was rocked by an explosion under the English bastion; an undetected tunnel had allowed the Turks to detonate mines and blast a thirty-foot hole. Infantry poured forward; for a while Suleiman’s men established a bridgehead and planted banners on the walls before being beaten back with great loss of life. Successive days saw the bloodshed escalate. Mines exploded, mainly with little damage owing to Tadini’s system of vents; direct attacks were mounted and repulsed; unknown thousands of Ottoman troops perished. Suleiman’s master gunner had his legs blown off by a cannonball – a loss said to have been more grievous to the sultan than that of any general. The men became reluctant to attack; on 9 September they had to be beaten back to the walls ‘with great strokes of the sword’. Casualties within the city were far fewer, but much more serious – each man killed was an irreplaceable loss. On 4 September alone, the Knights lost three leading commanders: the captain of the galleys, the standard bearer Henry Mansell, and the grand commander Gabriel de Pommerols, who ‘fell from the walls as he went to see his trenches … and hurt his breast’.


Suleiman watched from a safe distance beyond the reach of gunshot and recorded the unfolding battle in a series of laconic entries in his campaign journal. For the end of August he simply noted: ‘26 and 27, combat. 28, order given to fill in the ditch with branches and rocks. 29, the batteries of Piri Pasha, which the infidel had knocked out, start firing again. 30, the ditch is filled in. 31, bitter combat.’ A sense of Olympian detachment pervades these pages. The sultan only speaks of himself in the third person, as if the man who was the Shadow of God on Earth was too elevated to admit to human emotions, but in the journal it is possible lightly to trace a trajectory of expectation. His general, Mustapha Pasha, had told the sultan that the siege would take a month. As the town was shaken by a succession of explosive mines during September and breaches widened, it seemed likely that a final assault was not far off. On 19 September Suleiman recorded that some troops managed to get inside a sector of the walls. ‘On this occasion, certain knowledge was acquired that inside there was neither a second ditch nor a second wall.’ On 23 September, Mustapha Pasha decided the moment had come. Heralds went among the army to announce an imminent all-out attack. Suleiman addressed the men, stirring them to deeds of valour; he had a viewing platform erected from which to follow the final push.


In the pre-dawn of 24 September, ‘even before the hour of morning prayer’, a massive bombardment opened up. In the concealing smoke, the janissaries, Suleiman’s crack troops, began their advance. The defence was taken by surprise. The janissaries established themselves on the walls and planted banners. A furious battle ensued. The ground was contested for six hours, but the grand master managed to rally the defenders, and a hail of crossfire hit the intruders from the bastions and concealed positions within the outer wall. Eventually the Ottomans wavered and fell back. No threats could return them to the breach. They fled the field, leaving the rubble smoking and bloody. Suleiman wrote just one sentence in his journal: ‘The attack is repulsed.’ Next day he declared his intention to have Mustapha Pasha paraded in front of the whole army and shot full of arrows. The following day he relented.




   





Muffled news of the siege was relayed across the Mediterranean world. Though they did nothing, the potentates of Europe understood how much Rhodes mattered. It was the dam holding back the Ottoman maritime advance. The Holy Roman Emperor Charles V foresaw that the island’s loss would open up the central seas; the Ottomans would proceed to a sea-borne assault on Italy, ‘and finally to ruin and destroy all Christendom’. Unfortunately for Rhodes this brilliant strategic insight had no material consequences. During October just a couple of small ships broke the blockade, bringing a few Knights. In Italy the Order had raised the cash for two thousand mercenaries; they made it to Messina on Sicily but no further; without armed escorts they dared not sail. In faraway Britain, some English Knights prepared an expedition. It departed too late in the season and foundered with the loss of all hands in the Bay of Biscay.


The attacks went on. The walls were repeatedly undermined and assaulted; five attempts on the English sector were beaten back in ten days; by early October most of the English Knights were either wounded or dead. On 10 October, events took a more serious turn. The Spanish wall was breached and the intruders could not be dislodged; they were contained by a hastily constructed inner wall, but the Ottomans were there to stay. ‘It was an ill-starred day for us,’ wrote one of the Knights; ‘the beginning of our ruin.’ Further bad news next day: a marksman spotted Tadini studying the defences through an embrasure and shot him in the face. The ball smashed his eye socket and exited out of the side of his skull. The doughty engineer, though grievously wounded, proved too tough to die. He was out of action for six weeks. In the meantime the number of serviceable cannon was dwindling by the day and powder supplies were running so low that the grand master ordered no gun to be fired without permission.


The town succumbed to a witch-hunt for spies. In a mixed population of Latins, Greeks and Jews, supported by a sullen gang of enslaved Muslims, everyone could imagine a fifth column of enemy sympathisers. Early in the siege, a plot by the Turkish women slaves to fire the houses had been foiled and the ringleaders put to death. Despite being closely guarded, the male slaves continually escaped; they dropped over the wall at night or slipped into the sea and swam out of the harbour. Suleiman learned from a deserter that the attack of 24 September had cost the lives of three hundred men and the significant loss of key commanders. The same month a Jewish doctor, a deep mole planted in the town by Suleiman’s father years earlier, was caught firing a crossbow bolt over the wall with a message attached to it. The jittery population started to imagine spies everywhere; rumours of treachery and prophecies of doom spread like wildfire. In late October a second Jew was caught preparing a crossbow message; he was the servant of the chancellor of the Order, Andrea D’Amaral, a surly, unpopular figure who had been passed over for the office of grand master. The Knights were now prepared to believe anything. D’Amaral was arrested and tortured. He refused to confess to aiding the enemy but was found guilty and hanged, drawn and quartered. The head and dismembered body parts were spitted on pikes on the walls. Fear stalked the camp.




   





As the likelihood of relief slipped away, the Knights had one last hope: the weather. Campaigning throughout the Mediterranean basin was a seasonal affair. By late autumn, once the rains start, soldiers dream of a return to their barracks, conscripted men of their villages and farms. The seas become too rough for the low-slung war galleys – disaster awaits the fleet that outstays its welcome. No one observed this calendar as prudently as the Ottomans; the traditional campaigning season began each year on the Persian New Year’s Day – 21 March – and was over by the end of October. On Rhodes it began to rain on 25 October. The trenches filled with water, churning the ground to mud. The battlefield resembled that of the Somme. The wind swung east, whipping the cold straight off the Anatolian steppes. The miners found it difficult to grip their shovels with frozen fingers. Men began to die of disease. It became harder to urge them on. The attackers were losing heart.


Any Ottoman commander left to his own devices would now cut his losses. With the fear of having his fleet smashed on the rocks and his army murmuring and weakened by disease, he would turn for home and risk the sultan’s wrath. With Suleiman in attendance this was not an option: the sultan had come to win. A failure so early in his reign would severely dent his authority. At a council of 31 October, the fleet was dispatched to a secure anchorage on the Anatolian shore. Suleiman commanded a stone ‘pleasure-house’ to be constructed to provide his winter quarters; the siege would continue.


It straggled on through the whole of November. The Knights were now too few to guard every sector of the wall, nor did they any longer possess sufficient slave labour to repair defences or move guns. ‘We had no powder,’ wrote the English Knight Sir Nicholas Roberts,’ nor [any] manner of munitions, nor vittles, but … bread and water. We were as men desperate.’ No substantial help arrived by sea, and the Ottomans were securely lodged in the Spanish breach. By now the gap was wide enough for forty horsemen to enter side by side. Further attacks were made, but the bitter weather and slashing rain dampened morale: ‘insistent and interminable downpours; the raindrops froze; large quantities of hail fell’. On 30 November, the Ottomans made their last major assault. It failed, but they could not be pushed back. The contest had reached an impasse. Realists within the town ‘could not think the city any longer tenable, the enemy being lodged forty yards one way and thirty yards another way within the city, so that it was impossible for them to retire any further, nor for the enemy to be beaten out’. Suleiman, on the other hand, was watching his army being decimated by the day. Modern fortress design had been remarkably effective in evening up the contest. He knew his soldiers’ endurance was finite. He had to find a solution.


On 1 December a Genoese renegade appeared unexpectedly at the gates offering to act as an intermediary. He was chased away, but returned two days later. It was the start of a cagey attempt to broker negotiated surrender, in which the sultan could not be seen to be involved. It was beneath the dignity of the most powerful ruler on earth to seek peace. Mysterious letters were delivered to the grand master, which Suleiman denied sending, repeating the terms, but gradually a pattern of diplomacy emerged. The Knights debated the issue at length in closed council. L’Isle Adam would have preferred to go down fighting; so distressed was he at the prospect of surrendering the island that he collapsed in a faint. But Tadini knew that militarily their case was hopeless, and the citizens of the town, remembering the fate of the civilian population at Belgrade, made tearful supplications. The defenders were surprised and initially suspicious of the terms: the Knights could depart with honour, taking with them their possessions and arms, with the exception of artillery. The freedom and religion of the remaining townspeople would be respected; there would be no forced conversion to Islam, nor would the churches be turned into mosques. No tribute would be required for five years. In return the Knights were required to surrender all their islands and fortresses, including the fort of St Peter the Liberator on the mainland. The generosity of the terms suggested that Suleiman also needed an end to winter warfare: he had been fought to a standstill. He even offered to provide the ships for the Knights’ departure.


Stop-start talks dragged on for a fortnight. L’Isle Adam tried to play for time and had to be brought back to negotiation by a further attack. In the end he accepted the inevitable. Suleiman was firm: he would have the fortress, even if ‘all Turkey should die’, but he convinced the Christians of his good faith. To create a climate of trust, Suleiman withdrew the army a mile back from the city and hostages were exchanged. Among these was Sir Nicholas Roberts, the first Englishman to record a meeting with a sultan. The experience left a deep impression: ‘The Great Turk is very wise, discreet … both in his words and deeds,’ he wrote. ‘We were brought first to make our reverence unto him, we found … a red pavilion … marvellous rich and sumptuous.’ Here he made obeisance to Suleiman, who was ‘sitting in a chair, and no [other] creature sat in the pavilion, which chair was of fine gold’. Even in makeshift camp, Suleiman overawed.


The treaty was finally signed on 20 December. Four days later L’Isle Adam went to make his submission to Suleiman in a plain black habit, the garb of mourning. The meeting was almost gentlemanly. Suleiman was apparently moved by the bearded, melancholy figure who stooped to kiss his hand and by the Knights’ gallant defence. Through an interpreter, he consoled the visibly ageing L’Isle Adam with sympathetic words on the vagaries of life – that ‘it was a common thing to lose cities and kingdoms through the instability of human fortune’. Turning to his vizier, he murmured, ‘It saddens me to be compelled to cast this brave old man out of his home.’ Two days later, in a further remarkable gesture, he made a visit to view the city he had captured, almost without guards and trusting to the Knights’ honour. As he left, he raised his turban in salute to his adversary.
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Not everything went so smoothly. On Christmas Day, a detachment of janissaries entered the city, ostensibly to guard it, and indulged in some looting and desecration of the churches. Far away in Rome, the imminent loss of the Christian bastion was marked by an ominous coincidence. During the Christmas Day service in St Peter’s, a stone detached itself from the cornice high up in the arch, and crashed at the feet of the pope. The faithful saw in this a clear sign: the cornerstone of Christian defence had collapsed; the infidel’s way into the Mediterranean lay open. And for the Muslims, there was the triumphant entry into the city to cries of ‘Allah!’; the janissaries’ standard – one of the victorious flags of Islam – was raised, and the imperial drums and music sounded. ‘In this way, the city that had been subjected to error was incorporated into the lands of Islam.’




   





As afternoon faded into winter dusk on New Year’s Day 1523, the Knights still left alive, those able to walk and those who had to be carried – 180 in all – boarded their great carrack, the St Mary, and their galleys, the St James, the St Catherine and the Saint Bonaventura. With them they took the records of their order and their most holy relics: the right arm of John the Baptist in its jewelled casket and a venerable icon of the Virgin. Tadini, whom Suleiman had been eager to retain for his army, had already been spirited away.


As the ships put off from the embracing harbour, the Knights could look back at the snowy mountains of Asia Minor and four hundred years of crusader history, emphatically ended now with the fall of Rhodes and the surrender of Bodrum. Rhodes would remain for the Knights a kind of paradise in the following decades; nostalgic dreams of regaining it died hard. Ahead lay an uncertain future and night running towards them over the Cretan Sea. Among those watching from the rail was a young French aristocrat, Jean Parisot de La Valette. He was twenty-six years old – the same age as the sultan. Among those on the shore, a young Turkish soldier called Mustapha, who had distinguished himself in the campaign.




   





Suleiman returned to Istanbul in triumph. In just eighteen months, the taciturn young ruler had laid down an emphatic statement of imperial intent. Belgrade opened up Hungary and central Europe; Rhodes stripped the eastern Mediterranean of its last militant Christian stronghold. Ottoman ships, ‘agile as serpents’, were poised to sweep the central seas. These were the opening shots in a huge contest that would stretch from the gates of Vienna to the Gates of Gibraltar.


The reign that sprung from these conquests was destined to be the longest and most glorious in Ottoman history. The man Turks called the Lawgiver and Christians the Magnificent would wage war on an epic scale and lift his empire to the summit of power. None would equal the tenth sultan for majesty, justice and ambition. Yet Suleiman’s golden age would be tarnished by the troublesome Knights of St John: forty years later, they would return to haunt him, in the person of La Valette. The youthful act of generosity at Rhodes was to prove a costly mistake. And if, after 1522, the young sultan felt himself to be advancing under the legitimate banners of heaven, he was not alone. At the far western edge of Ptolemy’s map, there was a Christian counterweight.
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A Supplication


1517–1530





Five years earlier. Fifteen hundred miles west. Another sea.




   





In November 1517, a fleet of forty sailing vessels was dipping and plunging across the Bay of Biscay in dirty weather. They were Flemish ships from Vlissingen in the Netherlands bound for the north coast of Spain. These stout carracks were built to withstand the long Atlantic rollers. Each one carried yards of canvas; their mainsails swelled in the fierce winter blow. Fists of squally rain whipped across the grey water, blotting out the vessels, then revealing them again in the dull light. A coastline slowly formed through the mizzle.


Even from a distance, one ship stood out from the rest. The Real was carrying the young Charles, Duke of Burgundy, to claim his crown as king of Spain and its sails were elaborately decorated with symbols of religious and imperial power:




On its mainsail was painted a picture of the crucifixion, between the figures of the Virgin Mary and St John the Evangelist, the whole enframed between two pillars of Hercules which appear on the royal arms, together with the king’s motto ‘Further’, written on a scroll twined around the said pillars. On the topsail was painted a representation of the Holy Trinity, and at the mizzen that of St Nicholas. On the foresail was a picture of the Virgin with her Child, treading on the moon, and surrounded by the rays of the sun, with a crown with seven stars above her head; and over it all there was painted the figure of St James, the lord and patron of Castile, slaying the infidels in battle.





Charles was seventeen years old. Through the complexities of dynastic succession, he was the inheritor of the largest domain in Europe since the time of Charlemagne. His realms were the mirror image of the Ottoman Empire and he claimed a litany of titles to equal Suleiman’s. It took scribes two long-winded pages to record them: King of Aragon, Castile and Navarre, Naples and Sicily, ruler of the Burgundian territories, Duke of Milan, Head of the House of Hapsburg, of Franche-Comté, Luxembourg and Charolais, and so on. His territories, dotted across Europe like the black squares on a chess board, stretched from Hungary in the east to the Atlantic in the west, from Amsterdam to the shores of North Africa, and beyond – to the new-found Americas.


The imagery on the sails had been carefully chosen by the young king’s Flemish advisers both to appeal to his new Spanish subjects and to declare their king’s claim to empire and leadership of holy war. In the Spanish age of discovery, Charles’s domains would extend far beyond the Gates of Gibraltar – they would encompass the earth. With the crown he inherited the honorific title of the Catholic King and the commitment to crush the moon of Islam and trample its soldiers under foot in the name of St James.


From the start his advisers promoted the idea that their sovereign had been chosen by God to be emperor of the world. He inherited from the Austrian Hapsburgs the motto ‘It is for Austria to rule the entire earth’. Two years later, in 1519, he would be elected, not without heavy bribes, to the office of Holy Roman Emperor. It was a purely honorific title, to which neither lands nor revenue attached, but in an age of imperial epithets it conferred enormous prestige. It designated Charles as the secular champion of Catholic Europe against Muslims and heretics. And Charles would soon be described as the ruler of the empire on which the sun never set. In the year of his election Magellan departed on the voyage that would throw a Spanish girdle around the earth.




   





Unfortunately none of this imperial splendour was apparent in Charles’s farcical landfall in November 1517. As the ships drew near the Spanish coast, the Flemish navigators were mortified to discover that they were a hundred miles west of their true objective. They made an unannounced arrival at the small port of Villaviciosa, where the local inhabitants failed to read the majestic symbols on Charles’s sails and mistook them for pirates. They panicked and fled into the hills with their belongings and prepared for battle. Shouts of ‘Spain, it’s the king’ failed to clarify the situation – it was well known that pirates would descend to any ruse to lull the unwary – and it was a good while before the banners of Castile were recognised by someone braver than the rest, ‘approaching covertly through the bushes and hedgerows’. Charles’s thunderstruck subjects finally pulled themselves together and laid on an impromptu bullfight.


It was not a glorious start. Nor did the seventeen-year-old groggily setting foot on Spanish soil cut any kind of figure. Where the young Suleiman’s calculated imperial demeanour struck all who saw him, Charles just looked an imbecile. Generations of inbreeding within the Hapsburg dynasty had bequeathed an unkind legacy. His eyes bulged; he was alarmingly pale; any redeeming physical features that he did possess – a well-formed body, a broad forehead – were immediately offset by the long, protruding lower jaw that frequently left his mouth hanging open, which to those impolite enough or royal enough to remark on it lent the young man an aspect of vacant idiocy. His grandfather Maximilian bluntly called him a heathen idol. Facial deformity made it impossible for Charles to chew food properly, so that he was troubled all his life by digestive troubles, and it also left him with a stammer. The king spoke no Spanish. He seemed grave, tongue-tied, stupid – hardly the prospective emperor of the terrestrial globe. The Venetians considered him the pawn of his advisers. But appearances would prove deceptive. The unprepossessing exterior hid an independence of mind; the taciturn silence an unblinking commitment to imperial duty and the protection of Christendom. ‘There is more at the back of his head,’ a papal legate judiciously observed, ‘than appears in his face.’
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The young Charles








Charles’s landfall was symbolic of all the difficulties that instantly confronted him. It was said that only those regions that had not set eyes on their French-and Flemish-speaking king refrained from revolt at the start of his reign. And alongside the internal problems of the Iberian Peninsula, Charles was almost immediately plunged into the whole entangled history of Christian Spain’s relations with Islam. The Gates of Gibraltar that featured so prominently on Charles’s sails were not only the portal to the Americas and the Indies, but also the frontier with an increasingly hostile Muslim world, just eight miles across the straits. The situation was laid out to him in detail soon after his arrival by the Marquis of Comares, the military governor of Oran on the North African shore. He came in the company of a man in Arab dress to pay homage and present a petition that promptly tested the king’s ambitions.




   





The roots of Comares’ suit lay centuries deep, in the Arab occupation of southern Spain and the long Christian counter-crusade, the reconquista, but it also involved the Knights of St John. The watershed year was well within living memory – 1492, the year of Columbus – when Isabella and Ferdinand, kings of Aragon and Castile, had dislodged the last Moorish kingdom in Granada. The Muslims who had lived peacefully in the Iberian Peninsula for eight hundred years were at once out of place. Many crossed the straits to North Africa. The tens of thousands who remained were subject to increasing restrictions in an atmosphere of growing Christian intolerance. By 1502 the Muslims of Castile were given a stark choice: convert or leave Spain. Many embittered subjects again departed; those who stayed, the so-called Moriscos or New Christians, who often converted only in name, remained suspect to their increasingly twitchy masters.


These events had a galvanising effect across the water in the land the Europeans called the Barbary Coast and the Arabs the Maghreb (the West) – that strip of North Africa occupying the footprint of modern Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia. Sea robbery had always been endemic on both sides of this maritime frontier. Now the expulsion of a vengeful Muslim population injected a new bitterness. Piracy was no longer an act of random plunder; it was holy war. From secure havens of the Barbary shore, raids were becoming intense and grievous. Christian Spain began to reap the whirlwind of its internal crusade. The new breed of Islamic corsairs knew the coasts of Spain ominously well; they spoke the language and could pass themselves off as Spanish; worse still, they had active co-operation of disaffected Moriscos on the northern shore. Christian Spain started to feel itself under siege. In response, the Christians seized the pirate strongholds on the Barbary shore and constructed a chain of forts as a defensive Maginot line against Islam.


The policy proved to be half-baked and badly executed. The Spanish forts, clinging tenuously to an alien shore, were poorly resourced and hemmed in by a resentful, unassimilated population. Spain had more pressing interests in Italy and the New World. North Africa possessed no ready wealth to reinforce the zeal of her crusading bishops; it remained a largely forgotten frontier. And now Spain was paying the price in the shape of a band of Turkish adventurers threatening to turn the whole of the western Mediterranean into a major war zone. It was about the Barbarossas that Comares had come to petition.


The two brothers Oruch and Hizir, whom the Christians called the Barbarossas – the Redbeards – were adventurers from the eastern Mediterranean. They had been born on the island of Lesbos on the fragmenting maritime frontier between Islam and Christendom before the siege of Rhodes, and spanned both worlds. Their father was an Ottoman cavalryman, their mother a Greek Christian. Their commitment to piracy in the name of Islam had been shaped by the Knights of St John. Oruch was captured by the Knights in an encounter that left another brother dead. He toiled for two years as a shackled slave on the new fortifications at Rhodes and as an oarsman in their galleys, until he filed off his chains and swam away. It was a formative experience that would shape his self-projection as an Islamic warrior.


The brothers appeared abruptly on the shores of the Maghreb sometime around 1512. They were adventurers with nothing to lose, caught on the wrong side of an Ottoman civil war and forced to flee the Aegean. They came with nothing but their skill as sailors, their ability to navigate by the stars, to read the sea and take risks. They were the Ottoman equivalent of the Spaniard Cortez, about to conquer Mexico in the name of a parallel faith, and, like Cortez, they would fall on their western frontier with the force of destiny. ‘It was the start of all the evils that our Spain received at the hands of the corsairs,’ the chronicler Lopez de Gomara wrote later, ‘the moment that Oruch Barbarossa began to sail our seas, robbing and pillaging our land.’


Oruch and his band established themselves on the island of Djerba, hard against the shore of modern Tunisia – a sandy, palm-fringed haven with a secure deep-water lagoon on its landward side, ideal for piracy. From here the enterprising corsairs were well placed to plunder passing traffic between North Africa and the Italian coast. The annual pattern quickly became familiar. When the spring sailing season began, they would strike out in a handful of ships, usually one large galley rowed by Christian slaves and several small galliots to do the fighting, and raid the shipping lanes between Spain and Italy. Their initial targets were lone merchantmen carrying bulk goods – cloth, arms, wheat and iron – ambushed in the lee of islands with bloodcurdling shouts of ‘Allah!’ Everything they seized was used to advance their position in the Maghreb. The ships would be sailed back to Djerba, broken up and the timbers used to build more raiding vessels on the treeless shore. They cut a commercial deal with the sultan of Tunis to operate from the city’s port, La Goletta, and wooed both sultan and populace with slaves and gifts, the religious leaders with their appeal to holy war. They prowled the coasts of Spain, evacuating Spanish Muslims across the straits and using their knowledge to raid Christian villages. The coastline of southern Italy and the great islands – Majorca, Minorca, Sardinia and Sicily – also started to live in waking fear of these corsairs. Their sweeps were sudden, unpredictable and terrifying; the damage immense. In one month Hizir claimed to have taken twenty-one merchant ships and 3,800 men, women and children.


As the fame and notoriety of these exploits spread, so did the legends. Oruch, short, stocky, powerful, given to explosions of rage, with a gold ring in his right ear, and his red beard and hair, was a figure of inspiration and dread. In the oral history and poetry of the Maghreb and among the oppressed Muslims of Spain, he was an Islamic Robin Hood with the talismanic powers of a sorcerer. It was whispered that his resources were limitless; that God had rendered him invulnerable to sword thrusts; that he had signed a pact with the Devil to make his ships invisible. These stories were matched by fantastic accounts of cruelty. Oruch was said to have ripped out the throat of a Christian with his teeth and eaten the tongue; killed fifty men with his scimitar; tied the head of a Hospitaller Knight to a rope and twirled it like a globe until the eyeballs popped. In Spain and southern Italy people crossed themselves at his name. The new printing presses of southern Europe hurried out lurid pamphlets. Immense sums were offered to privateers for his capture, dead or alive.
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The brothers consciously promoted these myths. They sought legitimacy on the North African coast as warriors in a holy war under the protection of God. Hizir claimed that ‘God had made him to frighten Christians so that they dared not sail’ and that he was directed by prophetic dreams. Terror and cruelty were weapons of war. When he raided Minorca in 1514, he left a horse on the shore with a message pinned to its tail: ‘I am the thunderbolt of heaven. My vengeance will not be assuaged until I have killed the last one of you and enslaved your women, your daughters and your children.’ Such presence had the power to terrify the Christian sea.




   





Oruch, the older of the two, had ambitions beyond mere piracy. He had arrived in the Maghreb when the traditional kingdoms in North Africa were starting to fragment. The tension between a group of rival states – Tunis, Tripoli and Algiers – and the surrounding tribal groupings of Arabs and mountain Berbers caused continuous and chaotic conflict. It was the power vacuum in the Islamic heartlands that the brothers were poised to exploit with the ruthlessness of conquistadors, bent on carving out kingdoms for themselves in this new world. In 1515 Oruch established a link with the imperial centre in Istanbul. He dispatched the navigator and cartographer Piri Reis back to the city with the present of a captured French ship to beg for the protection of Sultan Selim, Suleiman’s father. The sultan reciprocated by bestowing his favour on the enterprising corsairs. He sent honorific gifts – titles, caftans and jewelled swords – and more usefully, he dispatched two heavy war galleys with a full complement of troops, gunpowder and cannon. It was a significant moment: this first contact with the imperial centre was the start of a process that would soon draw the Maghreb into the Ottoman Empire.


The following year Oruch seized control of Algiers in a stunning inter-Islamic coup. He strangled the city’s sultan in his bathhouse with his own hands and flooded the streets with his newly acquired Ottoman troops, heavily armed with muskets. It was the kind of colonial land grab that Spanish privateers were themselves conducting in the New World with a similar use of gunpowder.


The Spanish were now thoroughly alarmed by this triangulation of power between the Ottoman corsairs, the Moriscos and the sultan in Istanbul. Their forts on the North African shore were under continuous pressure. Oruch made two failed attempts on their outpost at Bougie; a Spanish counteroffensive to dislodge the Barbarossas from Algiers ended in hideous failure and the loss of most of the ships and men. Oruch and his Ottoman usurpers, now firmly entrenched, continued their territorial expansion inland. They captured Tlemcen, the old capital city of the central Maghreb, murdered seventy members of the ruling Arab dynasty and further isolated the forts at the Peñon of Algiers and neighbouring Oran. Oruch was quickly master of nearly all the land that constitutes modern Algeria. And the debilitating raids on shipping and coastlines went on. Muslim corsairs took to dumping mutilated captives on the Christian shore with the mocking instruction ‘Go and tell your Christian kings: “This is the crusade you have proclaimed.”’ The Spanish felt severely threatened. After several years of warfare, their only triumph had been to smash Oruch’s arm with an arquebus ball at Bougie. Henceforth he gained another nickname – Severed Arm; or in yet another version that reflected the nightmarish image projected into the minds of Christians – Silver Arm. He was said to have had a forearm and hand of pure silver made to replace the amputated limb.




   





It was at this moment that the young Charles V received the petition of the Marquis de Comares and his Arab ally, the deposed king of Tlemcen. The marquis explained the deteriorating situation in North Africa, the present and future danger to Spain. He now begged the young king to seize a rare moment of opportunity. Comares realised that Oruch had for once overreached himself in Tlemcen. The city lay two hundred miles inland from the corsair’s base at Algiers; his band of Turkish adventurers was small and they had inflamed Arab sentiment against them to the point of revolt. It was an ideal moment to strike back and rid the western seas of the pirates for good. It was a challenge that the young king, pledged to crush the infidel underfoot, could not refuse. He authorised his first Mediterranean venture.


Charles granted Comares ten thousand men and the money to inspire a full-blown Arab revolt. For once the Spanish acted decisively. Moving fast, they cut the supply route to Algiers, blockaded Tlemcen and subjected it to a long siege. As the defences crumbled, Oruch played out his last act. With Arabic voices shouting ‘Kill him!’, the corsair king slipped the city with a small band of followers and galloped away. They were spotted and pursued by Spanish troops. Oruch scattered the treasure of Tlemcen behind him in the dust. Many of the rank and file stopped to gather the trail of gems and coins, but a determined group pressed on and finally cornered Oruch in an arid stretch of upland country. Calling on St James for aid, they closed in for the kill. The Turks fought to the last man, Oruch wielding an axe with his one good arm until he was run through with a pike. He managed to inflict a last savage bite on the man who dispatched him: Don Garcia Fernandez de la Plazza carried the legendary wound for the rest of his days. The Spaniards hacked off the metal arm as a trophy and mounted the head on a lance. The body they nailed to the walls of Tlemcen by torchlight. It was an act of superstitious dread, like impaling a vampire. The grotesque red-bearded head, its eyeballs still glaring defiance, was processed throughout the Maghreb as proof of death, before being sent, now putrescent, to Spain. People stared at it, crossed themselves and recoiled.




   





It was a signal triumph for Charles at the opening of his reign, but the advantage was lost almost immediately. Spain never had a coherent policy for solving the North African problem; instead of marching on Algiers and eliminating the corsair threat, the army retired to Spain, and the ghost of Oruch rose again from the dead in the person of his younger, more astute brother. Hizir, who never forgot or forgave an injury or insult, carried forward the commitment to holy war in the western seas. His first act was literally to take on the mantle and myth of his older brother: the dark-haired Hizir hennaed his beard. His second was to have much more far-reaching consequences.


Hizir realised that his position in the Maghreb was parlous. He needed not only men and equipment but religious and political authority if he was to survive as a foreign intruder on the Arab shore. He decided to abandon his brother’s dream of an independent state. He sent a ship back to Istanbul with new gifts and a formal submission to the sultan. He requested that Algiers should be included within the territories of the Ottoman Empire. Sultan Selim made a gracious response: he formally appointed Hizir governor-general of ‘Algeria of the Arabs’ and sent him the customary badges of office – a horse, a scimitar and the ceremonial horsetail banner. When Selim died shortly afterwards, it was Suleiman’s name that was honoured in Friday prayers in the mosques of Algiers and minted on the city’s coins. At a stroke, Algeria became a province of the Ottoman Empire, won by enterprising seamen from the eastern Mediterranean at almost no cost to the imperial treasury. With this act, Hizir acquired both political legitimacy and new resources: gunpowder, cannon, two thousand janissaries. Four thousand volunteers also joined the cause, eager for the spoils of war under this talismanic commander. And it was Suleiman who conferred a new honorific name on the young corsair: Hayrettin – ‘Goodness of the Faith’ – so that he would become known in time as Hayrettin Barbarossa.


These were to prove decisive acts. From the moment that Hayrettin made formal obeisance to Suleiman, ‘kissing the imperial decree and placing it respectfully on his head with due reverence’, the whole nature of the struggle changed. Henceforth, North Africa was no longer a local difficulty between Spain and a band of troublesome pirates; it became the front line in a contest between Suleiman and Charles that would lead inexorably to full-scale sea war.




Source Notes


2 A Supplication
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2 ‘It is for Austria to rule the entire earth’, ibid., p. 446
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