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Histor y can serve the present
 as a mirror of the past.




— SSU -MA KUANG (1018–86), CHINESE STATESMAN 
AND HISTORIAN OF THE NORTHERN SUNG DYNASTY





In 1989 I had just converted my doctoral dissertation on intelligence and guerrilla warfare in the Second World into a manuscript. And like most scholars, I had succeeded in elevating a turgid piece of writing into a tolerable academic publication. The fact that I managed the transition at all was due to the influence of Robert Vogel, certainly the greatest university teacher and historian I have ever encountered. Vogel was a military historian dedicated to the study of human conflict within the broad spectrum of history. The last time I saw him, in 1993, he suggested that I focus on the Balkan wars, suspecting that new conflicts in the region would be taken out of historical context. Robert lived long enough to be proven correct; he would have been amused by the avalanche of books published on the Balkans in the last seven years.


The primary purpose of The Balkan Wars is to demonstrate the continuity of war not as exclusive to this region but as part of the role of myth, history, and ethnic memory as a manifestation of conflict. To this end I have treated these subjects thematically and chronologically. Occasionally, it has been necessary to cover the same ground more than once, from the perspective of different countries, in order to comprehend events common to more than one part of the Balkan peninsula. Since war and violence are the predominant themes of this book I necessarily included graphic accounts of certain events in order to place them in historical and current context. If history teaches us anything, it is that war, especially ethnic strife, brutalizes society and, ultimately, that the survivors of violence become its living memory. The contagion of hate is simply transferred from one generation to the next.


Traditionally, books on the Balkans are either general histories covering the period from Byzantium to the twentieth century or renditions devoted to individual states. In addition, there are the national and semi-official histories, which, in effect, work backwards — they attempt to justify the current circumstances of a particular state by subtly redrawing the past to suit the present. We have also seen a recent spate of books focusing on the 1990s; with few exceptions, these are narrative accounts based on the writer’s specific angle of vision of the Yugoslav wars. There are also anecdotal accounts by journalists who covered the Yugoslav crises and chose to capitalize on the sudden interest in the region. Some of these are well written and offer insight into events that all too often were covered only superficially by the media. Others are essentially polemics advocating justice for one Balkan group and denying it to another. Although personal perspectives are valuable, the quality of these works is uneven. A great many are hostages to the terrible images of the stories they followed and the locations they covered. In each case the reader is left confused and still wondering why after so many years people become willing executioners of their neighbors. Recent and notable exceptions are Lenard Cohen’s Serpent in the Bosom: The Rise and Fall  of Slobodan Milosevic; Misha Glenny’s The Balkans: 1804–1999; and  Stevan K. Pavlowitch’s The Balkans: 1804–1945. The most comprehensive treatments on the general histories of the Balkans are John V.A. Fine’s The Medieval Balkans and L.S. Stavrianos’s The Balkans Since  1453. The fact that both works have been reprinted is testament to their contribution to the study of the region.


The Balkan story is long, complex, and covered by layers of mythology skillfully exploited by ambitious politicians and dictators re-invented the past to fit conveniently with contemporary perceptions of historical injustices. I have attempted to review not only the political developments that have shaped historical events, but the regional sociological phenomena that characterize the Balkans. The culture of violence is not unique to any of the southeastern European states; rather it is a cycle of conflict that repeats itself from generation to generation in regions where history, religion, and nationalism overlap in limited territorial space.


Almost from their inception as independent states in the nineteenth century, the new Balkan countries adopted ambitious policies of territorial expansion; in most cases they had little choice. After six centuries of Ottoman rule, the human and political Balkan landscape had become blurred but not homogeneous. During this period, peoples with distinct cultures, religions, languages, and histories shifted locations several times and most of the new states represented an ethnic tapestry of disparate minorities. Independence failed to bring prosperity or security, let alone liberal political institutions. All such considerations had to take a back seat to the policy of territorial expansion to incorporate all the lands associated with a particular historical society. The Balkan states have paid and continue to pay a dear price to match national borders with national history.


I have made some careful omissions in this book. It would be redundant to recount the history of each Balkan state; it was more economical to chronicle the evolution of the Balkans by elaborating themes common to all societies in the region. Furthermore, the accounts of the Balkan battles are confined to land warfare. The wars at sea, the role of the island societies, as well as trade and pirates (the maritime equivalent of bandits) deserve separate treatment, although they did affect events in the Balkans. For example, during the Balkan wars of 1912–13, the Greek navy dominated the Aegean, thus depriving the Ottomans of any strategic or tactical opportunities throughout the conflict.


Whenever possible I have tried to place a face to an event to allow readers to truly understand the human dimension of these Balkan conflicts. I am fortunate that several people have trusted me with their stories; I have tried to remain faithful to their accounts. Research for this book has taken me to the Balkans on several occasions, when I was able to speak with politicians, soldiers, and warlords. However, it was meeting with ordinary people — professionals, taxi drivers, waiters, shopkeepers, farmers, professors, and students — that gave me a chance to truly understand the Balkan conundrum. I have also relied on the rich bibliography available to any scholar interested in the region as well as the archival material at the Public Records Office in Great Britain. In addition, the remarkable collection of travel journals published at the end of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and in the early twentieth century proved invaluable. Written in most cases by curious European travelers, these journals are a font of topographical, sociological, political, and historical data, offering a valuable, yet sometimes overlooked source of information.


In writing this book I was assisted by a number of people who made useful contributions. My research was ably served by Sebastian Lukasik, whose assistance proved invaluable; his hard work and suggestions improved the final version of the manuscript. I wish there were more young scholars like him. I am grateful to Maria Rousou and Warren Mailey in particular for their hard work and diligence throughout the writing and some of the research phases of the book. Aleksander Petrovic was kind enough to transcribe the experiences of his grandmother Roksanda during the first night of the NATO air strike of Belgrade; Roksanda generously agreed to allow me to include them in the text. Vanessa Rockel contributed her time to examine some parts of the text; and Shannon McCallum designed the map. Milicia Marsten was kind enough to help secure some of the photos included in the insert and Dragisa Postolovic took the time and trouble to secure permission to publish them. I am thankful to Mrs. Verica Mustapic and Mr. Andrija Misic of the Historical Museum of Yugoslavia for the use of their pictures of the 1999 NATO bombings on Kosovo and Serbia.


I am indebted to Jack Stoddart, who, in a real sense, initiated this publication during our discussions about the causes of the Balkan crisis. Bill Hanna and Don Bastian offered invaluable suggestions and comments during the course of completing the manuscript. Jim Gifford shepherded the entire process from manuscript to book with effortless patience and diplomatic skill. I am very grateful to Janice Weaver, whose editorial work greatly enhanced this book. Her invaluable suggestions and comments added necessary polish. Any errors in the text are my own.


It is very exciting for me to have my work published in the United States, and I am thankful to Basic Books for making this book available to American readers. In particular, I am indebted to Lucienne Wu, who has been patient and encouraging as well as an excellent source of advice. Lucienne has been pivotal in making the transition of The Balkan Wars from Stoddart Publishing to Basic Books appear effortless. I thank her for her professionalism and enthusiasm. Basic Books could have no better ambassador.


Finally, Beverley, my wife and my best friend, has provided me with critical and thoughtful advice throughout the entire process. Her grace, patience, and understanding make all my work possible.




André Gerolymatos  
Vancouver, British Columbia 
February 2001
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	The World

	The Balkans






	1200






	1215

	Magna Carta is signed

	1204

	Fourth Crusade; Constantinople sacked






	1225

	St. Thomas Aquinas is born 

	 

	






	1232

	Inquisition is established

	1261

	Constantinople reclaimed by the Byzantines






	1300






	1309

	Papacy begins residency at Avignon

	1302

	Territorial expansion of Muscovy begins






	1325

	Louis of Wittelsbach victorious against the Habsburgs

	1331

	Rise of the Serbian Empire under Stephen Duscan






	1337

	Hundred Years War starts (ends 1453)

	1346

	Duscan proclaims himself emperor of the Serbs and






	1347

	The Black Death in Europe (ends 1351)

	1355

	Greeks Death of Duscan






	1378

	Start of the Great Schism in the Roman Catholic Church

	1389

	Battle of Kosovo






	1400






	1417

	Council of Constance ends the Great Schism

	1453

	Fall of Constantinople to the Ottomans under Mehmet II; end of the Byzantine Empire






	1438

	Albert II of Austria, a Habsburg, elected Holy Roman Emperor, beginning a dynasty that would last until 1806

	1454

	Mehmet II invests new patriarch and grants the Orthodox Church greater privileges and authority






	1455

	Gutenberg’s Bible is printed

	 

	






	1492

	Christopher Columbus lands in the New World

	 

	






	1497

	Vasco da Gama sails to India

	 

	 






	1500






	1517

	Martin Luther posts his 95 theses to the door of a church in Wittenberg

	1570

	Venetian-ruled Cyprus captured by the Ottoman Empire






	1588

	Defeat of the Spanish Armada

	 

	 






	1600






	1600

	British East India Company is established

	1699

	Peace of Karlowitz gives most of Hungary to Austria, begins Russian hegemony in the Black Sea area






	1618

	Thirty Years War (ends 1648)

	 

	








	1700






	1701

	War of the Spanish Succession begins

	1739

	Peace of Belgrade gives the Ottomans French support to check Russian territorial expansion in the Black Sea region






	1713

	Treaty of Utrecht divides territories between the Austrian Habsburgs and Philip V of Bourbon

	 

	






	

	

	1768

	War breaks out between Russia and the Ottoman Empire






	1756

	Seven Years War (ends 1763)

	 

	






	1776

	Declaration of Independence is signed

	1774

	Treaty of Kutchuk-Kainardji forces the Ottomans to surrender the coastal areas of the Black Sea and give the Russian fleet access to the Straits






	1784

	Austria gains commercial access to the Straits

	

	






	1789

	Start of the French Revolution

	 

	








	1792

	French revolutionary wars begin

	1783

	Russia annexes the Crimea






	1799

	Napoleon Bonaparte seizes power in France

	1797

	Smyrna Rebellion






	1800






	1807

	Peace of Tilsit; Napoleon’s “continental system” established

	1804

	Serbs revolt in response to a massacre by the Jannisaries






	

	

	1805

	The Battle of Austerlitz






	1808

	Peninsular War begins

	1806

	Selim III declares a holy war against the Serbs






	1815

	Battle of Waterloo

	

	






	1848

	Europe experiences revolutions and political upheavals

	1812

	Treaty of Bucharest ends the Russo-Ottoman War






	1861

	American Civil War (ends 1865)

	1815

	Second Serb uprising






	 

	

	1821

	Greek War of Liberation begins






	1871

	Franco-Prussian War ends in defeat for France and the establishment of the German Empire

	1832

	Otto, a Bavarian, is crowned king of Greece






	

	

	1853

	Crimean War (ends 1856)






	1890

	Battle of Wounded Knee

	1872

	League of the Three Emperors is formed






	

	

	1875

	Ottoman Empire declares bankruptcy






	

	

	1876

	First Ottoman constitution is proclaimed






	

	

	1878

	The Congress of Berlin






	

	

	1885

	Serbo-Bulgarian War begins; Alexander of Battenburg unites East Rumelia with Bulgaria






	

	

	1897

	Goluchowski-Murayev Agreement






	1900






	1904

	France and Britain form the Entente Cordiale

	1903

	King Alexander and Queen Draga of Serbia are assassinated






	1907

	France, Britain, and Russia form the Triple Entente

	1908

	Austria-Hungary annexes Bosnia-Herzegovina; Young Turk Revolution begins






	1913

	Peace of London cedes all Ottoman territories west of the Enos–Midia line and all of the Aegean islands

	

	






	 

	

	1912

	Balkan League is established by Montenegro, Serbia, and Bulgaria; Montenegro declares war on the Ottoman Empire, which eventually leads to the First Balkan War






	1914

	Assassination of Archduke Ferdinand in Sarajevo

	 

	






	1917

	Balfour Declaration advocates a Jewish national home in Palestine; Russian Revolution begins

	1913

	Serbia concludes secret military pact with Greece regarding borders and the partition of Macedonia; Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire conclude armistice






	 

	

	

	






	1919

	Treaty of Versailles ends the First World War

	

	






	1922

	Fascists rise to power in Italy under Benito Mussolini

	1915

	Armenian massacre in Turkey






	

	

	1919

	Mustafa Kemal (also called Kemal Atatürk) lands at Samsun, Turkey






	1925

	Lorcarno Pact establishes the boundaries of Western Europe

	

	






	1929

	Great Depression begins

	1923

	Turkey becomes a republic, signaling the end of the Ottoman Empire






	1933

	National Socialists, led by Adolf Hitler, rise to power in Germany

	

	






	

	

	1940

	Italian campaign against Greece begins






	1936

	Spanish Civil War (ends 1939)

	

	






	1938

	Germany annexes Austria

	1941

	Tito organizes the partisan movement in Yugoslavia






	1939

	Germany invades Poland, initiating the Second World War

	

	






	

	

	1944

	Churchill and Roosevelt agree to divide the Balkans into Western and Soviet spheres of influence






	1940

	Battle of Britain

	

	






	1941

	Japanese bomb Pearl Harbor

	

	






	1942

	Wannsee Conference and the adoption of the Final Solution

	1946

	Greek Civil War (ends 1949)






	

	

	1948

	Tito breaks with the USSR






	1944

	D-Day invasion begins the liberation of Western Europe; Yalta Conference establishes the territorial division of Europe

	1950

	Turkish riots in Constantinople begin






	

	

	1954

	Balkan Pact between Greece, Yugoslavia, and Turkey






	1945

	Founding of the United Nations

	

	






	1947

	India gains its independence from Britain

	1965

	UN peacekeeping force first sent to Cyprus






	1950

	Korean War (ends 1953)

	1974

	Turkish invasion of Cyprus






	1961

	Construction of the Berlin Wall

	1980

	Death of Tito






	1962

	Cuban Missile Crisis

	1984

	Winter Olympics in Sarajevo






	1964

	Founding of the Palestine Liberation Organization

	1987

	Slobodan Milosevic becomes president of Serbia






	1967

	Six Day War

	1989

	Serbia proclaims a new constitution, which abrogates the autonomy of the provinces; six-hundredth anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo






	1973

	Yom Kippur War

	

	






	1975

	Vietnam War ends with the fall of Saigon

	

	






	1979

	Soviet Union invades Afghanistan

	1990

	First free elections in Slovenia, Croatia, Macedonia, and Bosnia-Herzegovina






	

	

	

	






	1987

	The intifada begins in the Israeli-occupied West Bank

	

	






	

	

	1991

	Slovenia and Croatia declare independence






	1988

	Velvet Revolution leads to the breakup of Czechoslovakia

	

	






	

	

	1992

	War breaks out in Bosnia-Herzegovina






	1989

	Tiananmen Square massacre

	

	






	1991

	Soviet Union formally dissolved

	1995

	Dayton accord attempts to bring peace to the Balkans






	1992

	Civil war and famine devastate Somalia

	1999

	Violence erupts anew in Kosovo; NATO bombings of Serbia begin






	1993

	Rwandan genocide begins

	 

	






	2000






	2000

	The collapse of Bill Clinton’s Middle East peace initiative

	2000

	Milosevic loses national elections






	2001

	President George W. Bush inaugurated

	2001

	A new government is formed in Yugoslavia
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Roksanda Petrovic resided at 14 Decembra Street, just south of Slavija Square, in Belgrade. Her building was in the Crveni Krst neighborhood of the Vracar municipality, just three bus stops away from the center of the city. For many years, she enjoyed the view of the city from her apartment on the seventh floor. Petrovic could easily see the northern towns, including New Belgrade. From her balcony, she could watch people strolling on the streets of downtown Belgrade, going about their daily business. The neighborhood, defined by single and two-story houses and few high-rises, was characteristic of the architecture of postwar Yugoslavia; it was generally a good place to raise a family or, as in the case of Petrovic, retire in tranquillity and relative comfort.


On March 24, 1999, at 11 p.m., Petrovic was resting comfortably on her sofa when an air-raid siren initiated what would shortly become a night of terror. The sudden warning took her by surprise, and for a few seconds she imagined the high-pitched sound was a gigantic scream for help. Then her blood froze; reality had quickly set in. Petrovic rushed to her TV, turning it on just as the news anchor, with deliberate calmness, told people to shut down all electrical equipment, lock their doors and windows, and immediately find the nearest shelter. Almost as an afterthought, the visibly nervous man advised that sirens would also announce the end of the strike.


Instinctively, Petrovic stepped out onto her balcony and looked up, listening for the warplanes. The only sound that came back was her heartbeat. The siren continued wailing as she stood alone on the balcony, shaking with fear. When she regained control of herself, she went back inside and ran to her neighbors’ apartment, only to catch them as they were closing their door, awkwardly holding blankets and bags of valuables. They tried to convince her, almost pleaded with her, to join them in the basement. But Petrovic refused. The thought of being trapped in a hermetically sealed space deep in the ground was more terrifying than the unknown and still-silent enemy high above.


Caught between two horrifying alternatives, she returned to her apartment and broke down in tears. But curiosity again forced her to the balcony. This time, she looked at the ground below and could see people running in panic, shouting and gesturing at passersby. The spectacle convinced her that the street was not an option. Frightened and confused, she noticed that the kitchen table was made out of a single piece of thick and strong wood; it seemed the only avenue of protection, and Petrovic slowly slipped underneath with the illusion of safety.


A few moments later, she could hear large thuds in the distance. The sound slowly came closer, and each thud became more intense with each passing second. Suddenly, the thuds metamorphosed into explosions. The sound of the detonations became louder and more clear, and she felt the building shake, or at least she believed the structure was beginning to vibrate. Again curiosity overcame fear, and Petrovic crawled out from under her table and peered down on the city. The Belgrade landscape was punctuated by thick columns of black smoke mixed with flames, and the sky was littered with streaks of brilliant light as anti-aircraft fire exploded in midair. Now she could hear the whining drone of the warplanes, but the machines of destruction continued to remain invisible to the naked eye.


Once again the voice from the television set warned that no one should be out until the air raid was over. Petrovic retreated under the table, this time too terrified to move. She was obsessed with the thought that she would get caught in a burning building. She prayed to God that if a bomb fell, she would be killed instantly and not suffer the slow decomposition of a lingering death among the flames and rubble.


Petrovic lost all track of time, and as the noise tapered off, she edged her way back to the balcony and was astonished to see that Belgrade was surrounded by a ring of fire and a wall of thick black smoke. In that surreal moment, the sound of the telephone brought her back to reality. She returned to the room, picked up the receiver, and heard her relatives from Canada, but she could not find her voice. They tried to calm her, assured her that all would be well. But Petrovic knew, just as the Canadians on the other end of the telephone line knew, that nothing could be done. It is the irony of contemporary technology in general — and the war in Yugoslavia in particular — that while some Canadians are dropping thousands of tons of bombs on a city, others can be talking on the telephone with those on the receiving end.


For the next seventy-eight days, Petrovic made her home under the kitchen table during the air raids, praying for deliverance or a merciful death. Her fate depended upon a NATO pilot miles above her home. If he shifted his targeting mechanism just slightly, her world would crash down around her, perhaps leaving the kitchen table as a temporary tombstone.


But Petrovic survived the NATO attack, and she eventually even managed to join her relatives in Vancouver.1 She plans, nonetheless, to return home to Belgrade and resume living among the everyday surroundings that elevate life above mere existence. After all, home is a place where someone like Petrovic can speak her own language, be near her friends, and live in the comfort of physical familiarity. The tragedy of Yugoslavia is fundamentally a struggle to achieve security within a common physical space, language, religion, culture, and history. The NATO bombing was one act in a centuries-long theater of the macabre that has characterized war and violence in the Balkans and elsewhere.
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If wars are what define the nature of a society at its worst, then the Balkans offer nothing new to the history of warfare in Europe — or anywhere else, for that matter. What does make the Balkan wars so striking, however, is that they have all been fought over the same problems: nationalism and religion. These are not new or exclusive Balkan phenomena, of course, but inexplicably they have appeared anew at the end of the millennium. Post-Cold War Europe and North America are at a complete loss to understand why these small countries are hostages to the past and seem so willing to fight the same battles all over again. In fact, most Western policy analysts had initially almost refused to consider the role of history in the Balkan crises, and they underestimated the forces of nationalism and religion after the collapse of the Communist system. After all, shouldn’t half a century of Communist rule have toned down national consciousness and, at the very least, extinguished any vestiges of religious fervor? Indeed, some Balkan writers have attempted to explain the atrocities that resulted from the breakup of Yugoslavia as a recent experience and not as a Balkan legacy.


But if we want to comprehend the bloodstained fate of the modern Balkans, it is necessary to understand the impact and influence that war and its mythology have had on the region in the past. In fact, the history of the Balkan states is replete with heroes, villains, and most important, martyrs who offer an example of self-sacrifice for each succeeding generation.


Today, the very word “Balkans” conjures up images of intrigue, war, and human suffering on a scale abhorrent to Western society. To some people, the Balkan countries lack a clear Western orientation and carry far too much cultural baggage to belong in the European club. Western leaders refer to the region as the back door to Europe, the Balkan powder keg, or Europe’s doorstep. What these euphemisms hide is, perhaps, the wish that the Balkans were located anywhere other than in Europe.


The Europe of today needs to move past its bloody history, and the events in the Balkans are a reminder of a previous dark age of war, mass killing, and destruction. The political, cultural, and economic development of the Balkan countries was interrupted and diverted by the Ottoman conquest in the fifteenth century. The five hundred years of Turkish occupation that followed suppressed the evolution of Balkan societies, so they failed to keep pace with the rest of Europe and North America. In effect, the march of European history and civilization skipped past, and the Renaissance, the Age of Enlightenment, and the Industrial Revolution made little impression on the region. As a result, the Balkan states emerged very late as modern societies and have lagged far behind the technologically advanced West.


The modern Balkans have captured the imagination and indignation of North Americans and Western Europeans because the atrocities there are taking place now and not half a century ago. But at the heart of all the Balkan wars is the clarion call of ethnic hatred served up as cultural heritage. The Balkan past is littered with the tribalism, ethnic nationalism, warmongering, mythmaking, and self-serving symbolism of oppression that scar most societies in transition, in the past as well as the present.




















1 
ASSASSINATION, MARTYRDOM, AND BETRAYAL 
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It has been said that though God cannot 
alter the past, historians can. 




— SAMUEL BUTLER





The legend of the Battle of Kosovo (1389) and the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in 1914 by the Serb Gavrilo Princip complement each other, and provide a study in cultural contrasts. To Western Europeans, the assassination of the archduke was murder and an abomination, while for Serbians, the assassin became a national hero. The Kosovo legend, meanwhile, has been the driving force of Serbian nationalism, but for those living in Kosovo at the end of the twentieth century, the region’s very name represents the savagery of the Balkan wars. Remarkably, there is a historical line that connects these stories of assassination, martyrdom, and betrayal with the development of the Balkan national state in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.


The man who shot Archduke Ferdinand in 1914 was a nineteenth-century Serb nationalist who was attempting to invoke an ancient heritage within the confines of twentieth-century international relations. The assassin did not so much aim a pistol at the heir apparent to the Austro-Hungarian throne as repeat the sacrifice that had first been carried out by another Serb in 1389 at the Battle of Kosovo. In this respect, the story of the fate of the archduke is inextricably bound to legend and the fatalistic glory associated with a medieval battle between Serbian knights and Ottoman Turks. The story cannot be told without including some aspects of the complex world of the fourteenth century and the process that brought Ferdinand and his assassin to their fateful meeting in Sarajevo.


This particular Balkan tragedy unfolded on June 28, 1914, when Archduke Ferdinand defied several warnings of impending disaster and decided to visit Sarajevo. The day was sunny and warm and the crowds enthusiastic. Record numbers of Bosnians had turned out to get a glimpse of the royal procession and cheer the next ruler of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Few were aware that the archduke and his wife, Sophie Chotek, had already survived one attempt on their lives earlier that day, and no one expected that the end for the royal couple was literally just around the corner. But the end did come when Gavrilo Princip aimed his pistol and shot and killed the archduke and his wife. What took only seconds to accomplish plunged Europe months later into the first global war, with consequences that were unforeseen by even the most pessimistic generals and politicians.


The archduke could have avoided the trip to Sarajevo, of course, and Princip could have missed or lost his nerve — but none of this happened.1 Both men were trapped and driven by forces that had been set in motion centuries earlier. In the Balkan context, each man represented a reality that the other could neither recognize nor ever hope to understand. Ferdinand’s visit to Sarajevo on that June day in 1914 indicated a degree of arrogance and certainly poor judgment.2 For the Serbs in Bosnia, which had recently been annexed by the Austro-Hungarian Empire,3 the visit of a Habsburg prince was perceived as an insult on what was their national day. The anniversary of the 1389 Battle of Kosovo was meant to remind all Serbs of the beginning of almost five hundred years of occupation by the Turks, who in Bosnia-Herzegovina were replaced by the Austro-Hungarians. Yet to a Habsburg like the archduke, there could be no comparison between the cruelty of the Ottoman conquest and the benevolent and civilized rule of the Austro-Hungarians.


The heir apparent had fulfilled his duties in Bosnia and had no substantive obligation to visit Sarajevo, except as consolation for his wife. Countess Sophie Chotek of Chotkowa and Wognin came from the ancient feudal aristocracy of Bohemia. Prior to 1815, the Chotek family had been allied by marriage with princely houses. Unfortunately, after 1815 the fortunes of the family declined, and they were excluded from the ranks of those eligible for marriage with members of reigning dynasties. As a result of the family’s impoverishment and its decline in social standing, Sophie held the modest position of lady-in-waiting to Archduchess Isabella.4


Archduke Ferdinand was a man with a mercurial temperament; he oscillated between fits of anger and a charming personality. According to Ottokar Czerin, one of the closer members of his entourage, the explosive side of Ferdinand’s nature caused considerable distress among officials, to the point that “ministers and other high officials rarely waited on the Archduke without beating hearts. He was capable of flying out at people and terrifying them to such a degree that they lost their heads.”5 In his monumental study of the causes of the First World War, Luigi Albertini, who was familiar with the major personalities of this period, wrote that Ferdinand “could only love or hate, and hatred was much more potent with him than love.”6 The archduke was a complex personality who was greatly misunderstood by his contemporaries, and as a result was unpopular with the palace courtiers and the social-political establishment of the empire.


The contrasts in the archduke’s personality were also reflected in his choice of pastimes. Ferdinand had two great hobbies: hunting and gardening. As a hunter, he had few rivals. According to his personal physician, Dr. Victor D. Eisenmerger, more than half a million birds and animals fell victim to Ferdinand’s ability with firearms.7 Yet it was the archduke’s love of horticulture that perplexed both his detractors and his admirers. Perhaps the same can be said of his devotion to and determination to marry a woman below his station. Within the strict and almost stifling Viennese society, Ferdinand managed to find and court Sophie under the nose of her formidable employer.


Archduchess Isabella, a lady not to be taken lightly under the best of circumstances, was overwhelmed to find her family the object of Ferdinand’s interest. If the archduke had serious intentions toward one of her daughters, the implications were enormous. Yet the prospect was not unusual. Isabella and Ferdinand were first cousins, which meant that Isabella’s family pedigree was sufficiently noble to warrant marriage between one of her daughters and the heir apparent. As the mother of a future empress, Isabella would rise to the pinnacle of the social ladder, both at home and abroad.8


The fickle nature of love, however, soon shattered Isabella’s illusions. She discovered Ferdinand’s pocket watch, which he had forgotten after a game of tennis. Unable to contain her curiosity over which of her daughters was the focus of his attentions, she sneaked a peak at the locket. To her horror, the picture inside revealed none other than Sophie, Isabella’s lady-in-waiting. The archduchess was incensed and promptly fired her.9 Ferdinand had not only bypassed Isabella’s daughters for a lowly countess and an employee, but he was using the archduchess’ household as a cover for his clandestine affair. The visions of imperial grandeur vanished and were replaced by the reality of humiliating national scandal. Isabella never forgave the archduke or Sophie, whose lowly status was an affront to the established nobility. The archduke also held a grudge, and even suspected the archduchess and her husband of harboring Hungarian politicians.10


Of course, Isabella wasn’t alone in her disdain for Sophie. Because of her Czech origins and humble status, Sophie emanated almost an air of plebeianism, and the Viennese court often snubbed her. The archduke had chosen to marry for love, against the wishes of Emperor Franz Joseph and his inner circle. But the couple paid a dear price for ignoring tradition and underestimating the vanity of the Austro-Hungarian nobility. Although the archduke’s claim to the throne remained unchallenged, his wife was forced to endure petty and subtle insults and occasionally outright hostility from the palace courtiers. The most glaring efforts to remind Sophie of her humble standing took place at official functions. At state dinners, the countess was not permitted to sit with her husband, but was placed at a separate table at a respectable distance from the official guests and members of the royal family. The same restrictions applied to public institutions, and at the opera or the theater. Sophie could not be seated next to her husband in the imperial box.11


This pattern of degradation began for Sophie on the day of her wedding on July 5, 1900. Ferdinand had to declare theirs a morganatic marriage, stripping both Sophie and their future children of the right to succession and all titles and privileges that were accorded to the so-called legitimate families of Austrian archdukes.12 The emperor, a stickler for propriety, at first had even refused to consider a morganatic marriage, but he relented under pressure from Pope Leo XIII, Czar Nicholas II, Kaiser Wilhelm II, and his own empress.13 Still, in keeping with his express wishes, the wedding itself was a low-key affair without representation from the royal family or the palace courtiers.14 From that point on, Sophie and the archduke’s life was a constant struggle against the carefully orchestrated barriers erected by the strict rules of court etiquette.


The guardian of the medieval Spanish court conventions inherited by the Habsburgs was the court chamberlain, Prince Montenuovo. Although Montenuovo himself was descended from a morganatic marriage between Archduchess Marie-Louise, Napoleon’s widow, and Count Neipperg, he became the instrument by which the emperor and the court tormented Sophie.15 Insofar as the court was concerned, Sophie was a non-person, and simply existed as an unwanted appendage of the archduke.


The fossilized Spanish court etiquette could reach absurd dimensions. On one occasion in the fifteenth century, a Habsburg emperor in Madrid collapsed and almost died while court officials argued about who had the right to provide help or call for assistance.16 Even in the early twentieth century, medieval court etiquette superseded matters of life and death. While suffering from a severe asthma attack early one morning, Emperor Franz Joseph, for example, managed to screech, with almost his last breath, the word “tailcoat” upon seeing his personal physician, who had rushed to his aid wearing a mere dressing gown.17


Only outside the empire could the ostracized Sophie have a brief respite and enjoy the pomp and ceremony denied her by the Austrian court. During these trips, she was almost treated as the wife of the heir apparent. The German kaiser, in particular, was quick to exploit the archduke’s sensitivity over Sophie’s status, and he went out of his way to extend to the countess most royal privileges whenever they were in Berlin or he was in Austria. These simple courtesies cemented the friendship between Ferdinand and Wilhelm II, adding a personal as well as a political dynamic to the German-Austro-Hungarian military alliance.


In time, even the uncompromising Franz Joseph gave some consideration to Sophie’s awkward status, and after a few years he began to elevate the unfortunate countess a few steps up the social ladder to the rank of duchess. Progress had been slow, but the unlucky couple continued to achieve acceptance and the recognition of Sophie’s legitimacy in the other European courts. By 1914, Emperor Franz Joseph had relented to the point that Sophie was permitted to accompany her husband on official functions in the provinces.


In a twist of fate, the first such occasion was the visit to Bosnia. Ferdinand, as the inspector general of the Austro-Hungarian armed forces, had to attend the maneuvers of the 15th and 16th Army Corps in the mountains southwest of Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia. Both the archduke and Sophie were reticent about the visit, and Ferdinand in particular was filled with foreboding. Bosnia, which was formally annexed in 1908, was one of the empire’s restless provinces. It was seething with Serbian nationalists who despised the Habsburgs. In the past, the disgruntled Bosnian Serbs had missed no opportunity to embarrass or display their animosity toward the Habsburgs. Certainly violence was always a possibility.18


The archduke’s concern was over the prospect of violent demonstrations and other ugly scenes from the Serb population. On the eve of his departure for Bosnia, Ferdinand expressed his fears to the emperor and even went so far as to ask if the trip should be postponed. Other witnesses have recounted that the archduke was overcome with pessimism, depression, and foreboding.19 But the old emperor refused to order Ferdinand not to make the journey, and simply remarked, “Do as you think best.”20 Without a direct order from the emperor, it was unthinkable for the archduke to decline. After all, his sense of duty and the dignity of the royal family had to be upheld, and the inspector general of the armed forces was expected to attend army maneuvers.


For Ferdinand, his position was a significant honor and a major concession from the old emperor, who normally held the title.21 Only once before had an archduke held that rank, thus underlining Ferdinand’s growing status within the empire. So despite his premonitions and the volatility of the region, Ferdinand and his entourage set off for Bosnia, with the consolation that at least there Sophie would receive the pomp and ceremony denied her in Vienna.22
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The official part of the visit went well and without incident, and some members of the archduke’s staff urged a speedy return to Austria. Honor had been satisfied, they argued, and a visit to Sarajevo did not technically fall within the obligations of the archduke. Baron Karl Freiherr von Rumerskirch, the head of Ferdinand’s staff, was against continuing the trip. He was particularly concerned over possible hostile demonstrations against the royal party. Ferdinand almost cheated history and changed his mind, but ultimately he allowed himself to be persuaded that a visit to Sarajevo should be included in his itinerary.23


A great deal has been written about this fateful journey, as well as the near escapes that add a layer of intrigue to the events of June 28. For all that has been said, it remains that the shots fired by Gavrilo Princip proved to be the catalyst for yet one more Balkan tragedy.24 For the rest of the world, the assassination of this couple caused a chain reaction that brought the Great Powers of Europe to the killing fields of the First World War. Although the causes of the Great War are complex and go beyond the deaths of the duchess and the archduke at the hands of a Bosnian Serb, the assassination is nevertheless woven into the tapestry of Balkan history. A mythology that has emerged has made this region synonymous with death and war. In the West, the great battles of the First World War and the inhumanity of the trenches have almost obliterated the memory of the assassination. In the Balkans, however, the name of Archduke Ferdinand always resumes its place in the panoply of war whenever a new crisis unfolds there.


In 1914, most Serbians were as horrified by the killing of a member of a royal house as anyone else. The Serbian newspaper Samouprava  called the assassination an act of anarchist folly, and in Belgrade the murder was condemned — if only for fear of Austrian retribution. The Serbian prince regent and the government immediately telegraphed their condolences to the emperor, Count Berchtold (the Austro-Hungarian foreign minister), and the Austrian and Hungarian parliaments.25 The elevation of Princip to the status of national hero and martyr came later, in part as a reaction to the belligerent attitude of the Austro-Hungarian government, which held the Serbian state as an accomplice to the assassination. Also, the horrors suffered by the Serbs during the First World War forced them to turn the events of June 28 into more than the simple murder of an archduke and his wife. Finally, it can be argued that after the war, the newly established Yugoslav kingdom required martyrs as well as national symbols. Princip the assassin was transformed into Princip the Serb, as well as into a Yugoslav patriot who sacrificed himself to liberate all South Slavs and resurrect the medieval Serbian kingdom.


Of course, the Serbs were not the only Balkan people who longed for the return of past glories and frontiers that encompassed ancient lands. Unfortunately, lost territories could be reclaimed only at the expense of the Ottoman Empire, Austria-Hungary, or other Balkan countries. This is why the region has two names. It’s called the Balkans when it’s at war and Southeastern Europe when it’s enjoying a period of peace. Sadly, the past six centuries have marked the Balkans as a place of misery and suffering that is so often the lot of any region fortunate or unfortunate enough to have strategic significance.


The Balkan states stand at the crossroads of Asia, Europe, Russia, and Africa. Accordingly, the region has been the highway for armies large and small, many of which have cut a swath of destruction on their journey to empire building. This legacy of war has endowed the region with a tradition of fatalism that has guided the cultural heritage of the Balkan peoples. The memory of great defeats and great massacres has shaped at least part of the identity and commonality of each nation, tribe, or group in the Balkans.


Over the centuries, these upheavals have acquired a unique reality that often plays havoc with historical truth. It is not so much that events are altered to suit a particular political agenda, but instead that they are interpreted in the light of Balkan lore. In other words, Balkan national history does not represent a scientific reconstruction, or even a distortion of the past, but it does endow the current inhabitants with the ability to cast events in the context of a recurring theme of victimization and persecution. For each of the Balkan peoples, there is one particular event that reflects their own image of the past and practically dictates relations with their neighbors. Events in the cauldron of Balkan history are linked to war, and war is associated with victory for one group and defeat and humiliation for another.


Remarkably, in the kaleidoscope that is Balkan history, success and failure have almost the same significance. Both have provided the justification for future conflict. Great defeats are fodder for revenge and spectacular victories the prelude to further conquest. The Battle of Kosovo is a historical landmark, but more important, it’s both a cultural icon to the Serbs and a glorious chapter in the history of the Ottoman Empire. Like most battles in the medieval period, it is shrouded in mythology and only partly accessible through facts. But its salient features are the themes of self-sacrifice, betrayal, and assassination.
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The harbinger of Serbian nationalism took place on June 28, 1389, when the Serb armies, led by Prince Lazar, set out to confront the forces of the Ottoman sultan, Murad I, on the field of Kosovo Polje.26 Kosovo is a desolate mountainous plain where the frontiers of Serbia, Bosnia, Herzegovina, and Albania converge. The timing of the battle could not have been worse. At the end of the fourteenth century, the fortunes of the Ottomans were on the rise, and they occupied territory that ranged from Asia Minor to the eastern Balkans. Sultan Murad I had expanded the frontiers of the Ottomans in Anatolia and Southeastern Europe, reduced the Byzantine Empire to the status of a vassal state, and was now shifting the axis of his expansion to complete his conquest of the Balkans. In Serbia, internal division and feuding nobles had degraded the medieval kingdom to a mere shadow of its former self. Nevertheless, the Serbian nobles still loyal to Prince Lazar had to face an army of Turkish warriors, Muslim crusaders, and Christian vassals, led by Murad, one of the most competent sultans to rule the Ottomans in the fourteenth century.


In the previous century, the Serbs, under the leadership of King Stephan Uros I, had established an independent kingdom and expanded their territory to include present-day Montenegro and Kosovo. In the early part of the fourteenth century, they continued their expansion at the expense of the Byzantine Empire, and by 1331, on the death of Stephan Uros III, they had conquered northern Macedonia and controlled most of the Vardar valley. His successor, Stephan Duscan, continued the southern drive of what by this time had become a Serbian empire, and pushed his armies as far as the Gulf of Corinth. For a short time, Duscan, with his energy and ability to keep the Serbs united, threatened to replace the decaying Byzantine monarchy with a Serbo-Greek empire.


As the history of the Byzantine Empire indicates, this Serbo-Greek empire would have been possible. For almost a thousand years, the eastern Roman Empire and its capital, Constantinople, dominated the Balkans, North Africa, the eastern Mediterranean, the Black Sea coast, and the hinterland of modern-day Turkey. By the end of the sixth century, however, the empire had become Greek-speaking and had adopted Christianity as the official state religion. Despite these changes, the Byzantines continued to maintain the titles and symbols of imperial Rome, including the mechanism of succession. Succession to the imperial throne was passed from father to son or determined by revolutionary means. In other words, a challenger to the crown assumed legitimacy by overthrowing the current ruler or usurping the throne from the designated successor. If a coup was successful, the new emperor was recognized as the heir to the Caesars.27 Such a process was essentially an act of constitutional revolution — as long as the challenger was successful. In the case of failure, it qualified as an act of treason.28


The Greek element had been further entrenched by the Great Schism of 1054, which separated Christianity into the Eastern Orthodox Church, led by an ecumenical patriarch in Constantinople, and the Roman Catholic Church, with a pope as its head. As a result, the Christian world was bitterly divided; after 1054, the empire faced threats from the West as well as from the East. Over the next few centuries, the Byzantines lost ground to the Slavs, the Bulgars, the Genoese, the Venetians, and the Turks. The empire not only had to defend itself against the encroachments of these new enemies, but was also plagued by dynastic quarrels. In 1204, the Fourth Crusade, though it was meant to be on its way to the Holy Land, descended on Constantinople, occupying the city for just over fifty years (from 1205 to 1261). But the Byzantines, still resilient, eventually pushed out the crusaders, reclaiming their capital and parts of the empire in Asia and Europe.


These upheavals created the opportunity for new peoples, such as the Serbs and the Bulgarians, to carve out, at the expense of Byzantium, their own kingdoms. By the time of Duscan’s conquests, it was not inconceivable for the Serb king to achieve his grandiose scheme and place himself on the throne in Constantinople. For this purpose, he had himself proclaimed emperor of the Serbs and Greeks at Skopje on April 16, 1346. The Byzantine court naturally did not accept the Serbian king’s new title, which meant that in order to establish himself on the throne of the Roman emperors, Duscan would have had to conquer Byzantium.29 However, unlike the Western kings and princes, Duscan followed the Eastern Orthodox faith, thus meeting the primary requirement for a legitimate ruler of Byzantium. Should the Serbian ruler have succeeded in conquering the empire, he would have met less resistance than a Catholic or a Muslim prince. 


Unfortunately for the Serbs and fortuitously for the Byzantines, Duscan died in 1355. Although the Serbian monarch had brought two-thirds of the Balkans under his rule, he had failed in his ambition to establish a new Byzantine dynasty. After his death, the feudal Serbian empire lacked competent successors who could maintain the momentum of conquest and unity. Serbia had reached its zenith under Duscan, and soon the empire that had risen so quickly began to tear itself apart. Indeed, it was the misfortune of the Serbs that competing nobles had fragmented the state at a time when they had to face the Ottomans, a new and far more dangerous adversary.30


Under the sultans Orkhan and Murad I, the Ottomans had conquered large parts of Asia Minor and established a solid foothold in the Balkans. The capture in 1369 of Adrianople, one of the largest cities in the region, provided the Ottomans with a base for further expansion and a strategic center to serve as their capital. Indeed, by 1370 the Turks occupied the region from Thrace to the Rhodopos Mountains. Yet even at this late date, not all of the Byzantine and Balkan Christian rulers fully appreciated the magnitude of the danger posed by the Ottomans. It may be that some Balkan rulers were more concerned with their own aggrandizement, while others, such as the Bulgarians who had waged war against the successful Murad, had already been reduced to the status of vassals.


Another possibility is that by the late fourteenth century, the Balkan principalities and the Byzantines, with some exceptions, had simply accepted the Ottomans as part of the internal political and military dynamic of the region. If anything, the Ottomans represented one more power that could be harnessed as an ally in advancing the interests of one or another of the competing principalities of the Balkans or Asia Minor. In historical hindsight, it is evident that at this time Serbia represented the last independent Balkan monarchy that could have prevented the Ottoman conquest of Southeastern Europe; certainly it was beyond the capability and resources of the Byzantine emperors.


By the middle of the fourteenth century, all that remained of the once powerful empire was the city of Constantinople, the capital and the center of the Eastern Orthodox Church. For a long time, the Byzantine Empire had ceased to shield Christianity from the westward march of Islam, and the leaders of the empire were consumed with conspiracies and counter-conspiracies for control of the throne. The combination of ruinous civil wars, the loss of territories to the Turks, and the impact of the bubonic plague had reduced Byzantium to a principality surrounding the city of Constantinople. As a result, the once proud inheritors of the Caesars had become dependants of the Ottoman sultans, and they needed their favor to continue the almost endless game of musical thrones that was consuming the limited resources of the empire. It is no accident that the term “Byzantine” — which refers to any labyrinth of treachery and conspiracy — originated with the complex intrigues and subtle machinations for power conducted by members of the Byzantine aristocracy.


Yet at this critical juncture, one Serbian noble, Ugljesa, the despot of Serres, understood that it was better to drive the Turks out of Southeastern Europe than wait and try to defeat the Ottoman armies from fixed fortresses. He also realized that the feuding Serbian nobles had to unite in order to defeat the Ottomans. Unfortunately, all other potential allies, including the Byzantines and the Bulgarians, refused to join forces and drive out the Turks. This left Ugljesa only a limited force with which to match the well-trained and battle-hardened army of Murad.


Regardless of this setback, in 1371 the despot of Serres advanced against the Ottomans in western Thrace, and on September 26 the two armies clashed at the Marica River. In the ensuing battle, the Serbian forces were annihilated and their commanders killed. Success on the battlefield now left the victorious Ottomans with half of the medieval Serbian kingdom and well positioned to continue their advance across Southeastern Europe. Perhaps the Battle of Marica, more than any other event in the fourteenth century, represented the beginning of the end of Serbian independence, and with it that of the entire Balkan region. It was only a matter of time before the Ottomans resumed their westward expansion.


After the battle, Serbian unity (or what was left of it) quickly disintegrated. The soldiers lost at Marica were the last vestiges of central authority, and those Serb nobles who had refused to fight now possessed forces far more powerful than the military resources of the monarchy. Despite the Ottoman threat, however, Serbian separatism prevailed, and the great nobles chose to carve out their own principalities rather than attempt to re-establish a unified Serbia. Most historians agree that the Battle of Marica had a far greater impact on the future of the Balkans than the better-known Battle of Kosovo would eighteen years later.31


Marica, in fact, was an unmitigated disaster for the Serbian kingdom. At least half the Serbian fighting men were killed. Furthermore, the refusal of the Byzantines and the Bulgarians to maintain Christian solidarity presented the Ottomans with a golden opportunity to maintain the intermittent war against their enemies indefinitely. This policy of divide and conquer was not so much an Ottoman stratagem as an exploitation of the disunity that characterized the region. As a result of the Ottoman victory, some of the Serb princes were forced to accept the sultan as their feudal overlord in 1371, as were the Byzantines in 1373 and the Bulgarians in 1376.32


In practice, Ottoman suzerainty meant that the vassals of the sultan had to pay tribute to their overlord and were obligated to furnish troops for Ottoman campaigns. These units had to be commanded by a member of the ruling family, usually the heir to the throne (in the case of kingdoms) or the head of the family (in the case of a principality). The Ottomans also occasionally required vassals to contribute a daughter or a sister in the ruling family to the sultan’s harem. This was the fate of Tamara, the sister of Bulgaria’s czar, John Sisman, who was given to Murad’s harem as part of Sisman’s vassal obligations.


Unfortunately for the Balkan Christian principalities, submission to the sultan did not necessarily guarantee security. Turkish raiding parties, some encouraged by the Ottomans and others on their own initiative, continued to ravage the countryside. The raids were a major source of instability in the Balkans, since the Turks destroyed crops, carried peasants into slavery, and helped themselves to small towns and even larger cities. In 1385, the Turks moved against Prince Lazar’s territory. Lazar had inherited what was left of the Serbian kingdom, now reduced to a principality, but had failed to convince the nobility to accept one central authority. One year later, the Turks captured the city of Nis, and Lazar, according to some accounts, was forced to recognize the sultan as his feudal overlord.33


In 1388, the Turks raided as far as Hum (Herzegovina). This time, however, a Bosnian army led by Vlatko Vukovic wiped out the entire Turkish force. Murad could not afford to let this incident go unpunished. The Serb victory created a dangerous precedent for the Ottomans, since it proved that they could be defeated. At the same time, a quick campaign held the possibility of incorporating the rest of Serbia into the Ottoman domain and guaranteed the loyalty of the sultan’s Balkan vassals. Despite the spectacular success of Orkhan and Murad, the ultimate Ottoman victory over all the Christian monarchies and principalities in Southeastern Europe was not a foregone conclusion. The Ottomans had indeed established a powerful state that included large parts of the European and Asian continents, but the emerging empire was far from secure.


The advance against the Serbs was both practical and opportunistic. By 1389, the few Serbian principalities in the Balkans did not represent much of an obstacle for the Ottomans in Southeastern Europe. Everything else had fallen to them or to the Hungarians. It is not clear whether the majority of Serb princes, including Prince Lazar, had already accepted the sultan as their feudal overlord, but if they had, some, including Lazar, renounced their pledge in 1389. This was an additional motive for Murad’s advance against Serbia. According to custom, Murad demanded that Lazar accept or, as the case may be, re-accept the sultan as his feudal master, and pay tribute before initiating hostilities. The Serbian prince refused and managed to form an alliance with two of his neighbors, Tvrtko and Vuk Brankovic.34


As the two armies converged on the plain of Kosovo, the stage was set not so much for a pivotal battle, but rather for the foundation of a myth that would hang like a stone around the neck of most Serbs in the future. Accounts of the battle itself are sketchy, and as far as the events that took place before the battle are concerned, they belong more to the realm of myth and legend than to any accurate historical account. What is known is rather simple to summarize. There was a battle between the forces of Murad I, which included Serbian and other Christian vassals, and Prince Lazar’s army of Serbs, Bosnians, and Albanians. During the course of the engagement, both Murad and Lazar were killed. Once again, the details of how they died are not clear. The reconstruction of the events before, during, and after the Battle of Kosovo relies partly on folklore and partly on the few extant accounts that offer some scraps of information.35 In the best Balkan tradition, the notions of doom, betrayal, and premonition of defeat have been depicted by later accounts as actual events that forecast disaster even before the armies met in battle.36


The fate of Serbia and the future course of the battle began inauspiciously. Lazar’s daughter, Mara, and Vukovasa, the wife of Milos Obolic, a well-known Serb nobleman and warrior, quarreled over the bravery of their respective husbands. When the issue could not be settled by rhetoric, Mara, who was married to Vuk Brankovic, Lazar’s principal ally, slapped Vukovasa. Evidently, the slapping contest was inconclusive and Vukovasa promptly informed Milos, who then challenged Vuk to a duel. Despite Lazar’s efforts to prevent a blood feud between the two nobles, honor had to be satisfied, and they proceeded to fight each other on horseback. When Milos knocked Vuk from his horse, however, the other nobles intervened and stopped the duel. Lazar managed to reconcile the two irate husbands, but their relationship remained uneasy. Vuk was determined to destroy Milos, and he mounted such a successful campaign of slander against him that Lazar became unsure of Milos’s loyalty.37


The dilemma for Lazar was whether to believe Vuk, his ally and son-in-law, or trust his best warrior. The prince decided that precaution was the greater part of friendship and brought the issue to the test by publicly humiliating his best warrior. To ascertain the veracity of Vuk’s accusations, Lazar held a dinner for his nobles and confronted Milos with the rumors of treason and betrayal that had permeated the Serbian camp. The hapless knight, faced with the prospect of dishonor and even execution as a traitor, exclaimed that in the forthcoming battle, he would prove his innocence and his loyalty to Lazar. After brooding all night, Milos made his way the next morning to the Ottoman camp and presented himself in Murad’s tent.


The sultan, impressed by the countenance of the Serbian knight and pleasantly surprised that he was willing to change sides, summoned him closer. Milos, as was customary, prostrated himself before the sultan and, without the bodyguards noticing, pulled out a dagger and plunged it into Murad’s belly. He tried to escape but was soon overpowered by the dying sultan’s guards and killed. Some versions of the story have the assassination taking place before the battle, while other sources maintain that Murad was killed after the two armies were engaged in combat.38 But if Milos had any hope of proving his loyalty by ensuring a Serbian victory, it made more sense for him to kill Murad before the battle, thus depriving the Ottoman forces of their leader. After the fighting had started, it would have been very difficult for Milos to break through the melee unscathed and reach the sultan. Certainly, assassinating the sultan after the battle would also have been a useless gesture.


Unfortunately for the unlucky Milos, the Serbs did not receive any news of the assassination until after the battle was over, and the poor man went to his grave believing his death secured victory for the Serbs. Lazar was also killed without knowing if his brave knight was a traitor or a hero — yet the tale could not end with so much uncertainty. Heroes and traitors are vital elements of a legend. It is not unusual, consequently, that more emphasis has been placed by written accounts on the fate of Milos and the assassination of Murad than on the details of the battle.


Meanwhile, the Ottoman officials who were present during the assassination decided to keep Murad’s death temporarily secret.39 It made sense to maintain the illusion of a living sultan rather than risk demoralizing the army. It was not unusual in medieval warfare for soldiers to retreat and disperse when a king or the leader of an army perished. Therefore, the Ottomans who were privy to the assassination gambled by letting one of Murad’s sons assume command of the army, as well as the sultanate. Their choice was Bayazid, who was commanding the right wing of the Ottoman army. It is not clear why they chose this particular son, but as soon as Bayazid became apprised of the situation, he acted quickly and decisively. His first act as sultan was to order the death of his brother by gouging out his eyes and thus eliminating any future challenge to his authority.40


The outcome of the battle was by no means a foregone conclusion. Both armies were deployed in phalanxes on the flat field of Kosovo. Level ground was necessary, since most battles in the fourteenth century were essentially cavalry actions. Accounts of the size of the armies vary considerably depending on the source.41 The Ottoman forces were composed of feudal cavalrymen wearing mailed armor and equipped with lances, as well as swords and maces for close combat. Some of the cavalry might have been horse archers, but the bulk depended on the spear as their primary weapon.


Murad’s army was also supplemented by a small unit of regular infantrymen armed with bows and irregular cavalry and infantry detachments used for skirmishing. In addition, his forces included contingents of Serb, Bulgarian, and other Christian vassals. The Ottoman order of battle, before Murad’s death, was based on a linear formation, with cavalry on the wings and the regular archers of infantry in the center. Christian cavalrymen formed the right wing, and were commanded by Bayazid, while the left wing was exclusively formed of Ottomans.42 Before his assassination, Murad and his entourage had taken a position behind the center of the battle line.


It is a great irony, particularly in light of the significance that the Battle of Kosovo would have for future generations, that the armies facing each other on June 28, 1389, included contingents from almost all of the Balkan nations. There is one important distinction, however: they were not all on the same side. Lazar’s army depended on three distinct detachments of Serbs, Bosnians, and Albanians, in addition to the Bulgarians, Hungarians, Romanians, Czechs, etc., who fought side by side to preserve Serbian independence. Opposing them were the Ottomans, and they were supported by Serb, Bulgarian, and other Christian troops who also fought side by side in order to subjugate the Serbian kingdom. This state of affairs, however, was not unusual in medieval warfare. Kings and knights often changed allegiances to suit their own interests and gain an advantage over their rivals.


The forces arrayed at Kosovo, it could be argued, were unusual only because of the mix of Christians and Muslims fighting against other Christians, yet even this was not necessarily remarkable. The Byzantines did not shrink from using Muslims as mercenaries against their enemies — and even against each other. The crusaders, though they were fighting in the name of a Christian God, did not hesitate to sack Constantinople in 1204, just as they had sacked other Christian cities in the Balkans, Asia Minor, and the Middle East. The strategic use of alliances was also not lost on the Muslims, who frequently fought with the Christians against other Muslims. Under these circumstances, it is improbable that either Lazar or Murad was aware that the battle he was about to fight had any dramatic implications for the future.


Lazar’s army consisted of a feudal cavalry, but he had fewer cavalrymen and more infantrymen than the Ottomans. And unlike Murad, Prince Lazar commanded a coalition of forces led by rulers of autonomous principalities. The Bosnian contingent, led by Tvrtko, took position on the left flank, Vuk Brankovic’s forces from Macedonia and Kosovo were on the right, and Lazar and his own knights led the combined armies from the center. Hostilities commenced after approximately 2,000 Ottoman archers attacked the Serb line. The Serbs responded with a full cavalry charge that hit the Ottomans left and center. However, the Serb attack lost much of its momentum after the cavalrymen encountered a pit of wooden palisades in front of the Ottoman line, a tactic commonly employed by the Ottomans in other battles.43 The delay exposed Lazar’s forces to an onslaught of arrows from Turkish archers that caused considerable losses among the Serb knights.


Despite the hail of arrows and obstacles, however, the Serb cavalry almost broke through the Ottoman left wing, causing some momentary panic among the Turks, many of whom began to fall back. The fighting was fierce and inconclusive until Bayazid and his troops traversed the length of the Ottoman line and counterattacked the right wing of the Serb army. This brilliant and difficult maneuver ultimately saved the day for the Ottomans. For a short time, the outcome of the battle still hung in the balance, but Bayazid’s attack eventually succeeded in driving the Serbs back. Losses on both sides were heavy, but the Ottomans were able to maintain the cohesion of their forces and go on the offensive. The center of Lazar’s line fell apart, and chaos and panic stalked the Serbs as they fled the battlefield. Lazar himself and several of his knights were taken prisoner and beheaded later that day.44


Vuk Brankovic managed to withdraw from the field with 12,000 men, thus saving one contingent of the Serb army. But many chronicles suggest that his motives were far from pure. His departure took place at the critical juncture of the battle, tipping the scales in favor of the Ottomans. Legend suggests that he had a prior arrangement with Murad, and that in exchange for unspecified rewards, Vuk agreed to betray his people. The withdrawal of his forces was the ultimate cause of the Serbian defeat, and thus the final element of the Kosovo legend was in place. Yet was this an act of betrayal, as one historian alleges,45 or is it a myth that has mutated into historical fact? To some extent, the truth is irrelevant to the impact of the battle on the evolution of Serbian nationalism. Vuk’s disloyalty, whether true or not, helps explain how an unremarkable military confrontation was elevated to the status of epic poetry.


After the engagement, the Ottomans remained in possession of the battlefield, which in a purely technical sense meant that the Turks won the battle. On the other hand, Bayazid did not pursue the defeated Serbs and conquer their lands, but instead withdrew his army to Adrianople. Thus it can also be argued, again in a purely technical sense, that the failure to complete the victory with a swift conquest of Serbia meant the battle was a draw, but only for a short time. Bayazid, instead, was eager to establish friendly relations with the Serbian principality, secure his position, and eventually move against the Muslim emirates in Anatolia, which had rebelled after the news of Murad’s death.46


Nevertheless, the Serbian kingdom after the Battle of Kosovo was considerably weakened. Stefan Lazarevic, Lazar’s successor, was a minor, and his mother, Milica, ruled in his place as regent. The prospects of the diminished kingdom offered little hope for the future. Serbia faced threats from Hungary, rival Serbian despots, and the Ottomans. In November 1389, Sigismund of Hungary took advantage of Serbia’s weakness and captured fortresses and territory along the Serbian-Hungarian frontier. At the same time, Vuk Brankovic, who had managed to withdraw from the Battle of Kosovo with his forces relatively intact, had ambitions to absorb Lazar’s territory and assume the position of ruler of all the lands that collectively defined medieval Serbia.47


Milica, in effect, had to deal with several challenges to the kingdom, almost all at the same time, yet she lacked both allies and the resources needed to defend what was left of her husband’s kingdom. The only options available to the regent and her advisers were to surrender parts of the kingdom to the Hungarians, accept Vuk as Lazar’s heir, or submit to the Ottomans. When Milica discovered that Vuk was negotiating with the Hungarians, the only choice left was an accommodation with the Ottomans. In 1390, when Bayazid resumed his advance in the Balkans, Milica, with the advice of the church, accepted Ottoman suzerainty. As vassals of the sultan, Milica and her son had to pay annual tribute, provide Serbian contingents for the sultan’s army, and agree to the marriage of her daughter, Olivera, to Bayazid.48


In some respects, this was the lesser of two evils. Bayazid proved to be a devoted husband to Olivera and a friend to Stefan Lazarevic. In the spirit of the times, however, he equally devoted himself to a life of debauchery whose depravity is a favorite theme of Byzantine historians.49 Regardless of the sultan’s sexual predilections, however, he and Stefan became close friends, and they worked closely together in fighting Christians and Muslims alike. According to most accounts, Stefan was very attached to Bayazid and remained a steadfast ally to the end. Serbian knights fought alongside the Ottomans in the capture of Nicopolis and accompanied Bayazid in his campaigns to Asia Minor. In several battles, the Serbian auxiliaries played a key role in the Ottoman victories and made no attempt to abandon their Turkish overlord.


An important component of this devotion was that Bayazid offered his Serbian allies an equitable share of the booty and further ensured their loyalty by supporting the Orthodox Church.50 The relationship between Stefan and Bayazid also enabled the Serbian prince to reclaim territories lost to Serbia even before the Battle of Kosovo.51 The Ottoman sultan completed his campaigns by subduing the remaining independent Turkish emirates in Anatolia, and he was in the process of besieging Constantinople when he had to divert his efforts to deal with Timur the lame (or Tamurlane) and his Tartar armies.


This time, fortune went against the Turks, and Timur’s forces crushed the Ottomans at the Battle of Ankara in 1402. Despite the overwhelming defeat, Stefan and Bayazid’s sons managed to save themselves and part of the army by retreating from Asia Minor to the Balkans over the Dardanelles. Inexplicably, instead of taking the opportunity to destroy what was left of the Ottoman forces, the Byzantines, the Venetians, and the Genoese provided transport that enabled the defeated Turks to cross the Sea of Marmora and find refuge in the Balkans.52


Bayazid, on the other hand, was captured alive and subjected to a series of humiliations and indignities that varied according to Timur’s whims. In some accounts, he was forced to serve as Timur’s footstool and was paraded around the camp on a donkey. In other versions, Bayazid was brought in whenever Timur had dinner with his officers so that the servants could throw bones at him. Whenever his army was on the move, Timur ordered Bayazid to be carried on a litter used for women, no doubt a humiliating blow to his pride. Finally, the unfortunate man had to watch the violation of his harem and endure the spectacle of his wife, Olivera, being forced to serve Timur and his guests naked.53 This last degradation proved too much for the hapless Bayazid, who died of apoplexy on March 8, 1403.54


This was an ignominious and pitiful end to the career of Bayazid, and it marked the collapse of the Ottomans, who had been a major force in Anatolia and the Balkans for a decade. After the Tartar threat subsided, Bayazid’s sons divided the territories of the Ottoman Empire between them, but they soon quarreled. The ensuing conflict between the brothers created a singular opportunity for the Byzantines and the Balkan principalities to drive the Ottomans from Europe, as well as from Anatolia. But neither the Byzantine emperor nor any of the Balkan rulers rebelled against the Ottomans.55


On the contrary, both the Serbs and the Byzantines ultimately played key roles in unifying the Ottomans by supporting Mehmed against the other sons of Bayazid, thus enabling him to bring together the fragmented Ottoman Empire under one ruler.56 In effect, the rump Byzantine Empire and the remnants of the medieval Serbian kingdom of Stefan were the architects of their own destruction. The Christian monarchies, including the Venetians and the Genoese, failed to appreciate the gravity of the Ottoman threat to Asia Minor and Southeastern Europe. Even Timur the lame could not comprehend the ineptitude of the Byzantines in failing to take advantage of the situation and destroy their Ottoman enemies once and for all.


In essence, the Ottomans, at the most vulnerable period in their history, were given fifteen years of grace to work out the dynastic quarrels that plagued the empire after the defeat at Ankara. This was sufficient time for one leader to defeat the other contenders for the sultanate, reunify the Ottoman forces, and resume the offensive in Asia Minor and the Balkans. The Ottoman interregnum, from 1402 to 1413, invalidates both the significance of the Battle of Kosovo and the notion that in the fourteenth century, the world of Southeastern Europe was irrevocably divided between a monolithic Ottoman Empire and the defenseless Balkan monarchies. In fact, Stefan and his successors continued to increase the territories of Serbia at the expense of rivals, even after the reunification of the Ottoman sultanate.57


Certainly, one of the great “what ifs” of history is the refusal of George Brankovic, Vuk’s son and Stefan’s successor, to join the Hungarian coalition that almost defeated the Ottomans at the second Battle of Kosovo in 1448. If Brankovic had added his forces to those of the allies, it is plausible that the Ottomans would have suffered a major defeat. Instead, Brankovic refused to join the Hungarians or even allow them passage through Serbian territory. He remained a loyal vassal of Murad II and was rewarded by the sultan with additional territory.58 Although vassals of the Ottoman sultan, the Serbs survived with partial independence until 1459, after which Serbia disappeared as a state until the nineteenth century.


The Kosovo ordeal of Prince Lazar and the Serbian knights is, among other things, a simple and convenient explanation for the Ottoman conquest of Serbia in the fifteenth century, a conquest that led to almost five hundred years of Turkish oppression. But the actual events before and after this “decisive” battle serve to undermine the impact it really had on the history of both Serbia and the rest of the Balkans. If the Battle of Kosovo is examined within the historical context of the period, it becomes simply one of many battles. It is hardly the strategic turning point that facilitated the Ottoman conquest of the region. The decline of the Balkan principalities and the collapse of the Byzantine Empire were both part of a long process, certainly one far more complex than the outcome of one or even several battles.


We can also view the Kosovo legend as a means of addressing a variety of national, sociological, and political factors that have manifested themselves in the identity of the Serbian people since the fourteenth century. In this regard, the legend basically underscores three concepts: assassination, martyrdom, and betrayal. Milos fulfills the role of the patriotic assassin, and Prince Lazar was eventually elevated to the status of martyr and canonized in the 1390s. Medieval chroniclers and bards attribute Lazar’s ascent to martyrdom and sainthood to a dream the prince had on the night before the battle. In the dream, Lazar is offered the choice between a heavenly or an earthly kingdom — in contemporary language, glory and death or life and mediocrity. The noble prince naturally chooses death. In the same dream, it is prophesied that he will be betrayed in battle.59 How else can the flower of Serbian knights face defeat at the hands of the ungodly Turks!


This provides the final element of the Kosovo legend, which of course means that the services of a traitor, in this case Vuk Brankovic, are required. After all, this Serbian prince escaped from the battlefield with his forces intact while braver men stood their ground and fought to the last. The fact that Lazar and a good number of his knights surrendered in a vain attempt to save their lives did not excuse Vuk’s failure to continue fighting. However, Vuk was not the only Serbian prince who managed to withdraw unscathed. Tvrtko and the Bosnian contingent also fell back without suffering significant losses. Indeed, Tvrtko, as soon as he reached home, lost little time in telling anyone who would listen that Kosovo was a Serbian and Christian victory, yet he escapes the odium of treason in the Kosovo epics.


In truth, the story of Vuk’s treason was the direct result of a propaganda campaign initiated by Milica’s supporters as part of her quarrel with the prince. The heart of the charge against Vuk was the accusation that he retreated from the field of battle, abandoning Lazar and the other Serbians to their fate. However, Vuk withdrew his forces only after it was clear that the battle was lost. During the course of the fighting, his cavalry came close to breaking through the Ottoman left wing, and they fell back only when the Bosnian left flank and the Serbian center were in the process of disintegrating. Vuk was actually one of the last Serbian princes to become a vassal of the Ottoman sultan. But the oral tradition might have worked against him because he had the temerity to challenge Milica, the widow of Lazar the saint.60


Undoubtedly, Vuk had every intention of replacing the weak dynasty of Lazar with one he himself headed, either by partitioning Serbia with the Hungarians or by direct intervention. This is likely why Milica and her advisers, too weakened from the losses at Kosovo to counter a move by Vuk, resorted to psychological warfare. By defaming her rival, Milica was able to both undermine Vuk’s credibility and justify her own capitulation to the Ottomans.


It is no wonder that Milica accepted Ottoman suzerainty only after seeking the advice of the local clerics (advice that was endorsed by a special council organized by the Serbian patriarch). Once the accusation of betrayal had served its purpose and Milica had ensured her son’s succession, relations with Vuk seemed to have returned to normal. By August 1392, the quarrel appears to have run its course, and Milica was visiting Vuk and her daughter, Mara, Vuk’s wife, at their court in Pristina.61 In fact, after the death of Stefan, Vuk’s son inherited the Lazarevic lands and titles. Unfortunately for Vuk, the story of his betrayal became an integral part of the Kosovo epic.
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The Kosovo legend in its final form includes an assassin, a martyr, and a traitor. The three components have created a dramatic rendition of a less than epic battle, but more important, they have offered a convenient justification for the Ottoman victories over Serbia in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The legend itself acquired momentum after the Turkish conquest of the Balkans and the collapse of the Lazarevic principality. The final Ottoman victory and the subjugation of the Balkans in the fifteenth century instigated the migration of large numbers of Serbs to the regions of old Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia, and Herzegovina.62


In the years following the fall of Constantinople in 1453, more than 300,000 Serbs abandoned their homes, and as they re-established themselves in these regions, the Kosovo legend of courage and sacrifice inspired resistance to the Ottoman Turks. The Serbs, in an attempt to understand a world that forced them into a subservient role in their own country, made Kosovo the event that served as the “dramatic watershed”63 between independence and subjugation. The collapse of medieval Serbia could thus be explained with one glorious defeat.


As the various epics of Kosovo evolved and began to be written during the centuries of Ottoman occupation, the events depicted acquired greater substance and, inadvertently, historical legitimacy. The printed word, certainly in earlier centuries, carried the perception of validity, which provided the Kosovo epic with a degree of authenticity. One 1601 history of the Slavs, Il regno degli Slavi (The reign of the Slavs), by the Ragusan monk Mavro Orbini, included a long passage on the Battle of Kosovo that offered all the basic themes of the story and was one of the first written accounts of the events outlined in the legend. Eventually, Orbini’s history became the basic source for later chroniclers.64


In 1722, Orbini’s book was translated and published in Saint Petersburg. The translation made the work accessible to a wider audience, and was a key factor in the emergence of Serbian nationalism and identity in the eighteenth century. A version published a few years before the Russian one offered a more elaborate account, and together the two works provided the complete rendition of the Kosovo legend.65 During the nineteenth century, Serbian intellectuals began to group the various heroic folk songs and epic accounts of Kosovo into single publications, some of which were translated into several European languages.66


The most influential account of the legend, at least as far as Gavrilo Princip’s generation was concerned, was that of a Montenegrin prince-bishop, Petar Petrovic Njegos. According to Vladimir Dedijer, who wrote one of the most important books on Serbian history, Njegos’s version combined self-sacrifice, martyrdom, and patriotism. Dedijer writes that in this new interpretation, “the Kosovo martyrdom had a new, more optimistic character; it became an anticipation of the future. The tragic elements in the folk poetry became the most powerful incentive for the liberation of the South Slavs.”67


In their final form, the Kosovo epic and the cult of Lazar became vital elements in the historical consciousness of the Serbian people.68 The notions of self-sacrifice, bravery, and killing the hated Turks, as dramatized by Milos’s assassination of Murad, were essential to stimulating rebellion against the Ottomans. Later on in the nineteenth century, the Kosovo legacy came to underscore Serbian irredentism. For the Serbian nationalists in Bosnia, the Habsburgs had simply replaced the Ottomans as the oppressors and the impediment to the new Serbian kingdom’s achieving its natural frontiers. In Serbia itself, any obstacle to the renaissance of the Serbian state brought about the direst of consequences. If the Serbian patriots were determined to avenge the wrongs of the past, they were equally zealous in their efforts to expunge domestic enemies in the national interest. By 1903, the perceived threats to national integrity were the king and queen of Serbia. King Alexander Obrenovic and his wife, Draga, had earned the enmity of the Serbian military, which eventually led to their grisly deaths in the name of God and country.


The assassins saw their actions as part of a patriotic duty to remove a tyrant and redeem the dignity of the nation, but in reality the plot to kill the king was the culmination of several factors. One was the traditional rivalry between the Obrenovic and Karageorgevic families, and their respective claims to the throne. And then there were the actions of Alexander Mashin, the brother of the queen’s first husband. Mashin held Draga responsible not only for his brother’s death from alcoholism, but also for his own early retirement from the army.69


The radicalization of the army at the turn of the century, a reform instigated by Milan Obrenovic, also contributed to the intense dislike of the king and queen. Milan was Alexander’s father, but he had abdicated in favor of his son in 1889 after a very public and messy breakup with his wife. The ex-king spent a few years in Paris and Monte Carlo, enjoying the good life, but he eventually returned to Belgrade and undertook the task of reorganizing and expanding the army. His reforms coincided with a series of radical changes implemented by the education minister, who reduced the number of high schools in Serbia to spare the kingdom from the development of “an intellectual proletariat.” As a result, the sons of impoverished farmers and villagers lost the opportunity for a higher education, and many opted for a career in the new army instead.


The reforms dramatically altered the social composition of the officer corps, whose primary allegiance was now to the army and, by extension, to Serbia, and not to any particular monarch or politician. These changes, consequently, reduced the influence of the bureaucracy and the political leadership, and the military soon assumed the role of guardian of the state. In this new capacity, many officers took great exception when Alexander abolished the constitution and decided to rule as an absolute monarch. Several of his actions — including the elimination of secret ballots, the abolition of freedom of the press, and the exclusion of representatives of the Radical Party from the senate and the council of state — alienated a significant element of the political establishment and earned the monarch the enmity of the military. The population in general was further offended in 1900 by Alexander’s marriage to Draga Mashin, a commoner and the widow of an engineer, who was more than ten years older than the twenty-six-year-old king.70 The situation continued to deteriorate after Milan Obrenovic quarreled with Alexander and was forced to leave Serbia and seek refuge in the court of Emperor Franz Joseph.


The king’s reputation and credibility were further undermined when Draga’s much-heralded pregnancy was exposed as a fraud. This, however, did not prevent Alexander from launching a campaign to elevate his wife by having villages, schools, and other institutions named after her at a time when Serbia was in a financial crisis. In addition, the country’s financial problems had a severe impact on the army. Officers’ pay was delinquent for long periods, and ordinary soldiers were reduced to a diet of bare subsistence. Incredibly, during these harsh times, the queen began to interfere in the military by promoting her favorites and demoting those officers she did not like.71
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