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INTRODUCTION

Unlike its companion volume, Armies of the Middle Ages, volume 1, this book deals largely with geographic
areas that are almost as remote from the English-speaking world today as they were in the 14th-15th cen-
turies, Written information on those regions is, as a result, in very short supply, and generally when it
reaches our shores it is in an alien language or alphabet with which most of we lesser mortals are entirely
unfamiliar. This book is therefore an attempt to fill a somewhat larger gap than any of the others I have
written, but at the same time it omits rather more than it includes since proportionately little contemporary
material has managed to survive the ravages of the last 5 centuries, and what has survived 500 years of foreign
occupation, Turkish invasions, Balkan wars and peasant revolutions is largely available only in its original
language. Most of what is included here is therefore culled from English or French books and translations
studied over an extended period in Cambridge University Library, for access to which I am deeply indebted
to the Library authorities. Other people to whom I owe my thanks for assistance directly or indirectly
rendered include Phil Barker; the late Alan Nickels; Dr Erwin Schmidl; Dave Alsop; Dr David Nicolle; Peter
Sherwood of the School of Slavonic and East European Studies; Roman Olejniczak, for his usual invaluable
help on mediaeval Polish warfare; and the authors of all the books listed in the bibliography, and others
besides, without whose own research in a difficult field of study this volume would not have been possible.

One thing that did become apparent as my research proceeded was that this book could easily have been
called ‘Armies and Enemies of the Ottoman Empire’, since of all the nations or political entities it covers
only the peoples of India never came into conflict with the Ottoman Turks during this period. Indeed, there
are very few pages in this book on which some allusion or reference to the Ottoman Turks does not occur
somewhere. It is the Balkans that captured my particular attention, however, where in the mid-15th century
charismatic historical figures such as Scanderbeg, Dracula and Janos Hunyadi led wonderfully colourful
armies against the Turks; theirs was a world which, once it had fallen, was never to re-emerge in its original
form, even after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in Europe in the late-19th century.

As in volume 1, foreign terms are set in italic type where they first occur but thereafter usually appear in
Roman. Though many variants occur, I have adhered to contemporary spellings for personal and place
names wherever possible, except where a modernised spelling has become widely accepted. In addition, in

keeping with modern parlance I have chosen to use the terms ‘Mongol’ and ‘Tartar’ interchangeably,
historically inaccurate though this is.

Ian Heath
July 1984

Copyright © Ian Heath 1984

Photoset and printed in England by Flexiprint Ltd., Worthing, Sussex
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ORGANISATION

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

Ertugrul, the founder of the Ottoman (or Osmanli) dynasty, was leader of a Turcoman tribe which had been
ostensibly granted lands in western Anatolia in exchange for military service by the rapidly declining Seljuk
sultanate late in the 13th century. It was his son Othman or Osman (c.1280-1324) who laid the true founda-
tions of the Ottoman state, energetically expanding his territory at the expense of Byzantine provinces in
Asia Minor such as Bithynia, which was overrun in 1299. Ottoman military strength was at first of modest
proportions (Ertugrul had allegedly served the Seljuks with no more than 400 horse), but their proximity
to the Christian frontier meant that large numbers of religious fanatics, freebooters and footloose nomads
could usually be called upon for most military expeditions. However, such irregulars obviously could not
be depended upon, and before long they were replaced by a small, probably salaried nucleus of semi-regular
infantry, and possibly cavalry, backed up by a feudal army organised along similar lines to that of its Seljuk
predecessor. The infantry element of the former, called yaya or piyada, were raised on the basis of one man
per 25 households, being granted tax-exemptions plus, probably, regular salaries whilst on campaign. It is
likely that they had been established by the mid-14th century. However, the cavalry element (musellem,
meaning ‘tax-exempt’) — though it may have been established at much the same date — seems to have made
a relatively late appearance, the first reference to it dating only to 1421. The musellem were simply mounted
yaya, and probably received pay and tax-exemptions on the same basis. As their military importance subse-
quently waned, reducing them to the level of second-line troops, both were later to receive land grants in
place of tax-exemptions or salaries.

The feudal army

The basis of feudal service under the Ottomans was the timar, a non-hereditary grant of land, comparable
to the old Seljuk 7gra, which may have been introduced as early as the reign of Osman and certainly before
the mid-14th century. This varied somewhat in size, its value in annual revenue ranging from as little as
750 aspers (akjes) right up to 20,000, a fief in excess of this value being called a ziamet.* The holder of such
a fief, called respectively a rimarior or ziam (more correctly za’im, meaning ‘chief’ or ‘leader’), was entitled
to all or part of the taxes levied on his fief, as well as a fifth to a third of the fief’s yield. In exchange for
this he performed mounted military service, which was calculated on the basis of the timar being worth
1,500-3,000 aspers in Anatolia or 6,000 in Rumelia (i.e., the European part of the Ottoman state); for a timar
of this value, service was required from the timariot himself plus a similarly armed horseman comparable
to the European esquire and called a cebeli (a name derived from the Turkish cebe, in turn from Mongol gebe,
meaning a mail corselet), and a less well-equipped slave horseman or groom called a gulam, oghlan or kul.
For each additional 3,0004 aspers (or 4,000 in the case of a subashi and 5,000 in the case of a ziam or
sancakbey, for which see below) one extra cebeli was required, and on this basis it was reckoned that a large
fief could field as many as 15 men. Some timariots, however, provided up to 50 more cebelu than required
since, as in feudal Europe, the size of his retinue to a certain extent depended on, or even established, the
timariot’s personal standing, annual monetary awards sometimes being granted by the sultan in exchange
for the appropriate additional military service. Where the value of the timar did not fit neatly into the
established scale of 3-5,000 asper units, the service of a gulam, oghlan or kul was required for the outstanding
fraction. The oldest surviving timar defter (register), dating to 1431, says that the smallest fiefs, those of just
750-2,000 aspers, were held by cebelu rather than timariots, those between 1,500-2000 aspers being required
to field in addition a gulam or oghlan. The most common term in use in modern sources for all Ottoman
feudal cavalry, regardless of rank, is sipahi, another word of Persian origin. This derives from timar sipahiler,
one of the assorted alternative names for the timariot that are to be found in the sources (which include in
addition rimar sahibi, timar erleri and ehl-i timar). Failure to perform their requisite military obligations
resulted in the temporary or permanent confiscation of all or part of a timariot’s fief. Nevertheless, one
western source records towards the end of the 15th century that ‘the sipahis are assembled only with
difficulty and are poorly-armed. Some carry a lance, but others only a sword and a bow’.

*In fact it was at first called a hass (‘special’), and its holder a hassa-i za’im, but during the 15th century the term ziamet
gradually came to prevail, the name hass instead being transferred to the very largest type of fief, with a value in excess
of 100,000 aspers. This was usually held only by the sultan, members of his family, or high-ranking state officials.

+This was in Rumelia. Bastav Serif suggests that ‘in the other provinces’ the timariot probably ‘was obliged to field a
soldier for each extra 2,000 aspers’.



On campaign the sipahis were organised on a decimal basis, the largest unit being of 1,000 men under an
alay bey (‘muster leader’, sometimes called a binbashi). Elected by the sipahis from amongst themselves, this
was the highest rank a provincial sipahi could attain. He was responsible initially for mustering the unit
(hence his title), and he was normally assisted by two lieutenants, the beyrak-dar (standard-bearer) and the
cavus (sergeant-at-arms — see page 10). Since in practice each sancak, or province, of the Empire seems to
have fielded between 1,000 and about 3,000 sipahis during this period, its governor, called a sancak bey,
must have customarily been accompanied by between one and three such alay beyi on campaign. In addition
to leading the sipahis of his sancak in wartime plus a retinue of at least 20 sipahis of his own, the sancak
bey also co-ordinated the collection of taxes and performed other non-military administrative duties. He
appointed police chiefs (subashis) in each major town and city, who in wartime probably commanded several
hundred men, or at least 100. Normally, however, a unit of 100 men appears to have been the responsibility
of a ceri-bashi (‘troop-leader’), chosen from amongst the ziams of each koda, or sub-district. Officers called
ceri-surucus (‘troop-drivers’) may have been responsible for the smallest units, of 10 men, but little is heard
of these 10-man troops beyond the fact that when the army was first mustered it was customarily arranged
for one man in each 10 to stay behind and administer tax collection during the absence of his comrades.
A unit of 50 men may also have existed, as it did among the Janissaries (see below); certainly Michael
Kritovoulos (who wrote in 1467) describes an assembly held by Mehmed II at the siege of Constantinople
in 1453 in which there are mentioned ‘captains over a thousand, over a hundred and over 50’.

The sancaks in Asia and Europe were governed respectively by the beylerbeyi of Anatolia and Rumelia, often
the sons of the reigning sultan. The office of beylerbey of Rumelia was seemingly introduced as early as
the end of Orkhan’s reign (1324-59), that of Anatolia in Bayezid I's reign (1389-1402), though Laonikos
Chalkokondyles (who wrote c.1480) says that there were two beylerbeys for the first time only after the fall
of Constantinople in 1453. By the latter part of Mehmed II's reign (1451-81) there were at least 48 sancaks,
20 of them in Asia and 28 in Europe, as follows:

Anatolia Rumelia

Amasye Mytilene Angelokastron Morea
Ankara Nigde Arta Nicopolis
Antalya Saruhan Athens Ochrida
Aydin Sinope Bosnia Philippopolis
Biga Teke Edirne (Adrianople) Shkoder (Scutari)
Brusa (Bursa) Trebizond Egriboz (Negroponte) Silistria

Izmit (Nicomedia) Gelibolu (Gallipoli) Skopje

Iznik (Nicaea) Gumulcine (Komotini) Smederevo
Karaman Herzegovina Sofia
Kastamonu Istanbul (Constantinople) Thessalonika
Kayseri (Caesarea) Kaffa Tirhala
Konya (Iconium) Karaferia Vidin
Kutahya Leukas Vize
Menteshe Malkara Vlore (Avlona)

The number and arrangement of the sancaks must have undergone constant change. Chalkokondyles, writing
at or soon after the very end of Mehmed II’s reign, reports 40 Anatolian and 36 Rumelian sancaks, while
a Venetian writing in 1496 lists 34 in Anatolia and 28 in Rumelia. An Hungarian list of much the same
date gives similar figures of 36 Anatolian and 25 Rumelian sancaks, fielding 5,500 timariots and 37,500
cebelu (‘Joricati®) and 4,500 timariots and 22,500 cebelu respectively, or 70,000 sipahis in all. These figures
average out at about 1,100 sipahis per Rumelian sancak and 1,200 per Anatolian sancak. The Burgundian
traveller Bertrandon de la Brocquigre, who visited Turkey in 1433, probably had the sancak beys in mind
when he wrote that the beylerbey’s ‘pensioners’ were each ‘bound to supply him at their own expense, one
with 1,000 men, another with 2,000, another with 3,000, and so on with the rest’, which tends to confirm
that most sancaks could field some 1-3,000 sipahis, though 15th century lists of the fiefs in various provinces
would indicate that some were only able to maintain between 500 and 1,000 at the very most.

Elsewhere Brocquigre says that ‘those to whom [property or lands] have been given are bound to serve him
[the sultan] in war, with a certain number of troops at their own expense. It is thus that Greece annually
supplies him with 30,000 men . . . and Turkey 10,000, for whom he only finds provisions. Should he want
a more considerable army, Greece alone, so I am told, can then furnish him with 120,000 more; but he is
obliged to pay for these. The pay is 5 aspers for the infantry and 8 for the cavalry. I have, however, heard
that of these 120,000 there was but half — that is to say, the cavalry — that were properly equipped, and
well-armed with tarquais and sword; the rest were composed of men on foot miserably accoutered’. He adds:
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'Other persons, whose testimony 1 regard as authentic, have since told me that the troops Turkey is obliged
to furnish when the sultan wants to form an army amount to 30,000 men, and those from Greece 20,000’
Kenstantin Mihailovic, a Serbian who served alongside the Janissaries in 1455-63, reported that Anatolia’s
sipahis numbered 60,000 and Rumelia’s 70,000; another source says Anatolia could field 30,000 and Rumelia
80,000, and yet another that 150,000 could be fielded in all.

Christian troops

These took two basic forms, Most were initially contingents supplied by tributary Balkan princes, in par-
ticular those of Serbia, Bulgaria and Wallachia, but others were actually fendal cavalry provided in exchange
for timars or tax-exemptions. This latter category was comprised chiefly of the same land-owning milirary
aristocracy as had existed before the Otioman conquest, the members of which had been permitted to retain
their lands in exchange for performing similar military service for their new masters. To a certain extent
their numbers declined over the years a8 many embraced Islam or wete evicted for misdemeanours, but even
as late as 1439 John Torzelo estimated that the Christian sipahis and their retinues totalled some 50,000
men. In Albania in 1431, 60 timarjots out of 335 were still Christians; similarly, in the sancak of Tirhala
there were 36 Christian timariots out of 182 in 1455, and in Branicevo in Serbia 62 out of 125 were Chris-
tians. In the last case there were in addition 40 Christian crossbowmen, 217 voyruks and 503 yamaks (from
Jamag, ‘companion’) under &1 lagators {see page 17). The term voynuk derived from the Serbian voynici (see
page 51), in Ottoman usage indicating an armoured Balkan Christian foot-soldier {the yamaks were unar-
moured) who provided his military service in exchange for certain tax-exemprions. Such troops are to be
found under this name throughout the Balkans — in Albania, Bosnia, Bulgaria, Herzegovina, Macedonia,
Serbia and Thessaly — and the surviving records indicate that there were considerable numbers of them.
In Branicevo in 1467/8 each 5 Christian households were expected to provide one voynuk, as were each 10
households in Herzegovina in 1478, these figures probably being representative for other regions too.
Mouradja d’Ohsson’s late-18th century survey of Ottoman organisation says that the voynuks were first in-
corporated into the Ottoman military system in 1376 by order of Murad I, while the Ottoman chronicler
Sa’d ed-Din, who wrote in the 16th century but relied heavily on earlier sources, gives the same date but
attributes their “foundation’ to the Rumelian beylerbey Kara Timurtash. In che 15th century the voynuks
are recorded as providing an important element of the QOuoman army. Their overall command was placed
in the hands of a voynuk bey, with individeal units under ceri-bashis.

Arnother adopted term under which Balkan Christians could be found serving was gonder, which was of
Ryzantine origin, being derived from kontarion (‘lance’). A manuscript of the first half of the 15th century
defined 2 génder as comprised of a voynuk and 2 or 3 yamaks, while another, of the second half of the cen-
tury, says voynuk and 2 yamaks. Elsewhere 4 or somerimes even 5 men are mentioned, but on the whale
it would appear that the génder was a unit of 3 or 4 men comparable in many ways to the European lance
except in being unmounted. A document of 1477 expects the service of a gonder per 5 houscholds in the
Branicevo and Vidin areas.

Many voynuks may have originally been those men who made up the tributary contingents which the Balkan
princes had been obliged to supply, in most cases, since the 1370s or 1380s (Halil Inalcik suggests that the
easy absorption of Christian elements into the Ottoman army was probably ‘facilitated . . . by their previous
experience as auxiliary forces’). Bertrandon de la Brocquitdre enumerates these contingents (“who serve
through force') as “Greeks, Bulgarians, Macedonians, Albanians, Sclavonians, Wallachians, Serbians, and
other subjects af the despots of that country.” Small wonder, then, if Tamerlane did, as Doukas claims,
describe Bayezid I’s army at Ankara in 1402 as mrixobarbarci, meaning half-Greek and half-Turkish —
doubtless intended as a derogatory reference to the Ottoman predilection for Christian auxiliary troops. For
details of contingents supplied by the Byzantines, Serbs and Wallachians, see pages 20, 53 and 57, and for
other Christian auxiliaries see below, page 11.

The Janissaries

As we have already seen, the first paid Quoman infantry force, probably only established after 1340, and
possibly after 1350, comprised the yaya or piyada. This was in truth no more than a levy of tax-exempted
Turkish irregulars raised for occasional siege operations, paid an asper a day for the duration of a campaign,
and disbanded on its completion. Although properly organised in units of 10, 100 and 1,000 men whilst on
active service, they remained no more than a booty-seeking rabble, occasionally even being referred to as
‘vagrants’, and proved something of a failure io military terms. They were therefore replaced soon after by
a new, standing army called the Yeni-ceri ‘New troops’), a name which later western writers were to corrupt
into ‘Janissary’, This was most probably founded in 1362, by the applicarion of the law of ghanimar (booty)



being extended to include prisoners, one-fifth of whom were subsequently to be surrendered to the sultan.*
The Janissaries were therefore a slave army initially made up of Christian prisoners converted to Islam;
Doukas reports that ‘among them could be found neither Turk nor Arab, but all of them without exception
were Christians — Byzantines, Serbs, Albanians, Bulgarians, Wallachians, and Hungarians.” The practice
of drafting such prisoners into the ranks of the Janissaries continued throughout this period (for example
320 Serbs when Novo Brdo fell in 1455, 800 Trapezuntine youths on the fall of Trebizond in 1461, and
1,500 Genoese after the fall of Kaffa in 1475), but by the 1390s at the very latest a secondary means of main-
taining their numbers was also being utilised. This was the devshirme, a levy of children and youths forcibly
imposed on the sultan’s Christian subjects. We only first read of it in a sermon of 1395 by Bishop Isidore
Glabas of Thessalonika (which was at that time in Turkish hands), but according to Idris al-Bitlis, writing
at the very beginning of the 16th century, it may have been introduced simultaneously with the foundation
of the Janissaries in Murad I's reign. After 1395, however, we only next encounter any references to the
practice in 1430 and 1438, which has led to the suggestion that it may have been ‘suspended in the years
of confusion following the Battle of Ankara’, and reintroduced under Murad II as part of the reorganisation
of the Janissaries — mentioned but, alas, not described by Pseudo-Sphrantzes — which took place after the
Janissary mutiny of 1446. Certainly the devshirme (which the Byzantines called paidomazoma) was well-
established by the 1430-60 period, as witnessed by the appearance of immunity from it as a concession in
several terms of capitulation (e.g., Ioannina in 1430 and Galata in 1453). At first it was seemingly only levied
on an occasional basis when the number of boys taken captive in war was insufficient to maintain the
Janissaries’ numbers, but by the mid-15th century it appears to have been levied on a regular 5-yearly cycle.
European sources record the age limits of those taken by devshirme as 8-20, but later Ottoman sources put
the lower limit at 15. Certainly Jacopo de Promontorio reports c.1475 that 2,500 15-year-old boys were taken
by the Ottomans ‘each year’, of whom 1,500 were drafted into the Janissaries (the remainder probably going
into the Qapu Khalgi, for which see below). Konstantin Mihailovic says in his ‘Memoirs’ that there were
normally ‘about 2,000 of these boys’ under training. He explains that they were sent ‘across the sea’, i.e.
to Anatolia, where individual sipahis were responsible for teaching them at their own expense. Other sources
give fuller details, claiming that such trainees were placed at the disposal of sipahis in both Anatolia and
Rumelia for their first 5-7 years of service in order to learn the Turkish language, customs and religion, and
were then posted to Gallipoli (or to Constantinople after 1453) and subsequently selected for palace or
military duty according to their abilities, most ending up as Janissaries. Mihailovic himself only appears to
have received about one year’s training, but he was not actually a Janissary (he appears rather to have been
some sort of quarter-master). His account of standard Janissary training says that the authorities ‘ship back
[from Anatolia] those who are suitable and these study and train to skirmish in battle. Already the sultan
provides for them and pays them a wage. From there he chooses for his own court those who are trained
and then raises their wages.’

The Janissary corps was properly called an ocak (‘hearth’). By the latter part of this period it comprised two
distinct bodies, these being the Cema’ar (translated as ‘Company’ by many modern authorities, but as
‘Reunion’ or ‘Assembly’ in the Encyclopaedia of Islam), and the Segban (‘Hound-keepers’ or ‘Huntsmen’,
popularly called the Segmens), which was added following a Janissary revolt soon after the capture of Con-
stantinople. A third division, the Boluk, was later added by Selim I (1512-20). Of these three, the Cema’at
remained the largest element even in the 16th century, though the Boluk was by then pre-eminent. The
Cema’at’s original function appears to have been to provide the fortress garrisons that were established in
conquered provinces during the 14th century. Mouradja d’Ohsson, for instance, wrote at the end of the 18th
century that one Cema’at orta (see below) had been based in Vidin ever since its occupation in 1396. It was
therefore undoubtedly the Cema’at rather than the Segban that provided the Janissary garrisons that we often
read of being put into captured towns and fortresses in the second half of the 15th century — for example,
400 each into Corinth and Sparta in 1460 according to Kritovoulos. The overall command of the Janissary
corps was in the hands of the Yeni-ceri Aghasi, or Aga of the Janissaries, with the commanders of the Segban
and, later, the Boluk (the Segban-bashi and Kul kahyasi respectively) as his adjutants. After the incorporation
of the Segban into the Janissaries the Aga was normally chosen from among its ranks. Other senior officers
in order of rank included the Zagharci-bashi (‘Chief of the bloodhound-keepers’), Muhzir-aga (‘Chief of the
ushers’), Senior and Junior Khasseki, and the Bash-cavus (‘Chief of the sergeants’).

Cema’at and Segban were each subdivided into companies, called orra, of which there were 165 after the
incorporation of the Boluk, rising to 196 by the reign of Suleiman the Magnificent (1520-66). Of this latter
total 101 ortas were Cema’at and 34 Segban, figures which may also apply for the 15th century. Chalkokon-

*Those in excess of multiples of 5 were retained by their original captor, who instead had to pay the sultan 25 aspers
per head.



dyles, writing of Mehmed II's reign, states that ‘the ortas had each an establishment of 50 men’, but their
strength probably varied with the passage of time — Mihailovic, for instance, writing in Bayezid II's reign,
mentions Janissary ‘centurions’ (though he also mentions that the troop of Janissaries with which he was
provided as commander of Jajce was 50-strong). The smallest unit was a squad of 10 men; the ‘Ordo Portae’,
a survey of the Ottoman army written in vulgar Greek between 1473-81, says that each 10 Janissaries received
a horse, tent and trunk, adding that if one of the Janissaries died he was replaced immediately ‘so that their
numbers are always complete.’ (This source also tells us that the Janissaries were paid 3-5 aspers per day
and their Aga 100 aspers, and we know from other 15th century sources that these salaries were paid out
every 3 months.) Each orta was commanded by a corbaci (‘soup-maker’), assisted by a staff comprising oda-
bashi (‘chief of the barrack room’, i.e., adjutant); wakil-khardj (‘controller of the expenditure’, or company
clerk); beyrak-dar (standard-bearer); bash-eski (‘chief of the veterans’, the oldest soldier in the orta); ashci-bashi
(‘chief cook’, i.e., quarter-master); and sakka-bashi (‘chief water-carrier’). Some orta commanders also com-
manded larger elements of the entire corps. Promotion was by seniority.

As to the numerical strength of the Janissaries, contemporary accounts and modern estimates vary wildly.
Some of the latter give them no more than 1,000 men under Murad I and Bayezid I, and only 1,200 even
under Mehmed II. However, what evidence there is for such statements is not made clear. Certainly it is
undeniable that their numbers in the 14th century may have initially been small (some contemporary ac-
counts do not mention them at all), but there is no indication that they were ever that small. Bertrandon
de la Brocquigre, whose account seems reliable, does not mention the Janissaries in his chronicle (unless the
infantry amongst the 5,000 household troops he records are they), but at a later date (c.1440) he wrote that
the fehanicéres were 10,000-strong, though he admits that he was given the figure by a Greek whom he met.
The figure of 3,000 is given for Murad II's reign by the ‘Ordo Portae’, which adds that his successor
Mehmed II raised their numbers first to 5,000 men, and then to 10,000 during the war against the White
Sheep Turks (1472-73); however, of these 2,000 were killed in the campaign so that when the war ended
they stood at 8,000. To a certain extent this version of events is corroborated by other accounts — Chalkokon-
dyles, for instance, puts Janissary strength in the latter part of Mehmed II’s reign at 6-10,000, while a letter
written to the pope by the Venetian Laurus Quirino in 1464 mentions 7,000 Janissaries. Our eye-witness
Mihailovic, the so-called ‘Serbian Janissary’, writing of ¢.1455-63, says that there were only ‘about 4,000’,
though he qualifies this by saying that these were at the sultan’s court, thereby excluding from his figure
those posted in the provincial fortresses. Doukas mentions the figure of 10,000 Janissaries repeatedly in his
chronicle — at Ankara in 1402 (where an anonymous contemporary Ottoman account mentions 5,000 to have
been present), at the siege of Constantinople in 1453, and ‘now’ (c.1461) — but it should be borne in mind
that he may be referring to the Qapu Khalgqi in general rather than the Janissaries alone (see below). Alvise
Sagudino, another Venetian, this time writing in 1496, says there were 8,000 Janissaries, while Janus
Lascaris, who visited the Levant twice between 1484-92, provides the interesting statement that they
numbered 7-10,000, the latter when at full strength. This may be the key to the fluctuating figures found
in sources of the second half of the century, which may alternatively be explained by a deliberate policy of
increasing Janissary strength prior to major campaigns. All in all it seems certain that the strength of the
Janissary corps increased steadily throughout the reigns of Mehmed II and Bayezid II, from 5,000 at mid-
century, to 6-7,000 during the 1460s, and 8-10,000 for the rest of the century. There are some even larger
numbers quoted in the sources: Leonard of Chios (1453) and Arnold von Harff (1499) claim 15,000 and
32,000 Janissaries respectively, but these figures are totally unconvincing.

In closing, it should be noted that the appearance of the Janissary ocak in Murad I’s reign did not
automatically result in the total disappearance of the yaya, who are mentioned as being present at the Battle
of Kossovo Pole in 1389, and fighting for Murad II both in the civil war of 1421 and in his attack on Corinth
in 1446. However, at least some of these occasional references may nevertheless be allusions to the
Janissaries, since one source says that the men of the Cema’at were themselves often called yaya beyleri. In-
deed, if the reference to yaya at Kossovo is nor intended to denote the Janissaries, then neither they nor the
Qapu Khalgqi are mentioned in a single contemporary source as being present at that decisive battle (though
a later source allegedly mentions that the Ottoman van included ‘the Aga of the Janissaries with his 2,000
archers’).

The Qapu Khalgi

The Qapu Khalqi (‘Gate-people’ or ‘Court-people’), also known as the Qapu Kullari (‘Gate-slaves’ or ‘Court-
slaves’) was in origin the sultan’s own army of dependent household slaves, ‘originally manned by prisoners
and mercenaries, Moslem and non-Moslem alike’ as Stanford Shaw puts it. Its alternative name gave rise
to the word Capiculari which often occurs in western sources, and the ‘Qapu’ element of both forms was
the origin of the word ‘Porte’ which was soon being applied to the central Ottoman government and the
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sultan’s standing army alike by Byzantine and European chroniclers. Though it later came to include the
Janissaries, the Qapu Khalqi was initially always mentioned separately from them, and it is under this name
that the sultan’s slaves are recorded fighting at Ankara in 1402 and Varna in 1444. Doukas too, when record-
ing the presence of the Porte at the Battle of Nicopolis in 1396, probably intends the Qapu Khalgi (or
perhaps the Qapu Khalqi and the Janissaries, since any distinction between the two may not have been clear
to him). He describes them on this occasion as ‘the Turks called porta, that is palace guards, who were
redeemed slaves from diverse Christian nations and numbered more than 10,000’.

The principal military element of the Qapu Khalgi was initially comprised of several companies of cavalry,
collectively known as the Qapukulu Suvarileri. There were in time 6 of these, the first of which were
established from his own salaried horsemen by Kara Timurtash, beylerbey of Rumelia, whom we have
already met. This was probably in 1376. These were known as the Ulufeciyan or ‘Salaried men’
(‘mercenaries, that is to say,’ as the ‘Ordo Portae’ succinctly observes); they were divided into left and right
— i.e. Ulufectyan-i yesar and Ulufeciyan-i yemin — indicating their battlefield position in relation to the
sultan, thus constituting two companies. The next two units, established soon afterwards, were the Gureba,
similarly comprised of Gureba-i yesar and Gureba-i yemin but this time made up of Moslem mercenaries from
further afield, mostly Arabs, Persians and Kurds, but seemingly occasionally Tartars (see below); hence their
name, meaning ‘Strangers’ or ‘Foreigners’. The Ulufeciyan and Gureba together comprised the Bolukat-i
Erba’a, meaning ‘Four Boluks’ (or ‘Four Companies’). The final two companies, the Silihdars (‘Weapon-
bearers’) and the Sipahi-oghlan (‘Sipahi children’) were probably established in Mehmed I's reign, thereafter
constituting the elite of the corps. They drew up on the immediate right of the sultan in battle, and along
with some of the Ulufeciyan were recruited from among the Janissaries and household slaves (these both
being drawn from the adjami-oghlan, or ‘foreign youths’, raised by the devshirme system mentioned above;
the Sipahi-oghlan appear to have been drawn specifically from among slaves who were the children of noble
families). Each of the six companies of household cavalry was commanded by an Aga, and in the 16th century
at least they were organised in squadrons of 20 men. The ‘Ordo Portae’ tells us that the Sipahi-oghlan were
paid 20-25 aspers per day, the Silihdars 10-20, the Gureba 6-10, and the Ulufeciyan 5-6. They were paid
quarterly like the Janissaries.

An early reference to the strength of the Ulufeciyan and Gureba is to be found in the chronicle of Johann
Schiltberger, an eye-witness on the Ottoman side at the Battle of Ankara, who describes how at the end the
sultan stood with a single body of 1,000 cavalry — doubtless the Four Boluks. However, according to a 16th
century source the Four Boluks originally numbered 2,400 men, though this may be a mistake for all 6 com-
panies. Certainly the ‘Ordo Portae’ records the strength of the latter in Mehmed II’s reign as 700 Ulufeciyan,
400 Gureba, 600 Silihdars and 600 Sipahi-oghlan, adding up to a total of 2,300, while Bertrandon de la
Brocquiére (who refers to the Ottoman household troops — probably excluding the Janissaries — as compris-
ing 5,000 salaried cavalry and infantry in all) mentions in another passage that Sultan Murad II had ‘2,000
or 3,000 slaves of his own’, among whom there were many Christians — doubtless a reference to the
household cavalry. Janus Lascaris too, later in the century, records that there were at the Porte 3,000 ‘knights
who call themselves slaves’ who are ‘limited to a maximum strength of 5,000’. Arnold von Harff, who visited
Constantinople in 1499, gives figures of 600 and 700 respectively for the Silihdars (‘mostly renegade Chris-
tians’) and the Sipahi-oghlan (‘who were his bodyguards’), thereby basically confirming the ‘Ordo Portae’,
adding that there were also 7-800 trainee Silihdars, presumably adjami-oghlan recruits. Chalkokondyles, on
the other hand, mentions a unit of only 200 bodyguards who are probably the Sipahi-oghlan, or an element
thereof, and 300 others (later 500) who are probably the Silihdars. Mouradja d’Ohsson cites figures for the
latter two companies under Mehmed II that are ridiculously high (10,000 and 8,000) even if one allows for
the armed and mounted slaves that 16th century sources relate were maintained by household cavalrymen
(5 or 6 by Sipahi-oghlan, 4 or 5 by Silihdars, and 2 or 3 by Ulufeciyan).

In addition to these companies the sultan also had a personal cavalry guard, the Miireferrika, which derived
its name (meaning ‘Separated’) from the fact that it was chiefly comprised of the sons of vassal princes, who
were effectively held as hostages but received training whilst in the sultan’s service. They performed military
service only whilst on campaign, and probably numbered about 100 during this period. There were also
special infantry guards called the Solak (‘Left-handed’) and the Peyk (‘Messengers’), both recruited from
amongst the Janissaries (the former were part of the Cema’at) and both commanded by bashis. The Solak
marched on the sultan’s left and right, and their name derives from the fact that those on his left were actually
left-handed; it is they who Arnold von HarfT is referring to when he talks of ‘foot-soldiers, like archers in
France, who always follow him or run after him, and in towns they keep order on the left hand.” The dozen
archers Brocquiére saw returning from a hunting trip with Sultan Murad II were probably part of the Solak
(the 50 horsemen recorded on this occasion probably being Miiteferrika), while the 20 or 30 ‘baston’-armed



slaves that he reports elsewhere as gate-guardians were possibly Peyks (but more probably Kapicis or Cavus
— see below), since this unit appears to have been armed with axes or maces. The ‘Ordo Portae’ gives the
Solak a strength of 80 men.

Mihailovic provides one of the most comprehensive breakdowns of the Qapu Khalgi military establishment
that we have for this period, fuller even than that of the ‘Ordo Portae’, presumably describing it as it stood
late in Mehmed II's reign, though his figures do not always even come close to tallying with those quoted
above. He describes the household cavalry as comprising Gureba of 600 Tartars (presumably Crim Tartars)
in two boluks of 300 men each; Ulufeciyan, of identical size to the Gureba; Silihdar of 300 men (i.e., only
half the size quoted by the ‘Ordo Portae’), whose task ‘is to lead a horse before the sultan when necessary’;
and Sipahi-oghlan, also 300-strong. The last he describes as ‘the highest’ of the household regiments: “They
have the task of carrying swords after the sultan, also having girded themselves with bows and arrows
whenever necessary. It will fall to one of them to bear [a sword] once every year or two. All of them are
mounted.” The Solak, whose task he says is ‘to walk before the sultan with bows’, he puts at 60-strong. In
addition he lists another regiment, the Kapici, comprised of 200 gate-guardians under two kapici-bashis; the
‘Ordo Portae’ also mentions these ‘amongst the Janissaries’, though it puts their strength at only 80 men,
paid 6-8 aspers a day. Since it is known from other sources that they performed the function of messengers
as well as gatekeepers it seems likely that they were, or at least had once been, identical with the Peyk men-
tioned above.

Of the household regiments in general, including the Janissaries, Mihailovic reports that ‘they have their
task in common: at night to lie near the sultan, and they take the night watch silently. Whether there is rain
or snow, winter or a blizzard or whatever sort of weather, each must remain in his place, each night 50 and
when necessary sometimes 100. And none need concern himself about any weapon; the sultan provides
whatever befits each of them according to his rank, whether cavalryman or foot-soldier — armour for horses
and assorted weapons, according to their custom.” In addition he lists further elements of the Qapu Khalgi
that have not yet been mentioned, comprising the Casni-gir or ‘Tasters’ (80 men); lcoghlan, basically
chamberlains (50 men); Mirahur or grooms (200 men, responsible for the 2,000 horses which the sultan
distributed ‘as necessary, with saddles and accoutrements, especially when there is a great battle’); Cebeci
or ‘Armourers’ (60 men, founded by Mehmed II and responsible not only for making the armour and
weapons used by the household troops, but charged with their transport too, even serving in the field as
handgunners); Mehteri or “Tent-pitchers’ (60 men, not to be confused with the Mehteran-1 tabl ii alem, “The
Military Band’, for which see page 106); and lastly cooks, camel-keepers and musicians, numbering 200 men
in all. Finally, there was one further body which Mihailovic does not mention within his chapter on the
Porte but does refer to elsewhere; this was the Cavuslar, described as comprised of ‘courtiers on armoured
horses’, who in battle performed the duties of sergeants-at-arms, being sent out by the sultan ‘to observe who
is doing any brave deed and how the battle is going. And each of them holds a mace in his hand, urging
[the troops] into battle . . . And wherever they are, it is as if the sultan himself were there; and everyone
fears them, for whoever they praise in front of the sultan will get advancement, but woe betide anyone they
criticise. Their leader is called the Cavus-bashi.’ It is thus the Cavuslar to which Pseudo-Sphrantzes is referr-
ing in his version of the final assault on Constantinople, where he describes how when the Turks fell back
‘the sultan’s military police and court officials beat them back with iron maces and whips’. The ‘Ordo Portae’
puts their strength at 80 men.

Other elements of the Qapu Khalgi not listed by Mihailovic were the Topcu ocaki (‘Ocak of the gunners’)
and Top ‘arabaci (‘Gun-carriage drivers’) — for both of which see the section on artillery — plus the
Humbaraciyan (‘Mortar-men’) and Lagimciyan (‘Sappers’). The latter two, both established by Murad II (but
see page 14), were organised identically: they were each divided into two elements, one of which received
a regular salary and was attached to the Cebeci and was thus part of the Porte proper, while the other was
scattered throughout the provinces, supported by timars and effectively coming under the command of the
provincial governors. In addition the Qapu Khalqi element of the Mortar-men was further subdivided, with
those who actually operated the guns on campaign being attached to the Topcu ocaki. Each of these various
companies was organised into ortas.

The irregulars: ’azabs, akinjis and others

The ‘azabs (their name effectively means ‘bachelors’) seem to have originally evolved as marines in the
amirates of Aydin or Menteshe in the late-13th or early-14th century, but in the Ottoman era the term
generally applied to the masses of foot-soldiers recruited in whatever numbers were required for the duration
of a campaign. According to Ottoman sources there were as many as 20,000 *azabs at Ankara in 1402 and
Constantinople in 1453, while Mihailovic records that Anatolia and Rumelia could field 20,000 each. In
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battle they were positioned in front of the Porte and feudal sipahis. They were mainly Turks and seem to
have been provided and equipped on much the same basis as the yaya (one source even mentions Anatolian
yaya and Rumelian 'azabs fighting side by side at Kossovo in 1389, so what differences there were must have
been insignificant). In Bayezid II’s reign they were raised on the basis of each 20 khanes (households) pro-
viding one man, who was supported during the course of the campaign by money and provisions supplied
in lieu of taxes by those who stayed at home. Though mainly bow-armed, their equipment was far from
uniform; Brocquiére describes those of Rumelia as ‘some having swords without bows, others without
swords, bows or any arms whatever, many having only bastons [staves]. It is the same with the infantry sup-
plied by Turkey, one half armed only with bastons. This Turkish infantry is nevertheless more esteemed
than the Greek, and considered as better soldiers.” (See also notes to figures 3 and 4.) By the mid- or late-14th
century many were beginning to appear in addition as parts of the garrisons of Ottoman fortresses.

The akinji were a light cavalry force which derived its name from the Turkish word akin, meaning a raid
or an incursion into enemy territory — hence the term akinji, meaning ‘raiders’, which first appears in the
chronicles in 1362. They were Turcoman ghazis in origin, who in the course of time became established
under virtual dynasties of local chieftains (uc beyr, or ‘frontier chiefs’) at strategic frontier posts throughout
the Balkans, notably in Hungary, Serbia, Moldavia, Wallachia and Greece. They were conscripted (volun-
tarily or otherwise) as and when required, in exchange for the usual tax-exemptions, their leaders receiving
hereditary timars. It appears from Mihailovic’s ‘Memoirs’ that most actually depended on horse-breeding
for their livelihood; he says the Turks sometimes called them gogmary, apparently a corruption of Serbian
konjari (‘grooms’). He adds that ‘if any of them does not want to go on a foray himself, he will lend his horses
to others for half [of the booty]’. Another good description of the akinjis is provided by Mehmed II’s
treasurer, the Italian Giovan Maria Angiolello, who accompanied the sultan on his campaign against Uzun
Hasan of the White Sheep Turks in 1473. He says that the akinji (‘aganzr’) ‘are not paid, except by the booty
which they may gain in guerilla warfare. These men do not encamp with the rest of the army, but go travers-
ing, pillaging and wasting the enemy’s country on every side, and yet keep up a great and excellent discipline
among themselves, both in the division of the plunder and in the execution of all their enterprises. In this
part of the army there were 30,000 men [Angiolello’s favourite figure], remarkably well-mounted’.
Mihailovic provides us with the additional information that each akinji served with two good horses (‘he leads
one and rides the other’), and other sources tell us that their arms comprised lance, bow and sabre. Organisa-
tion was decimal, under officers called rovijeler, who received fiefs. Overall command of an akinji raid was
in the hands of the sancak bey from whose province the akinjis were raised and the foray launched, who
was called the akinji bey for the occasion.

Other cavalry included the djanbazan (‘daredevils’), created either by Orkhan or in 1441 by Murad II to
counter Janos Hunyadi’s first Balkan expedition. They usually served in the vanguard of the army and
therefore were probably drawn from the ranks of the akinji, but some authorities claim that they may have
formed the bodyguards of sancak beys and beylerbeys. A seemingly similar body of light cavalry called delis
(‘madmen’) was raised in the late-15th century from amongst converted Serbs, Bosnians and Croats; for fur-
ther details of these colourful soldiers see Armies of the Sixteenth Century. Other irregular cavalry were pro-
vided by yuruks (‘nomads’, still called tiirkmen in Anatolia, where most were to be found) and Crim Tartars,
the latter being supplied initially as independent auxiliaries but later, under Mehmed II, as a result of a vassal
relationship that was hammered home by force in 1475. As an indication of their potential, various sources

claim that there were as many as 30-70,000 Crim Tartars in the Ottoman army that marched on Moldavia
in 1484,

Additional provincial troops were provided by the derbentci, formally established in the mid-15th century,
and the gonilliiyan (volunteers), in both cases comprised of mixed cavalry and infantry recruited from the
local population, to guard fortified road-houses (derbents) and fortresses respectively. The latter group were
a mixture of Moslems and converted Christians, but the former were chiefly comprised of non-Moslems,
though they included in addition many yuruks. An alternative name by which the derbentci became known
in some parts of the Balkans in the 16th century was martolos (from the Byzantine armatoliki), but in this
period the term indicated nomadic Vlachs of the Pindus mountains who received tax-reductions from the
Ottomans in exchange for their military service as garrison troops, watching over the passes under hereditary
kipitanoi. They are first mentioned under Mehmed II, but evidence indicates that they date back to Murad
II’s reign. Mihailovic says some had armour and that their arms comprised ‘swords, shields, lances and also
guns’, but that there were not many of them — only ‘several hundred’, martolos and voynuks combined.

Field-army strengths

Most of the contemporary figures available for Ottoman armies are fairly inevitably the inventions of
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chroniclers eager either to exaggerate a victory or to excuse a defeat, or — even worse — are the fantastic
inventions of men who were as far away as possible from the bartlefields that they describe. However, there
nevertheless remain a few accounts where the integrity of the chronicler remains seemingly unblemished by
hysteria or political expediency. We are told, for instance, that there were only 5,000 Turks at the Battle
of Baphaeon in 1302, and 8,000 at Pelekanon in 1329, while the Damascene geographer Shehab ed-Din, who
died in 1349, reported that Orkhan ‘has an army of 40,000 cavalry and a large force of infantry. But his
troops are neither particularly effective, nor as formidable as their numbers would seem to indicate’, adding
that ‘he has 25,000 horsemen in the field daily against the lord of Constantinople’. From the mid-14th cen-
tury on, however, realistic figures become harder and harder to find until, describing the Battle of Ankara
in 1402, Schiltberger asks us to believe that the Ottomans mustered 1.6 million men! In fact, Ottoman and
Christian sources alike so often claim huge figures for Turkish armies that we have to accept there may be
a grain of truth in all their ‘big battalions’ stories, particularly since it is clear from all the details given above
that, as their Empire grew, so the resources of the Ottoman military machine did indeed expand to an im-
pressive size. Even the generally reserved Bertrandon de la Brocquiére is forced to admit at one point that
‘their armies, I know, commonly consist of 200,000 men’, though he qualifies this by adding that “the greater
part are on foot, and destitute . . . of zarguais [quivers], helmets, mallets, or swords; few, indeed, being com-
pletely armed.” There may then be some truth in the account of an eye-witness who describes the Ottoman
army at Nicopolis in 1396 as comprised of a vanguard of 24,000, main battle of 30,000, and rearguard and
Porte of 40,000; but two Turkish chroniclers put Ottoman stength at the same battle as only 10,000 men,
and the real truth probably lies somewhere between.

On the whole it seems likely that most armies raised by the Ottomans numbered 20-40,000 men, while the
largest they fielded comprised some 60-80,000. The Ottoman sources even say that the army raised for the
final siege of Constantinople only numbered about 80,000, though Christian accounts give figures that range
right up to 700,000. Certainly all the sources on both sides agree that the army Mehmed II raised in 1453
was of an exceptional size, and the Ottoman figure on this occasion seems too low; Barbaro’s claim of some
160,000 men (which tallies with Doukas’ reference to the Ottomans outnumbering the defenders by 20 to 1)
may therefore be a fairly good guess. The composition of one of the more typical larger Ottoman field-armies
is provided by Francesco Philelpho, who saw that which marched against Trebizond in 1461; he says this
was made up of 25,000 Rumelian sipahis, 15,000 Anatolian sipahis, 8,000 ’azabs and 12,000 Janissaries
(doubtless including the rest of the Porte in the last figure). A mid-15th century Ottoman source describing
the army that fought at Kossovo in 1389 says it was 50-60,000 strong including 10,000 Anatolian sipahis,
10,000 Rumelian ’azabs and 20,000 irregular horse, the balance of 10-20,000 presumably comprising
Rumelian sipahis and the troops of the Porte.

Artillery

There is some debate as to the exact date of the adoption of gunpowder artillery by the Ottomans. C. M.
Cipolla, for instance, cites non-contemporary sources which claim that an iron gun was made at Brusa in
1364; that the Ottomans introduced artillery to India in 1368; and that cannons were used by the Ottomans
in their second campaign against the Karamanlis in 1387 and on the battlefield at Kossovo two years later.
Others claim in addition that guns were used at Nicopolis in 1396 (though A. S. Atiya concludes otherwise),
while a 15th century Bulgarian chronicle claims that cannon were used by the Ottomans shortly before 1400,
in their blockade-cum-siege of Constantinople which lasted with varying degrees of intensity from 1394 to
1402. In the latter instance a 15th century author, Ashigpashazade, states that ‘they did not yet know guns
very well at that time; they came into regular use only under Murad [II] and Mehmed [II]’. Whatever the
truth of these various claims may be, most authorities seem to agree that gunpowder artillery was in use by
the Ottomans some time soon after 1400 at the latest, certainly by the reign of Mehmed I (1413-21), and
clearly showed a marked increase during the Hungarian wars of his successor Murad II’s reign. References
to the use of guns in sieges are commonplace from this time — as at Constantinople in 1422, the defence
of Antalya in 1424, at Thessalonika in 1430, Belgrade in 1440, and the Hexamilion in 1446 — and field-guns
too had made their appearance by the 1440s at the very latest, and very probably by the 1420s.

The large siege-guns which were to become something of a trade-mark of Ottoman artillery were in use by
at least 1422, in which year the Byzantine chronicler Joannes Kananos recorded very large — but not par-
ticularly effective — Turkish bombards (boumpardai) taking part in the siege of Constantinople, firing stones
of ‘excessive’ weight and calibre. However, our best sources of information for such massive guns belong
not to this siege, but to that of 1453, where the most famous was cast by an Hungarian (or, according to
Pears, possibly Wallachian) technician named Urban, who had deserted from Byzantine employ.
Kritovoulos, who was admittedly not present but had his information from eye-witnesses on both sides,
describes this gun as 40 spans (about 30 feet) long, with a barrel 8 inches thick and a bore of 30 inches in
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its muzzle half for the stone shot, and a bore of 10 inches in its breech half for the powder charge.* Doukas,
an eye-witness, says it was of bronze, and Giacomo Tetaldi, also present, informs us it was cast in one piece
(unlike many Ottoman bombards, such as the ‘Dardanelles Gun’ described under figure 173, which were
made in two halves that screwed together). The sources inevitably differ on the weight of its shot: Tetaldi
says 1,900 Ibs and Niccolo Barbaro says 1,200 lbs, while Leonard of Chios records its stones as 11 palms
in circumference (about 105 inches, therefore giving a diameter of about 33 inches which tallies fairly closely
with the bore quoted by Kritovoulos). Others claim 12-15 palms. The Anconitan consul Benvenuto actually
reported that it fired shot of 1,300, 600 and 300 Ibs, though this may be a reference to the weights of shot
fired by other guns in the same battery (see also below). On the other hand Chalkokondyles reports rather
improbably that Urban’s gun fired shot of little over 3 talents (elsewhere he even says 2), which, assuming
that the Roman talent of 57.6 Ibs is intended, is only about 175 Ibs; bearing in mind the testament of other
contemporary sources that this gun was ‘a terrifying and extraordinary monster’, the full absurdity of this
statement becomes readily apparent. Chalkokondyles even adds that the two smaller guns in its battery fired
shot of just Aalf a talent, though Tetaldi records other Ottoman guns as firing shot of 800, 1,000 and 1,200
1bs, while Barbaro reports that of the remaining 11 principal guns used at the siege, one fired shot of 800
Ibs and the rest fired shot of 2-500 lbs or less.

Further evidence of the sheer size of Urban’s gun and others of its ilk can be found in the large numbers
of men and beasts of burden required to assist in their transport. ‘Their size was enormous’, says Pseudo-
Sphrantzes, who continues: ‘Certain pieces of artillery could not be moved by the combined efforts of 40
or 50 pairs of oxen and 2,000 men.” We are told by Leonard of Chios that Urban’s monster itself could barely
be moved even by 150 yoke of oxen, while Doukas says of it that ‘30 wagons were linked together and 60
enormous oxen hauled it along. 200 men were deployed on each side of the cannon to support it so that
it would not slip and fall onto the road, and 50 carpenters and 200 assistants went ahead of the wagons to
construct wooden bridges wherever the road was uneven.” Chalkokondyles reports that 2 such guns were
dragged from the foundry at Adrianople, each requiring 70 oxen and 1,000 men to move it. With this in
mind, it comes as no real surprise to find that the Ottomans often overcame this mammoth logistics problem
by the simple expedient of casting most of their guns on site, as at the Hexamilion in 1446, Kroya in 1450,
Jacje in 1464+, Shkoder (Scutari) in 1478 and Rhodes in 1480 — Kritovoulos even claims that Urban’s gun
was cast before the walls of Constantinople, though this may refer to the even larger one Leonard of Chios
says was ordered, but never completed, after the first had apparently blown up. Ottoman armies were
therefore usually provided with supplies of bronze or copper and tin for this purpose. However, the practice
declined after Mehmed II’s reign, and it became more usual for the guns to be transported as described above
on wagons called ’araba, the responsibility for which had devolved onto a specialist unit called the Top
‘arabaci (‘Gun-carriage drivers’) probably established by Murad II, or possibly by Mehmed II. Some modern
authorities dispute anyway the likelihood of many guns having ever been cast on site, stating that the quality
of the founding would not have been high if foundries had to be set up on such an ad hoc basis; but this
view is not supported by the sources, in which there appear to be considerably less references to exploding
guns than are to be found in contemporary Western chronicles. Admittedly Leonard of Chios states that Ur-
ban’s gun burst, but that was a bombard of exceptional size, cast in the established gun-foundry at Adrianople
anyway rather than on site. Chalkokondyles and Pseudo-Sphrantzes support his claim, the latter saying that
‘on account of the constant firing and of the great impurity of the metal, the sultan’s biggest cannon exploded
into many fragments as it was being fired and dealt death and wounds to many.” (Pears puts Urban among
the casualties, but on what authority is unclear.) The anonymous ‘Slavic Chronicle’, seemingly based on an
eye-witness account of the siege, also confirms that this gun burst, but adds that it was repaired 3 days later.
This probably explains how Barbaro could describe it still being used even at the final assault; Doukas too
specifically states that the gun survived the siege and ‘afterwards was preserved and continued to carry out
the tyrant’s will.” Indeed, some such 15th century bobmards were still in use even at the beginning of the
19th century!

Though a Genoese eye-witness, Montaldo, records 200 ‘guns and tormentia’ in all, he is alone in attempting
to guess at the exact number of guns used at the siege of Constantinople. Others, however, nevertheless pro-

*Such guns became almost commonplace amongst the Ottomans during the second half of the 15th century. There were
20 bombards 27 feet in length among those besieging Belgrade in 1456, while those on Rhodes in 1480 included 16 firing
shot 9 palms (about 27 inches) in diameter. I have been unable to find any evidence for Urban’s gun being called Basilica,
as Oman claims it was.

+On this occasion, the siege having failed, the sultan subsequently ‘ordered the cannon to be pulled to the River Vrbas
near the city and to be thrown into the river’, so as to avoid them falling into enemy hands. This would seem to indicate
that facilities for their transport were not available,
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vide a few useful details on how the Ottoman artillery was organised on this occasion. Barbaro tells us that
the biggest guns were arranged in four batteries of 2, 3, 3 and 4 pieces, the last including Urban’s monster
(this battery therefore probably comprising the 4 guns firing shot of 800-1,900 lbs recorded by Tetaldi
though, as we have already seen, Chalkokondyles says the battery including Urban’s gun comprised only
3 in all). Pseudo-Sphrantzes claims that the Ottoman artillery concentrated its fire on 14 points in the
defences, implying there were 14 batteries, Sir Charles Oman, seemingly confused and drawing on Edward
Pears (who cites Sphrantzes as saying that there were 4 guns per battery, and Barbaro as saying there were
9 batteries — which they do not), claims these batteries comprised 9 that were each of 4 smaller bombards
‘intended apparently rather for annoyance than for serious breaching’, with the balance of the guns, in-
cluding the heaviest, in the remaining 5.

The majority of the gunners were probably European renegades for the greater part of the 15th century,
men like Urban and the German master-gunner Meister Georg Frapont who sited and commanded
Mehmed’s artillery at the siege of Rhodes. Indeed, Leonard of Chios says that the Ottoman engineers at Con-
stantinople included Greeks, Latins, Germans, Hungarians and Bohemians, while Zorzi Dolfin, yet another
eye-witness of the siege, describes how Mehmed ‘hired German cannon-makers at a great fee to come where
and when he wished, to cast cannon for him’. Contemporaries of the siege of Belgrade in 1456 similarly
report that the Ottoman culverines there were manned by Germans, Hungarians, Bosnians and Dalmatians,
and the big siege-guns by Germans and Italians. These would have all been elements of the unit known as
the Topcu ocaki (‘Ocak of the gunners’), established as part of the Qapu Khalgi by Murad II and divided
into two distinct parts, comprising foundry and artillerists. Like the Top 'arabaci mentioned above, this unit
was commanded by an Aga with the title of bashi, and was subdivided into ortas, presumably of about 50
men. The Topcu ocaki may have originally numbered 700 men, and the other unit was probably of similar
size. Another unit apparently established at the same time and organised along identical lines was the Hum-
baractyan or ‘Mortar-men’ (see page 10). Kritovoulos, however, would have us believe that the first use of
mortars by the Ottomans took place only later, at the siege of Constantinople where, unable to fire directly
on ships sheltering in the Golden Horn, Mehmed II is supposed to have suggested to his gun-founders that
they should make ‘a different sort of gun with a slightly changed design that could fire a stone to a great
height, so that when it came down it would hit the ships and sink them.’ Thereafter mortars occur at most
major Ottoman sieges — there were 7 among the 300 guns at Belgrade, for instance, and 12 bronze examples
appeared at Rhodes, firing 5 rounds a day.

Kritovoulos provides us with a rare insight into the firing procedure of gunners operating Urban’s monster.
He says: ‘First they put into it that which is called powder, filling the chamber behind completely up to
the mouth of the enlarged part of the bore, which is intended for the stone shot. Then they introduced a
great stopper, a very strong plug of wood, which they batter down with iron rammers so that it shall closely
confine the powder in such a way that only the force of the ignited powder can discharge it; then they placed
the stone shot upon it, ramming this down forcefully so as to make it enter into the wooden plug and make
a round cavity [i.e. the plug was concave in shape so as to accept the shot]. After this, having turned the
cannon towards the target, and given it an angle of elevation according to the rules of their art and experience,
they brought great beams of wood which they laid under it, and on top and on all sides, so that it might
not be disturbed and strike wide of the mark as a result of the shock and the recoil. After all this, they applied
the fire to the little orifice behind’. Doukas gives us an interesting additional detail, describing the procedure
that was followed to determine the range: “When he [the gunner] wished to discharge a large stone, he first
took the range of the target by firing a small one and then, taking skilful aim, he would fire the large.’ (This
may provide an alternative explanation for Benvenuto’s claim that the gun fired three weights of shot.) Bear-
ing in mind all these preliminary operations, and the fact that the barrel needed to cool after each shot before
a new powder charge could be inserted, it is no surprise to read in Chalkokondyles that the biggest gun fired
only 7 times a day (and once at night). Guns at the siege of Shkoder fired at first only about 4 shots a day,
and though their rate of fire steadily increased during the course of the siege 17-18 shots a day was the best
day’s average to be achieved for the period of the siege for which records exist, during which time a total
of 2,534 shots were fired. This compares highly unfavourably with the 1,000 shots a day allegedly fired dur-
ing the siege of Rhodes. On the other hand Tetaldi says of the siege of Constantinople that ‘each day the
cannon were fired between 100 and 120 times’, presumably referring only to the 12 principal guns
enumerated by Barbaro.

In closing on the subject, it should be noted that in addition to gunpowder artillery the Ottomans continued
to use trebuchets at least as late as 1480, when they are much in evidence on both sides at the siege of Rhodes.
Pseudo-Sphrantzes records of the final siege of Constantinople that the Ottoman trebuchets (of which there
were at least a dozen within a week of the attack beginning) ‘caused damage to many illustrious houses and
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parts of the palace situated in the vicinty of the walls’, referring elsewhere to the Turks ‘demolishing parts
of our walls, here and there, with their artillery and trebuchets’.

The Navy

The earliest Turkish fleets we read of in this period are none of them Ottoman, mostly originating instead
from Umur Bey’s amirates of Aydin and Smyrna, the latter of which had a Turkish naval tradition dating
right back to the 1090s. In 1332 an Aydinian fleet of some 380 presumably small vessels and 40,000 men
raided through the Archipelago and launched attacks on mainland Greece and the Morea, while in 1343
Umur allegedly fitted out a fleet of 250 or 300 ‘barges’ to raid the coastal towns of South-East Europe, but
Christian forces sank 50 of these at sea in 1344 and succeeded in burning the majority of the rest at anchor
in the port of Smyrna. The initial appearance of the Ottomans on the naval scene commenced a decade later,
with their seizure of the coastal amirate of Karasi in 1345 and the major naval base at Gallipoli in 1353,
from which they henceforth launched occasional piratical forays involving fleets of only modest proportions.
They failed to realise the full potential of maritime power until nearly a century later; the Ottoman chronicler
Haijji Khalifa (d. 1657) observed that ‘before the time of the late Sultan Mehmed II, the Ottomans had not
ventured to undertake naval expeditions’, though he had to confess that the need for a proper navy had been
felt somewhat earlier, during Murad II’s unsuccessful siege of Constantinople in 1422, This need was more
than filled under Mehmed, whose fleet at the final siege of the city is variously estimated by most Greek
and Italian observers as 240-500 vessels of various sizes, carrying 36,000 men according to Benvenuto; even
the Ottoman sources claim 400 ships were present. The more reliable accounts tend to agree that of this
total between 80 and 100 were proper warships — a mixture of triremes, biremes, galleys and fustae or
karabia — with the rest made up of ‘other small craft of various kinds’. The large ships at least were equipped
with heavy guns, and probably the fustae carried light guns; certainly small, oar-propelled vessels in pictures
from Guillaume Caoursin’s printed account (1496) of the siege of Rhodes, and a contemporary woodcut of
the Battle of Zonchio (1499), probably representing fustae, have swivel-guns mounted in the bows. In fact
15th century Turkish ships were recognised by the Venetians as being better-equipped with artillery than
their own vessels.

Most Ottoman fleets recorded in the second half of the 15th century were of considerable dimensions if the
sources are to be believed: 100 ships against Sinope in 1459; 300 against Negroponte in 1470; 300-380
against Kaffa in 1475, including 120 galleys; 40 galleys and 100 other vessels in the descent on Apulia in
1480; and 100 ships in the fleet used against Rhodes the same year, carrying 3,000 Janissaries and 5,000
*azabs according to Hajji Khalifa, who adds that 60 of the vessels were from Gallipoli. A detailed breakdown
of the Ottoman fleet at Zonchio gives 60 triremes, 30 fustae, 3 galeazze (‘great galleys’), 2 enormous round
ships (see below), 18 smaller round ships, and 127 small supply vessels and the like, the whole fleet probably
crewed by 37,000 men. The largest part of most fleets was therefore comprised of the smaller vessels and
supply ships, but some at least were vessels of substantial size. Khalifa tells us that as early as c. 1460
Mehmed II ‘built one of 3,000 tons, but as they were launching it, it sank in the harbour, and the builders
were forced to flee.” He also provides us with a description of the largest Ottoman vessels at the Battle of
Zonchio, which he says were ‘two immense kokas [carracks], the length of each being 70 cubits and the
breadth 30 cubits. The masts were of several trees joined together, and in the middle measured 4 cubits in
circumference. The maintop was capable of holding 40 men in armour, who might thence discharge their
arrows and handguns . . . These vessels had 2 decks, the one like that of a galleon, the other like that of
a mavuna [trireme]; and on the other side of each of these, according to custom, were 2 port-holes, in which
immense guns were placed. Along the upper deck was a netting under which on both sides were 24 oars,
each pulled by 9 men. The sterns were like those of a galleon, and from them boats were suspended. Each
of these ships contained 2,000 soldiers and sailors.” Marino Sanudo the Younger, a Venetian, adds that these
ships were each of 1,800 tons (actually borze, therefore about 1,080 tons), though he says they carried only
1,000 men, mostly Janissaries.

The principal weakness of the Ottoman navy, so the sources repeatedly tell us, lay in the quality of its
seamen, who are frequently dismissed disparagingly in the chronicles as ‘Jews, Greeks and Turks’. Jacopo
de Promontorio, a Genoese writing ¢.1475, says the Ottomans lacked ‘reliable sailors’, adding that their
galleys were ‘unfit for naval warfare’ and that ‘4 such galleys manned by incompetent sailors are not worth
one of ours.” Many Ottoman sailors were in fact ‘pressed Greeks’, whose seamanship the Italians had always
held in very poor repute, and being Christians they were rarely entirely dependable — in 1499, for instance,
16,500 ’azabs were taken aboard ship in Gallipoli and Constantinople in place of the usual Christian crews,
whom it was feared would prove unfaithful in the forthcoming naval campaign against the Venetians. As
a further indication of the extent to which Turkish vessels were crewed by Christians, it is interesting to
note that in an engagement off Gallipoli in 1416 most of the oarsmen in the Ottoman ships were Genoese,
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Catalans, Sicilians and Greeks. Doukas tells us that after the battle those ‘whom the Turks had pressed into
service’ were freed by the Venetian victors, while ‘all those who served for profit and gain they impaled on
Tenedos.’

The latter category were probably mostly Genoese, these being somewhat less particular than the Venetians
about what company they kept, while others were Catalans. Hired Genoese vessels were used as transports
by the Ottomans on a number of occasions, such as in 1422, 1423 and — most perfidious of all — in 1444,
when they transported Murad II’s Anatolian army to Europe for one gold coin per man, to confront and
defeat Hunyadi and King Vladislav at the Battle of Varna. Doukas supplies us with a full account of a
Genoese-Ottoman combined operation dating to 1422, when 7 ships under Giovanni Adorno, podesta of the
Genoese colony of Folia (New Phocaea) on the Anatolian coast, were supplied to ship Murad’s troops to
Gallipoli during the Ottoman civil war of 1421-23, these Genoese subsequently fighting alongside them
against the pretender Mustafa. Adorno’s own ship carried 800 ‘brave and heavily-armed Franks’ according
to Doukas, who also tells us that 500 Genoese crossbowmen and javelin-men were landed from 20 ships’
boats to secure Murad’s beachhead. After the main body of the Ottomans had been put ashore the Genoese
‘took their positions on the front line of battle, and cleared the way with quarrels and gunshot.” The Genoese
then accompanied Murad inland as far as Adrianople, their forces numbering ‘more than 2,000 men, Italians
in black armour and bearing lances, and bill-bearing foot-soldiers’, commanded by their ships’ captains. Idris
al-Bitlis says that they received 5,000 ducats for their services. Ironically, it was Genoese ships too that had
earlier transported Mustafa’s own army across to Anatolia! (An even earlier instance of Genoese in Ottoman
employ is to be found in a contemporary Florentine chronicle of the Battle of Kossovo in 1389, which records
the presence of 5,000 Genoese, Greek and other Christian balestrieri in Murad I's army and attributes the
Turkish victory there to them.)

It is no surprise, therefore, to find that most Turkish naval terminology, and probably organisation too, was
based on that of the Genoese. The Ottomans’ naval commander-in-chief was called the Kapudan or Kaptan
pasha (from the Italian capirano), first appointed by Mehmed II in 1453 after the poor performance of the
fleet at the siege of Constantinople (where at one point 4 Christian ships battled through a veritable sea of
Turkish vessels, to reach the safety of harbour after a prolonged engagement in which the inferiority of
Turkish seamanship was confirmed beyond reasonable doubt). The rank and title of sancak bey of Gallipoli
went with this post. Ships’ captains during this period were called reis, or kaptan or hassa reis in the case
of the larger vessels; they received timars within the Kapudan pasha’s sancak. Ottoman galleys were much
the same as those of the Genoese and Venetians, and their crews likewise numbered about 200 men. In battle
they carried troops in addition; at Zonchio, for instance, the galeazzes each carried 200 Janissaries.

One additional naval force worthy of notice was the Danube fleet, which played a vital role in Ottoman cam-
paigns against Hungary, transporting many troops and most of the artillery. Based at Golubac and Krusevac,
it could be of considerable proportions, allegedly 200 (but possibly as few as 60) light vessels being built
to serve on the Danube during the siege of Belgrade in 1456, Another such river fleet was stationed on the
Morava, Brocquiére reporting that at the confluence of the Nissava and Morava (near Nish) ‘the Turk usually
keeps from 80 to 100 galleys, galliots, and rafts, to carry across his cavalry and army in time of war’. This
fleet was guarded by 300 men even in peacetime, these being relieved every two months.

THE BYZANTINE EMPIRE

Numerically weak and unable any longer to effectively guard its borders, the Byzantine army was, by the
14th century, less than a shadow of its former self. The chronicler Gregoras observed that it had become
the ‘laughing stock of the world’, comprised in 1329 ‘entirely of shopkeepers and artisans’ whose one aim
was to run away as quickly as possible. The anonymous 14th century ‘patriot monk’ of Magnesia wrote of
Byzantine armies that: ‘These were no longer the organised and well-disciplined armies of yore, but rather
a rabble led by arrogant men who oppressed the people; they had forgotten their function as protectors.
These leaders commanded nothing but disrespect. They were weak and effeminate in their behaviour,
cowardly, stupid, licentious, insolent, dissolute, predatory, traitorous, reckless — men who pillaged the pro-
perty of others and left fields, gardens, vineyards and forests desolate; men who knew only how to destroy
those who were weaker than themselves’.

What there still was of the army was comprised largely of the pronoia-holding* aristorcracy (dynator) and
their parotkoi or dependent peasants, plus a handful of regular troops and an ever-increasing number of

*The pronoia, or ‘provision’, was a grant of land. See Armies and Enemies of the Crusades.
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mercenaries (see below). In addition military service was seemingly still owed by many towns and non-
pronoia-holding archentes, though more and more of both these categories were exempted from these obliga-
tions as time went by. Pronoia-holders provided the officer class, but it should be noted that the chroniclers
tended to use the words pronoia and sometimes economia indiscriminately both for the grants of large estates
held by the aristocracy and court officials, and for the simple military holdings of the older thematic sort
that each supported just one soldier. The latter type, generally called an economia, was held directly from,
and ‘at the pleasure of’, the government, and had been the principal means of maintaining the native element
of the army since the mid-13th century. At the beginning of the 14th century, under Andronikos II
(1282-1328), such grants still remained very much in use, but were declining in importance as more and
more were abandoned under increasing Turkish pressure. In an effort to stem the decline these small-
holdings were made hereditary in the mid-14th century, but the pronoia-system nevertheless continued to
collapse as territorial losses mounted. Following the decisive defeat of the Serbs on the River Marica in 1365,
one final attempt was made by John V in 1367 to strengthen the Empire’s reserve of native soldiers by the
confiscation of half of all monastic lands between Constantinople and Selymbria for their conversion to pro-
noiai; however, the Emperor’s will was not as strong as that of the Church, and the plan had to be abandoned.
Following Vukashin’s defeat at Cernomen in 1371, however, John’s son Manuel did manage to appropriate
half of the monastic estates in his own despotate of Thessalonika for this same purpose (see page 30).

The remnants of the regular army were in an equally sorry state of decline. We know that ¢.1320 Andronikos
II had planned to utilise part of the revenue from a severe new tax to pay for 3,000 (additional?) regular
cavalry, of whom 1,000 were to be based in Bithynia and 2,000 in Macedonia and Thrace, but his intentions
eventually went unfulfilled (largely because of a civil war that broke out between he and his grandson,
Andronikos III). Andronikos II’s government could not even afford the maintenance of those soldiers it
already employed, and we are told that they were billeted on the frontier towns, obliging the householders
to provide them with food and wine, and their horses with provender, at prices fixed by a commission, for
which they received recompense at increasingly irregular intervals when the soldiers were eventually paid.
John VI Cantacuzene, previously the Grand Domestic (from 1321), attempted some reforms on the death
of Andronikos III in 1341. He strengthened the frontier garrisons and insisted that the treasury paid them
punctually, and in addition managed for a while to enforce the obligatory service of all pronoia-holders, many
of whom had for some time been receiving unwarranted exemptions. Most of his reforms, however, were
rendered redundant by the civil wars of 1341-56. At the beginning of the conflict his own army comprised
16 allaghia which, assuming 500 men per allaghion*, implies some 8,000 men, of whom we know many were
Frankish (i.e. Western European) mercenaries. This number declined to 2,000 in 1342 as Cantacuzene’s for-
tunes reached a low ebb, and of these allegedly as many as 1,500 died of an epidemic contracted during the
siege of Serres. He still only had 1,000 men of his own on his entry into Constantinople in 1347.

The steady decline in the number of native soldiers throughout the late-13th and early-14th centuries was
compensated by a parallel increase in the size of the foreign contingents that had always been found in
Byzantine armies. George Pachymeres’ contemporary chronicle even says that Andronikos II preferred
foreign troops, stating that in his employ they were predominantly Gazmouloi, Cretans, Alani, Turks and
Turkopouloi. Of these the Alani were deemed to be ‘the best cavalry there is in the East’, according to the
Catalan chronicler Ramon Muntaner, and they were paid twice as much as the best native troops; about
16,000 of them (including their wives and families) were employed in 1301, being settled in Thrace as
military colonists, but finding their Byzantine officers effeminate they soon dispersed into three separate
bodies and began to pillage friend and foe alike. After the Byzantine campaigns alongside, and then against,
the Catalan Company we do not hear of the Alani again (see page 27). Turks in Byzantine employ, however,
progressively increased in numbers throughout the first half of the 14th century. Andronikos III and John
Cantacuzene had 2,000 supplied by Umur Bey of Aydin for their Albanian campaign of 1337, and it was
Umur again who led 6,000 Turks (in some 200 small ships) to support Cantacuzene in 1343, and apparently
another 5,000 in 1345. After Umur’s death in 1348 Cantacuzene turned more to the Ottomans, Sultan
Orkhan having already provided 5,500 men in 1346; 10,000 were provided in 1348, allegedly 20,000 in 1349
(to retake Thessalonika from the Serbs), and 10-12,000 under Orkhan’s son Suleiman Pasha in 1352; this
last group defeated his rival John V’s Serbian and Bulgarian allies at Didymoteichos, for which in 1352
Suleiman was given as a reward the fortress of Tzympe, which he had captured, near Gallipoli, the first
permanent Ottoman possession in Europe, Gallipoli itself being captured by them the next year after an

*See Armies and Enemies of the Crusades, also below, page 30. By the 14th century the allaghion had become the standard
unit of Byzantine organisation. It was commanded by an allagator, a term to be found surviving as /agator in the Balkans
even in the 15th century, where it nevertheless only seems to have denoted an officer commanding perhaps as few as 10-20
men.
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earthquake. During the same civil wars Empress Anna (Anne of Savoy, John V’s mother) received 6,000
Turks from Saruhan of Magnesia in 1346, Doukas wrongly describing this contingent as 10,000 Ottomans.
Cantacuzene himself neatly summed up one of the major problems of employing such large numbers of
Turkish auxiliaries, which was that since they ‘were too numerous for the Romans [i.e., the Byzantines] to
control, they went into action on their own initiative whenever there was the chance of booty.” More
significantly, however, the Turks had thereby gained a foothold in Europe.

Other foreign elements in 14th century Byzantine armies included Bulgarians (2,000 in Philes Palaeologus’
forces in 1311, for instance, and 1,000 sent by Voivode Balik in 1346 to support Anne of Savoy against
Cantacuzene); Serbs (Michael IX had the loan of 2,000 cavalry in 1312, Cantacuzene was supported by
Serbian troops 1342-43, and John V was provided with 4,000 cavalry by Stephen Dushan in 1352); and
Wallachians (recorded in Michael IX’s forces 1305-7). In fact Wallachians continued to be found in
Byzantine employ even in the 15th century — Doukas records the presence of Wallachian mercenaries in
Constantinople during Murad II's siege of 1422, and the future voivode Vlad Dracul was even ‘an officer
of the army’ of John VIIL.

Small numbers of Western European mercenaries also continued to appear in Byzantine employ in the
14th-15th centuries, and on two occasions large bodies of European troops rescued the Empire from
particularly sticky situations. The first was a force of 15 ships and probably 1,500-1,900 men under Count
Amadeo of Savoy (called the Green Count), which brought succour to John V in 1366-67, when it spent
much of its time fighting the Bulgarians. The second was a French expedition, that of Jean le Meingre,
Marshal Boucicault (who was later to be captured by the English at Agincourt). In 1399, during Bayezid
I’s prolonged blockade of Constantinople, he answered Byzantine appeals for aid with an army of 600 men-at-
arms, 600 varlets and 1,000 archers, receiving the title of Grand Constable; he had no horses with him
according to one authority, but the fleet that brought him to the city included 3 galées huissiéres (horse-
transports), though admittedly they could not have carried more than 150-200 horses. On his departure with
Manuel II at the end of the year (for it was he who persuaded the Emperor to make a personal appeal for
military help throughout the courts of Europe) Boucicault left behind his lieutenant, Jean de Chéteaumorand,
with 100 men-at-arms, 100 varlets and ‘a quantity of bowmen’, who remained for a further 3 years, until
September 1402. Interestingly, correspondence from John VII to King Henry IV in June of that year
mentions that some English soldiers were also active in Constantinople’s defence. Similar small troops of
Western Europeans continued to enter Byzantine service right up to the fall of the Empire in 1453.

Guard units

By the end of the 13th century most of the old Imperial guard units had been relegated to ceremonial or
palace duties. The 14th century ‘De Officiis’ (Book of Offices) of Pseudo-Codinus, for instance, records that
the Vardariotes preceded the Emperor with staves and whips during processions. Other units it lists were
the Kortinarioi, who erected the Emperor’s tent; the bow-armed Mourtatoi; the Tzakones, oarsmen in the
Emperor’s personal galley; the Paramonai, divided into two allaghia, one of cavalry and one of infantry; and
the English “Varangian Guard’. According to Pseudo-Codinus the Varangians were responsible for guarding
the Emperor’s office and chief reception chambers in the Blachernae palace, where they stood around his
throne during receptions. They also accompanied him when he attended church in state. Outside of these
palace duties, however, the once elite Varangians no longer performed any military function, and the extent
of their decline is apparent from the fact that whereas their commander had originally walked immediately
behind the Emperor in procession, by the 14th century he had fallen to fiftieth in precedence. Sources other
than Pseudo-Codinus also make occasional references to the Varangians: Cantacuzene wrote that ‘the so-
called Varangians with their axes’ were present at the coronation of Andronikos III in 1316; they are
mentioned again in 1328 and 1330, and in 1341 Cantacuzene established a palace guard of 500 men plus
‘as many axe-bearing barbarians as were then in service’ to protect John V. Axe-bearing soldiers ‘of British
race’ are referred to by Byzantine envoys in Rome as late as 1404, and it is certainly possible that the English
men-at-arms referred to in 1402 were similarly Varangians, which would seem to indicate that they were
used in defence of the city even if they no longer served in field-armies.

By the mid-14th century, however, the Varangians had declined in importance to a point where it seems
to have become necessary to recruit another foreign guard unit to inherit at least some of their guard duties.
This unit was comprised of Catalans and Aragonese, whom the Byzantines generally called Katelanoi.
Catalans are first recorded in Byzantine employ as early as 1279, during the campaign leading up to the
Battle of Negroponte, and of course in 1302 Andronikos II had employed considerable numbers in the form
of Roger de Flor’s Grand Company (see pages 26-28), and even after the murder of de Flor and attempted
dissolution of the Company in 1305 one element, under Jimenez d'Arenés, re-entered Byzantine service
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following open hostility between rival factions of the survivors in 1307. We know nothing about their
subsequent career, and it is not until 1351 that Caralans again enter the limelight. In that year the Catalans,
as allies of Venice, found themselves fighting on the side of the Byzantines against the Genoese, and February
of the next year saw a naval battle in the Bosphorus in which the Byzantine fleet of 68-70 galleys included
25 that were Aragonese. After the departure of the fleet, more than 300 Catalans stayed on as mercenaries
according to Cantacuzene, while Nikephoros Gregoras reports that Cantacuzene armed and organised 500
Catalans as a personal bodyguard because he did not trust his own people. Their leader was a certain Juan
Peralta, who significantly had been in Cantacuzene’s service since 1342, which would indicate that Catalans
had continued to appear in Byzantine armies throughout the first half of the 14th century. In 1352
Cantacuzene’s Catalan troops, along with Suleiman Pasha’s Turks, took part in the relief (and looting) of
Adrianople, besieged by John V. Thereafter their numbers seemingly declined, Gregoras reporting that the
number of Catalan guardsmen in the palace in 1354 was only about 100, these garrisoning the Golden Gate
fortress, Blachernae and other palace districts. After defending the Golden Gate against John V, this short-
lived guard unit seems to have been dismissed at the end of the civil war that same year.

The very last group of foreign soldiers to perform guard functions within the Empire appears to have been
comprised of Cretans, who probably rose to this position early in the 15th century. Doukas, writing of 1422,
when they were guarding the Gate of Blachernae, records that: “The Cretans were the most faithful subjects
of the Empire, distinguished by their sacred zeal for protecting the holy churches and their relics, and for
the dignity of the Emperor and the prestige of the City.’ It is noteworthy that Sphrantzes travelled to Mistra
on a Cretan ship in 1444, and in 1452 Venice specifically gave the Emperor permission to recruit Cretan
soldiers and sailors (a privilege denied to others, including even the Hospitallers of Rhodes), and there were
3 shiploads of Cretan soldiers at the final siege of Constantinople the next year, one of which showed such
tenacity in its defence of the towers of Basileios, Leon and Alexios on the sea-wall near the Porta Horaea
(on the Golden Horn) that they earnt the respect of the Ottomans, who according to Pseudo-Sphrantzes
allowed them to depart unmolested with their arms and property. A Cretan account records all 3 ships to
have returned safely to Crete under their commanders Sgouros, Hyalinas and Philommatos (significantly all
Greek rather than Italian names, which indicates that these were Greek natives of Crete rather than Venetian
colonists). Sgouros and Philommatos are probably Barbaro’s ‘Guro de Candia’ and ‘Antonio Filamati de
Candia’; however, he records the third Cretan commander as ‘Zuan Venier de Candia’. Philommatos was
probably the Antonio mistakenly recorded by Pseudo-Sphrantzes as commanding the squadron at the boom
(see naval section below). Barbaro records Venier, Filamati and another Cretan to have escaped with their
ships after the fall of the city, but also lists Venier among the dead. The third escapee was probably Antonios
Hyalinas, who had commanded the vessel on which Sphrantzes travelled in 1444, since such a man is
apparently reported two years later in 1455; it was probably his ship and crew that were allowed to depart
after their stubborn defence of the sea-wall.

In addition to such foreigners a small native Byzantine guard may have survived until the very last days of
the Empire. During the siege of 1453 Leonard of Chios mentions that the Emperor fought alongside ‘picked
Greek troops’, Doukas refers to how Giustiniani fought at the head of his own men ‘and the palace troops’,
and Kritovoulos says that Constantine made his last stand with a ‘Roman bodyguard’. All these references
are admittedly vague, and if they denote anything more than a few close retainers can probably be taken
to indicate a vestige of the Paramonai.

The Imperial high command

The mid-14th century ‘Book of Offices’ of Pseudo-Codinus gives us a full list of the Empire’s court
hierarchy, from which the following information is principally drawn. However, it should be noted that this
source gives ‘a picture of what the outward appearance of the Empire still contrived to present rather than
the melancholy reality within’.* Therefore although all of the posts listed did indeed exist, many of them
indicated the degree of favour with which their holders were regarded by the Emperor rather than any special
military competence — so much so, in fact, that although the posts listed here are all of the senior military
and naval commands, many armies were actually commanded in the field by the holders of non-military court
posts, such as the prozovestiarios (the Imperial treasurer), the mesazon (court mediator) and even the pinkernes
(the Imperial butler).

In descending order of rank, the Empire’s senior military and naval field officers during the 14th-15th
centuries were probably as follows:

*W. Ensslin in the Cambridge Medieval History, volume IV.
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Grand Domestic (Megas Domestikos) — Commander-in-chief of the army after the Emperor.

Grand Duke (Megas Dux) — Commander of the Imperial navy. This title was often purely honorary, as when
conferred on foreigners.

Protostrator — The Grand Domestic’s deputy, in effect the Marshal.

Grand Stratopedarch (Megas Srratopedarches) — Responsible for the commissariat.

Grand Primmikerios — Commander of the Imperial retinue.

Grand Constable (Megas Konostablos) — Commander of the Western European mercenaries.

Grand Dhoungarius of the Watch.

Grand Heraereiarchos — Commander of mercenary elements of the army.

Domestic of the Scholae — Originally the pre-eminent military post, but seemingly no more than ceremonial
by this time.

Grand Dhoungarius of the Fleet — The Grand Duke’s deputy.

Protospatharios — Another virtually obsolete post, originally commander of the Emperor’s sword-bearers.
Grand Archon — Originally commander of the Imperial retinue, now deputy to the Grand Primmikerios.
Grand Tzaousios — A sort of sergeant-at-arms for the Imperial retinue with responsibilities for court
ceremony. The term derives from Turkish rchaouch or cavus.

Skouterios — Imperial standard-bearer.

Admiral (Amyriales) — Third-in-command of the navy,

Acolyte (Akolouthos) — Commander of the Varangian guardsmen.

Archon of the Allaghion — By this time deputy of the Grand Archon, but originally commander of the
Imperial retinue.

Protallagator — Commander of the Paramonai. After the establishment of the despotate of the Morea there
was a Protallagator there too.

Domestic of the Walls — Responsible for the defences of Constantinople.

Hetaereiarchos — Deputy of the Grand Hetaereiarchos.

Stratopedarch of the Mourtatoi — Commander of the bow-armed guardsmen of the same name.
Stratopedarch of the Tzakones — Commander of the oarsmen of the Emperor’s personal galley.
Stratopedarch of the Monokaballoi — Commander of the ‘Cavalrymen with one horse’. Pseudo-Codinus also
mentions cavalrymen with 2 and 3 horses in this part of his text.

Stratopedarch of the Tzangratoroi — Commander of the crossbowmen. It is possibly men of his command
that we find armed with crossbows at the final siege. Alternatively, like the French ‘Master of the Crossbow-
men’ he may have been responsible for all of the army’s infantry.

Premier Count — Another naval officer.

The 15th century: the end of the Byzantine Empire

The series of civil wars that plagued the Empire in the 1370s and 1380s left the field wide open for Ottoman
expansion in the Balkans, where piece by piece the Turks were able to gradually cut all lines of communi-
cation by land between Constantinople and Western Europe. Under considerable pressure — and with her
armed forces dwindling to the point where most of the armies and navies involved in her domestic squabbles
were provided by Turks, Venetians and Genoese — it was only a matter of time until the Empire had to
make its formal submission to the Ottomans. Chalkokondyles refers to a treaty being made between John
V and the Turks as early as 1362. Probably a formal treaty was drawn up with Murad I in 1372/3, by which
Byzantium became a tributary state of the Ottoman Empire; certainly John V and his army accompanied
an Ottoman expedition in Anatolia in the spring of 1373. In 1379 John agreed to pay an increased tribute
and to provide a contingent of Byzantine troops to the sultan every spring. The figure of 12,000 men given
for this contingent in one source is pure fantasy; Doukas, seemingly recording a renewal of the treaty between
John and Bayezid I in 1389, gives the true size of this auxiliary contingent as just 700 men — adequate
testimony of the Empire’s military potential by this date, when Serbia was expected to provide ten times
that figure. Doukas continues: ‘More than once Emperor Manuel [II] was sent by his father Emperor John
[V] with 100 armed Roman troops, to campaign in the service of Bayezid when he was fighting against the
Turks in Pamphylia.” In 1390 Manuel even had to lead a Byzantine contingent at the Ottoman siege and
capture of Philadelphia, the last free Byzantine city in Anatolia. Small wonder, then, that during this
campaign of 1390-91 he should write that ‘one thing is unbearable for us: we fight with [the Turks] and
for them, and this means that we increase their strength and decrease our own.’

Repeated Byzantine appeals to Europe for financial and military aid, even when made in person throughout
the courts of Europe as was done by Manuel in 1399-1403, tended to fall on ears deafened by religious
discord (Europe being Catholic while the Empire was Orthodox), and even when this particular problem
was nominally overcome by the unpopular Union of 1439, little help was forthcoming from the West. The
Empire contracted yet further, until Bertrandon de la Brocquiére, visiting Constantinople in 1433, observed
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that it extended no more than 2-days’ ride from the city walls. Pero Tafur a few years later (1437) noted
in addition that for its defence the city ‘had but few men’; indeed, there is good reason to suppose that by
the time of Mehmed II’s siege in 1453 its regular army probably comprised no more than 1,000-1,500 men.

For the final defence of the city that year a garrison of some 7-9,000 men was raised, of which 4,773* were
Byzantines according to George Sphrantzes, who took a census of them on the Emperor’s orders at the
beginning of the siege. The balance (Sphrantzes says ‘200, clearly an error for 2,000) were foreigners, chiefly
Genoese and Venetians as we shall see, but also including others. The Anconitan consul Benvenuto wrote
that the defenders numbered 7,000 in all, under 300 provisiores. Jacopo Tetaldi similarly put the garrison
at 6-7,000 fighting men ‘and not more’, and Doukas reckoned no more than 8,000. Leonard of Chios, like
Benvenuto and Tetaldi an eye-witness, put the number of Byzantine defenders as ‘at the most 6,000’, plus
‘hardly as many as 3,000 Italians — ‘Genoese, Venetians and those who had come secretly to help from Pera
[Galata]’. Genoese Galata was technically neutral during the siege, but a letter sent to Genoa by Lomellino,
its podesta, confirms that he ‘sent to the defence of the city all the mercenaries from Chios [probably
Catalans] and all those who had been sent from Genoa, and a great number of the citizens and burghers
from here, with . . . members of my own establishment.” Doukas too mentions the presence of ‘many armed
men from the suburb of Galata’, who served on a sort of rota basis, changing over at night, to prevent the
Turks from noticing that too many men were missing from Galata itself at any one time. (The Turks were
not fooled, however, since Pseudo-Sphrantzes records that after the fall of the city Mehmed ‘despatched men
to Galata, who arrested and executed many individuals.’)

The principal Genoese element amongst the defenders in 1453 was that of Giovanni Giustiniani Longo, who
though only granted the rank of Protostratort by the Emperor was effectively in command of the city’s
defence. He arrived with a force of 2 large ships carrying 700 men (according to Barbaro) equipped and raised
at his own expense, some of them from Chios and Rhodes ‘and that part of the sea’. All the other
contemporary accounts give lower figures: the ‘Slavic Chronicle’ says 600 men, for instance, while Leonard
says 400, Chalkokondyles 300, Benvenuto 400, and Pseudo-Sphrantzes 300 (though he later records
Giustiniani commanding ‘400 Italian and Roman soldiers’). Even Barbaro, having given the figure of 700,
later records the defenders of the Gate of St Romanus, where Giustiniani was posted, as ‘300 fully-armed
men in good order, all foreigners with not a Greek among them . . and these 300 men had with them some
good cannon and good [hand?] guns and a large number of crossbows and other equipment.’ The discrepancy
of 3-400 men can probably be put down to the fact that most of the chroniclers counted only the soldiers
and failed to include in their figures the seamen who provided the crews of Giustiniani’s ships, which would
have almost certainly numbered 3-400 men. Kritovoulos actually says that Giustiniani’s force comprised ‘400
men in full armour [kataphraktoi], not counting the rest of the ships’ crews’, and even he later refers to them
numbering only 300 men when drawn up on the city walls. Those raised or hired in Rhodes and Chios
possibly included Greeks, while some at least were quite probably Catalan mercenaries (110 of Mytilene’s
500 defenders in 1462 were Catalans from Chios). Also amongst his cosmopolitan company was a military
engineer named John or Johannes Grant, called a German by Pseudo-Sphrantzes but according to Runciman
possibly a Scot.

There were in addition Genoese contingents other than that of Giustiniani, and the names of many of their
commanders are recorded in the chronicles; among them were Paolo, Antonio and Troilo Bocchiardo,
Giacomo Coco, Bartolomeo Soligo, Maurizio Cattaneo, and Geronimo and Leonardo di Langasco. Pseudo-
Sphrantzes also mentions an otherwise unknown Genoese named Manuel defending the fortress of the
Golden Gate with ‘200 archers and crossbowmen’.

The Venetian contribution to the city’s defence comprised 3 merchant galleys and 2 light galleys, each of
these two groups being commanded by a captain, Alviso Diedo and Gabriele Trevisiano respectively.
Barbaro records that these ships landed 1,000 men to assist in the defence of the walls: “The master of each
galley went with the crew of his galley, their banners before them, and the Captains of the galleys went ahead
of the masters.” In overall command of the Venetians was their bailli in Constantinople, Girolamo Minotto,
while other prominent leaders included Filippo and Jacobi Contarini, Zaccaria Grioni, Lodovico and
Antonio Bembo and Teodoro Caristo (‘the best archer on earth’). Another prominent Italian contingent was

*This figure is misquoted in many sources: Gibbon gives 4,970, Runciman 4,983, Charles Diehl and J. F. C. Fuller 4,973,
and Margaret Klopf 4,793.

.}.This is according to Doukas. Others say Nikephoros Palaeologus was Protostrator. Either way, the holder of this post
curiously played a more prominent part in the defence of the city than did the Grand Domestic, Andronikos Cantacuzene,
to whom the Protostrator was technically deputy.
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that led by Cardinal Isidore, which included the chronicler Leonard of Chios, bishop of Mytilene. It
comprised 200 men, including handgunners and crossbowmen, of whom according to Doukas 50 were
Italians (actually Neapolitans) and the rest were ‘hired for pay’ from amongst the ‘Latins’ of Chios, the
money having been provided by the pope. Other foreign elements amongst the defenders included resident
Catalans under their consul, Péré Julia, who were joined by a number of Catalan seamen. There was even
a small Turkish contingent present, under the exiled Ottoman prince Orkhan, grandson of Sultan Suleiman I
(1402-10); Barbaro tells us he was ‘in the pay of the Emperor’ and that during the siege he guarded ‘one
of the quarters of the city on the seaward side with the Turks in his pay’.

Of the native Byzantine soldiers who fought in Constantinople’s defence in 1453 we know surprisingly little
other than the names of their leaders — men like the Grand Duke Loukas Notaras, the Grand Domestic
Andronikos Cantacuzene, Nikephoros and Theophilos Palaeologus, Demetrios and John Cantacuzene and
John Dalmata. Pseudo-Sphrantzes says that Nikephoros and Demetrios commanded a mobile reserve of 700
men to ‘assist wherever reinforcements were needed’, while Doukas refers to how ‘the Grand Duke patrolled
the city’ with a similar force of 500 (or ‘about 500”) men, which would seem from Barbaro’s account to have
included 100 cavalrymen. It may also have included mobile artillery, or so we may suppose from Pseudo-
Sphrantzes’ account of an argument between Notaras and Giustiniani when the latter ‘asked for the transfer
of some pieces of artillery from the district guarded by the Grand Duke to his own area.’ According to
Mihailovic the Emperor himself led a reserve of 1,000 infantry after the Turks had broken into the city,
while Barbaro says he was accompanied by ‘a great part of his barons and knights’.

Artillery

The exact date of the introduction of gunpowder artillery in the Byzantine Empire is unknown, but there
is apparently some evidence that John VII used cannons against John V in the fortress of the Golden Gate
in 1390. Certainly it seems likely that guns had been introduced into the Empire by the end of the 14th
century, doubtless under Genoese or Venetian influence. Most of the sources refer to Byzantine artillery
during the final siege, though there was seemingly not enough of it. Leonard of Chios says that the guns
could not be used often because of a shortage of powder and shot, and that the largest could not be used
anyway because of the damage their recoil caused to the ancient walls. Chalkokondyles too says that the
Byzantine guns shook the walls badly, though he records their shot as weighing only 1% talents — about
90 lbs if, as seems probable, the Roman talent of 57.6 lbs was adopted in Byzantium; certainly Leonard states
that the talent was 60 minae, i.e. nearly 60 Ibs. Compared to the guns of the Ottoman besiegers, therefore,
these were only modest pieces of ordnance. Chalkokondyles adds that the largest Byzantine cannon actually
burst, upon which the unfortunate cannoneer responsible was accused of being a Turkish agent, narrowly
escaping execution only because there was no evidence to support the accusation.

Doukas provides us with details of the smallest Byzantine firearms, which were clearly handguns. He
describes how ‘the decision was made . . . that the Romans should fight from the ramparts of the walls, some
by discharging quarrels from crossbows and others by shooting arrows. Some, however, shot lead balls which
were propelled by powder, 5 and 10 at a time, and as small as Pontic walnuts [i.e. hazelnuts]. These had
tremendous penetrating power and, if a ball happened to strike an armoured soldier, it would transpierce
both shield and bedy, passing through and striking the next person standing in its path. Passing through
the second individual, it would strike a third until the force of the powder was dissipated. Thus with one
shot it was possible to kill 2 or 3 soldiers. The Turks learned of these weapons and not only employed them
but had even better ones.” In his account of Murad II’s siege of Belgrade in 1440 he describes the use of
this same type of weapon by the Hungarian garrison in even fuller detail: ‘They shot lead balls the size of
a Pontic walnut from a bronze apparatus whose tube held the balls in a row of 5 or 10. The back end of
the bronze tube was filled with powder compounded of natron, sulphur and salicaceous charcoal. When a
burning ember or flaming spark came into contact with this powder, it suddenly ignited, thereby
compressing the air. The compressed air, of necessity, compels the balls, and as they are driven forward the
ball next to the powder impels the one ahead of it, and the latter impels the one ahead of it — in this way,
the explosive force is transmitted to the ball at the mouth . . . When the ball strikes man or beast, even though
they are clad in mail, the force of the shot is so overwhelming that it pierces the mail and flesh of both rider
and horse without being spent or dissipated.” Perhaps, then, this type of gun worked on the Roman candle
principle and was comparable to, and possibly the same as, the contemporary European ‘fire-lance’. (See
Funcken’s The Age of Chivalry, Part 2, figures 10 and 10a plus captions, pages 32-34.)

Byzantine terminology for gunpowder artillery is varied and confused. Kritovoulos, writing in 1467,

admitted of the cannon that ‘our old language has no word to designate this machine unless you choose to
call it elipolos [ ‘taker of cities’] or apheterhion [‘bolt-compelling’]. In current language nowadays all the world
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gives it the name skevos [machine or apparatus].” Indeed, that is the term Doukas uses on several occasions.
This absence of any appropriate new Greek words led to both the adoption of those used in the West —
khoneian and khanonia, both presumably derived from ‘cannon’, and bowmbardhe — and the revival of
antiquated names once used for torsion-operated stone-throwing engines, such as petrobolos and telebolos.
These two latter terms were in fact probably the most popular, being used by Doukas, Sphrantzes and
Chalkokondyles alike.

The Navy

Soon after the accession to the throne in 1282 of Andronikos II the Byzantine navy, totalling at that time
some 80 ships, had been disbanded and most of its seamen, comprised chiefly of Gazmouloi (half-castes of
mixed Byzantine and Western European parentage), made redundant. This situation remained unchanged
for nearly half a century, until Andronikos III re-established the navy and re-employed the Gazmouloi
following his grandfather’s abdication in 1328, However, although the Byzantines were then able, as early
as 1332, to enter into a naval league with Venice and the Papacy against the Turks, to which they agreed
to supply 10 galleys, the Byzantine navy was never again to achieve its former greatness. For instance,
although Gregoras reports that a fleet of about 100 ships was raised during the war of 1348-49 against the
Genoese, only 9 were large warships, and some of the rest were equipped and armed at the expense of
wealthy citizens and crewed by ‘labourers and navvies’; little wonder, then, that most of this fleet was literally
abandoned to the Genoese without a fight. Cantacuzene later claimed to have increased Byzantine naval
potential to some 200 ships in all, both merchant vessels and warships, but if there is any truth at all in
this statement, which is doubtful since he provided only 9 or 10 galleys to an allied Veneto-Catalan fleet
in 1352, it is unlikely that many of the warships were Byzantine. Significantly we usually read of a maximum
of only 10 Byzantine galleys appearing on any single occasion thereafter, such as during negotiations between
Sigismund of Hungary and Manuel II prior to the Nicopolis crusade of 1396, and in 1421 when Manuel
sent ‘a fleet of 10 triremes’ to assist the Ottoman pretender Mustafa against Murad II.

At the final siege 10 Byzantine galleys are again mentioned (quite probably the same 10), out of a total fleet
of 26-39 vessels of which the balance were principally Italian. Barbaro, whose account is almost certainly
the most accurate, tells us that of these the 10 largest (5 Genoese, 3 Cretan, 1 Anconitan and 1 Byzantine)
were drawn up along the boom between the Porta Horaea and Galata, while in the Golden Horn were 17
square-rigged ships, 3 merchant galleys from Tana (a Venetian port at the mouth of the Don, modern Azov),
2 light galleys from Venice, and 5 unarmed Byzantine galleys. Some other ships, presumably including the
4 remaining Byzantine galleys, were disarmed and scuttled. Other sources refer to a Catalan galley and a
Provengal galley being present, while Giacomo Teraldi says the allied fleet comprised 30 nefs and 9 galleys,
these latter made up of the 5 Venetian galleys plus ‘3 belonging to the Emperor and one to messire Giovanni
Giustiniani Longo’. These were joined somewhat later by an Imperial transport accompanied by 3
Byzantine-hired Genoese galleys from Chios, which broke through the Turkish blockade. The Italian vessels
at least were equipped with artillery, for Pseudo-Sphrantzes tells us that the crews of the ships along the
boom, therefore presumably including the one Imperial galley stationed there, ‘daily challenged the Turkish
fleet with trumpets, drums, and countless calls; there was exchange of artillery fire every day, but no major
action.’

The Byzantine despotate of the Morea also had a modest fleet, established by Manuel Cantacuzene soon after
his appointment as Despot in the mid-14th century. In 1427 it defeated the superior fleet of Charles Tocco,
Count of Cephalonia, in the Battle of the Echinades, the last recorded Byzantine naval victory. In 1460 the
despot Thomas Palaeologus escaped from the Peloponnesus in two 50-oared galleys, doubtless the last
vestiges of the Moreote fleet.

THE EMPIRE OF TREBIZOND

After Nicaea and Epiros, Trebizond (ancient Trapezus) was the third major fragment of the Byzantine
Empire to survive the Latin conquest of 1204, being established by Alexios Komnenos with the aid of
Georgian troops during the confusion that followed the fall of Constantinople that year. Despite vigorous
expansion Trebizond remained something of a backwater, the least significant of the Byzantine successor-
states, and its armed forces were accordingly small. The survival of the state depended more on its geography
and diplomacy than on military strength, with the Trapezuntine Emperors (styled ‘Grand Komnenoi’)
adroitly fending off the Turks by a policy of marital alliances that successfully kept the Ottomans from their
doorstep until as late as the second half of the 15th century. One Ottoman attack was beaten off in 1442,
and in 1456 another was bought off by payment of a heavy tribute, but in 1461, after a 21-day siege and
several engagements before the city walls, Trebizond finally surrendered to a massive Ottoman army that
Kritovoulos records was composed of 60,000 horse and 80,000 foor.

23



The Empire was organised in traditional Byzantine fashion into 7 banda, comprising from west to east
Trikomia, Palaiomatzouka, Matzouka, Trebizond, Gemora, Sourmaina and Rhizaion, plus the thema of
Greater Lazia. Smallholders of bandon lands were called by various military terms such as strategoi, phylakes,
stratiotoi and so on, which makes it seem likely that the bandons individually provided for their own defence.
Greco-Laz frontier lords likewise defended the Pontic passes with their own castles and garrisons (the latter
described by travellers as ‘brigands and evil folk’), at first of their own volition but by the late-14th century
as an ‘obligation’ performed in exchange for governmental recognition of their lands as pronoiai. At court
level, the central military establishment was comprised of the Grand Domestic (later the Pansebastos), Grand
Constable, Protostrator, Polemarchos (later the Grand Stratopedarch), and the Grand Duke. Beneath this
outward Byzantine veneer, however, Eastern influence predominated, evidenced by the use of such terms
as amirkandarios and hourchi in place of protospatharios and akolouthos, the latter in addition significantly
carrying a bow before the Emperor in procession. Significantly too, Ruy Gonzalez de Clavijo in 1404
described how Trapezuntine soldiers used ‘the sword and bow, the like of what arms the Turks employ,
and they ride after the fashion of these last.” (See also figures 61 and 62.) Indeed, it is likely that the majority
of the Empire’s armed forces was made up of Turkish and native elements, the latter comprised chiefly of
Tzannoi (in fact actually Laz, a Georgian people which wholly absorbed the Tzans in the 14th century).
These latter were probably the responsibility of the office of Grand Constable, a post actually held for much
of this period by a Laz family with the surname of Tzanichites. Many of them were settled in Greater Lazia,
which Anthony Bryer describes rather nicely as ‘a sort of Laz tribal reservation’.

As already mentioned, the Empire’s forces were always small — hardly surprising when its total population
probably comprised no more than 250,000, even Trebizond itself possibly having a population of only 4,000
by 1438. The contingent of troops that it had been obliged to provide to the Seljuks in the 13th century
is said by the traveller Simon de Saint-Quentin to have numbered only ‘200 lances’, and most 14th century
armies appear to have similarly been counted only in hundreds. In 1355 the loss of 50 or 400 men (accounts
differ) in combat with the Turks at Cheriana was counted a major disaster; in another engagement, near
Marmara in 1370, the Grand Komnenos Alexios III was accompanied only by ‘some few men’ — in fact
just 100 cavalry; and in 1380 he is recorded as having ‘divided his army into two parts’, comprising 600
infantry in the one part and ‘the cavalry and another very large party of infantry’ in the other. In fact the
very largest Trapezuntine army on record, dating to 1366, comprised a grand total of just 2,000 cavalry and
infantry. Admittedly Sanudo in the mid-15th century put Trapezuntine strength at 25,000 cavalry, or 15,000
in the event of a campaign beyond the frontier, and Ludovico da Bologna in 1459-60 put it at 20,000, but
neither of these can be considered in any way reliable. What the Trapezuntines lacked in numbers they made
up for in tenacity; an account of ¢. 1350 (al-Umari) confirms that they were ‘warlike men and fearless’, adding
of the Grand Komnenos’ army that ‘although few in number and ill-equipped, [they] are however heroes,
like terrible lions who never let their prey escape.’

Further troops might be obtained from the Empire’s various Turkish and Georgian allies, many of them
actually related to the Trapezuntine Imperial family by marriage. In 1404 Clavijo records Manuel III’s four
main ‘vassals’ as comprising his nephew Altamur, once amir of Limnia but now ruling over Boona and St
Nikias in Chalybia, ‘master of over 10,000 horsemen’; his son-in-law Suleiman Bey, amir of Chalybia;
Melesianos of Oinaion, with a mixed population of Pontic Greeks and Turks; and Leon II Kabazites,
principal of the frontier lords mentioned earlier, who ruled the Armenian frontier from his fortress at Sigana
and who told Clavijo that he ‘had continually to defend himself against the Turks who were his neighbours
on all sides’. A defensive league against the Ottomans proposed by Ludovico da Bologna lists an even grander
array of potentates in alliance with Trebizond, comprising the following: Uzun Hasan, chief of the Ag-
Qoyunlu (White Sheep Turks), married to the Grand Komnenos David’s niece, with 50,000 men; David’s
brother-in-law George VIII, King of Georgia, with 60,000 men; Qwarqware II of Akhaltsikh, a Georgian,
later ruler of Zamtche (Greater Lazia), with 20,000 cavalry; Dadian (Duke) Liparit I of Mingrelia (another
Georgian) and his son (Chaman-Dawle?), with 60,000; Rabia, the Georgian prince of Abkhazia in Armenia,
with his brother, barons and 30,000 men; Bagrat of Imeretia and Mamia of Guria, both Georgians;
Dardebech (?) ‘Lord of Lesser Armenia’ (Cilicia, therefore probably the amir of Adana), with 10,000 or
20,000 men; and ‘the nation of the Giths [Djiks or Circassians] and Alani’ who promised ‘to fight under
the banner of George, the king of the Georgians.” The sizes of their contingents of men are clearly
exaggerated, but it seems likely that if they were all divided by 10 they might then not be far from the truth
(the same also applying to Ludovico’s figure of 30 galleys and 20,000 men for the Trapezuntines themselves).
This League was also to have included the Grand Karaman Ibrahim Bey, and Ismael Isfendiyaroglu Bey
of Sinope, amir of Kastamonu. Interestingly, the forces of the latter, whose territory was invaded by Mehmed
1I during the same campaign that saw the fall of Trebizond, are recorded to have been made up of 400 ‘large
and small’ guns crewed by 2,000 men (or 400 guns and 2,000 handgunners as Finlay would have it) plus
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10,000 men armed with the traditional Turkish combination of spear, bow, sword and mace. This may imply
that Trebizond too had artillery by the mid-15th century, though it does not appear in any of the sources.

The Navy

In a country where the sea was both the principal line of communication and one of, if not the principal
invasion route of its enemies, it is no surprise to find that Trebizond maintained a permanent navy, last men-
tioned in 1437. It was of modest proportions, however, usually comprising only 2-3 large warships plus
smaller vessels which were requisitioned as and when required; for example, a fleet recorded in 1355 had
just one warship and 11 smaller vessels, and another in 1379 had ‘2 great warships and 2 boats’. Excepting
Ludovico’s unlikely figure of 30 galleys, the largest number of ships recorded was in 1402, when Tamerlane
demanded that Manuel III should provide the service of 20 galleys for use against the Ottomans, though
he never did and — as we have seen — probably never could have. (However, it is quite likely that there
was a Trapezuntine contingent in Tamerlane’s army at the Battle of Ankara, even though it is not mentioned
by contemporaries.) Command of the navy was in the hands of the Grand Duke, the last known holder of
this post actually being described as the amyriales or admiral in 1396. The Venetian and more especially
the Genoese colonies established in Trebizond also occasionally involved themselves in the Empire’s naval
activities.

The 2 or 3 Imperial warships were of a type called a karergon or bucca, a large vessel of probably 4-600 tons
with 2 lateen-rigged masts and sometimes oars, capable of transporting 3-600 men (the size of the Trapezun-
tine fleet therefore providing further proof — if it were needed — of the smallness of the army). Other types
of vessel were the barka or karabion, i.e. the cog, a one-masted sailing ship; the galea or galley, not much
used on the Black Sea by the Trapezuntines; and assorted small fishing and rowing boats called griparion,
paraskalmion and xylarion. As many as 40 xylaria are recorded to have accompanied a Trapezuntine fleet
in 1372.

GREECE

In this period Greece was still much as it had been for the duration of the 13th century (i.e. since the
infamous Fourth Crusade), comprising a complex of independent, semi-independent and often mutually
hostile lordships, fiefs and petty states which, for the most part, changed masters with remarkable frequency
until all and sundry ultimately succumbed to the Ottoman Turks. At the beginning of this period the country
could be divided up roughly as follows: the Franks (i.e. Western Europeans) held the principality of Achaea
and the duchy of Athens; the Venetians held Negroponte (Euboea) and assorted coastal towns and castles,
and they, the Genoese, and other Italians held the islands of the Aegean; and the Byzantines held all the
rest, comprising Thrace, Macedonia and Laconia, with independent Byzantine governments in Thessaly and
Epiros. The irruption onto the scene of the Catalan Company in the early part of the 14th century resulted
in the long term in an overall weakening of the Frankish position, which at the same time opened up
considerable opportunities for the Serbs and Byzantines. With the death in 1318 of the lord of Thessaly (John
II Doukas, Sebastokrator of Neopatras) the central government annexed part of his lands, conquering the
rest (with the exception of the southern portion, held by the Catalans) in 1333. Epiros too was recovered
for the Empire by force in 1340 and its last despot deposed*, and gradual absorption of Achaea’s fragmented
and strife-torn territory commenced towards the end of the 14th century. In the course of the first half of
the 15th century the Byzantine despots of the Morea steadily stripped the declining principality of its
possessions until, in 1433, the despot Thomas Palaeologus actually became Prince of Achaea; the whole of
the Morea, with the exception of just a handful of Venetian possessions, had by then reverted to Byzantine
control. However, the Ottomans too had not been slow to take advantage of the same internal weakness that
had benefited the Byzantines, and as early as 1387 Thessalonika had been captured (though it was held for
only a few years) and Thessaly was overrun between 1393 and 1394; Neopatras fell in 1394 and Trikkala
(capital of a Serbian despotate until the 1380s) fell in 1395, while in 1397 an extended Turkish razzia took
the Ottoman commander in Greece, Evrenos Bey, as far south as the Venetian ports of Coron and Modon.
Permanent conquest by the Turks followed in the 15th century: Thessalonika and Ioannina were taken in
1430, Arta (once the capital of Epiros) in 1449, Athens in 1456, Byzantine Morea in 1460, and the islands

*This was Nikephoros II Orsini. The despotate subsequently fell to the Serbians under Dushan, from whom Nikephoros
retook it, together with Thessaly, in 1355, only to be killed in the Battle of Achelous against the Albanians in 1358. The
Serbian and Albanian conquests in Greece in the 14th century added yet one more ingredient to the ethnic chaos which
by now prevailed throughout the Balkans, succinctly summarised by one Byzantine chronicler’s description of a certain
Vonko, who conquered the despotate of Arta in 1400, as a Servalvanitovoulgarovlachos — i.e. a Serbo-Albanian-
Bulgarian-Vlach!
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of Lesbos in 1462, Negroponte in 1470, and Cephalonia and Leucadia (Leukas) in 1479. The Venetians
managed to retain Naupaktos (Lepanto) until 1499, Modon and Coron until 1500, and the fortress of
Monemvasia until as late as 1540, but with these few exceptions, plus Venetian Tenos (held until 1715) and
the so-called duchy of Naxos (which, though tributary, remained in Italian hands until 1566), Ottoman rule
prevailed unchallenged throughout Greece and the Aegean before the 15th century had drawn to a close.
It only remains for us to consider some of the more important of these Frankish and Byzantine states in
slightly greater detail.

The principality of Achaea

The feudal organisation of Achaea is set out in the so-called Assizes of Romania, assembled in the mid-14th
century (the Cambridge Medieval History says c. 1322). These record the existence of about a dozen baronies
in the prince’s own seignory in the 13th century, each owing service for between 4 and 24 knights’ fiefs;
7 ecclesiastical fiefs owing service for 4 knights’ fiefs each (except for the archbishopric of Patras, which owed
service for 8); many smaller fiefs owing the service of a single knight or esquire; and the possessions of the
Military Orders (Teutonic Knights, Templars and Hospitallers), owing service for 4 knights’ fiefs each.
Military service in all cases where multiple fiefs were held was based on the holding of 4 knights’ fiefs, which
was obliged to field 14 men comprised of the vassal (probably a banneret), one other knight and 12 esquires;
for each additional knight’s fief held over and above 4, one extra knight or 2 extra esquires had to be
provided. (These terms of service clearly still held good even in the 14th century when Kalamata, one of
the original 12 baronies, is recorded fulfilling its military obligations in 1342 by the service of a knight and
14 esquires.) All fief-holders were liable to 4 months’ service in the field and, ‘if the lord wishes’, an
additional 4 months on garrison duty, while service might even be called for in the remaining third of the
year too; things may have relaxed slightly by the beginning of the 14th century, but an enfeoffment of 1303
still calls for 6 months’ service. This was ordinarily required within 15 days of a summons being issued
unless the prince or one of his castles was being besieged, in which case service was required as soon as
possible. Evidence of the uncertain internal condition of the Frankish states in Greece can be found in the
stipulation that military service reduced proportionately to any reduction in the size of a fief through enemy
action. All in all the prince’s seignory owed him the service of 5-600 men-at-arms, and in the early-14th
century this feudal cavalry of Achaea was reckoned by contemporaries to be the very best that there was to
be found anywhere. Senior feudal officers were the Constable (or Grand Constable) and the Marshal.

In addition to his own seignory the prince was also feudal overlord of most of the rest of Frankish Greece,
notably the duchies of Athens and the Archipelago, the county of Cephalonia, and the island of Negroponte,
which between them could field a substantial number of troops; an indication of their cumulative military
potential can be found in the army fielded by Walter (Gautier) de Brienne, Duke of Athens, at Kephissos
in 1311, which comprised 2,000 cavalry and 4,000 infantry according to the ‘Aragonese Chronicle of the
Morea’, including the lords of Salona, Boudonitza, Damala, Tenos and Gardiki, and troops from Achaea,
Naxos, Negroponte, Cephalonia and Leucadia. Nikephoros Gregoras even records that there were 6,400
horse and 8,000 foot, while Ramén Muntaner says that there were 700 knights. By the late-14th century
Achaea’s major fiefs nominally included the duchies of Athens, the Archipelago and Leucadia; the
marquisate of Boudonitza; the counties of Cephalonia and Salona; the lordships of Arcadia and Chalandritza;
the triarchs of Negroponte; and the archbishopric of Patras and bishoprics of Modon, Coron, and Olena.
However, this list, drawn up in 1391, gives a false illusion of the principality’s importance, since the prince
had no more than a hollow claim to overlordship of many of the feudatories listed. Indeed, many of the
greater baronies in Achaea proper were by now in the hands of Navarrese adventurers (see below, page 28),
who hoped to have their possession of these fiefs confirmed in exchange for recognising the pretender
Amadeo of Savoy as prince. A few years later their possession was legalised instead by their leader, Pierre
Bordo de Saint Superan, himself becoming prince (1398-1402) — the penultimate Frankish ruler of Achaea
before the principality was reconquered by the Byzantines.

The indigenous population, Greek and Slav alike, provided another source of troops. Milengi Slav spearmen
and archers were hired by the prince in 1296, while in 1302 Guy II (Guyot) de la Roche, Duke of Athens,
raised an army for 3 months’ service against the despotate of Epiros that, in addition to 900 Frankish men-at-
arms, included 6,000 Thessalian and Bulgar cavalry under 18 Greek archontes and ‘a good 30,000 infantry’
chiefly of Greek and Slav extraction. Muntaner similarly records that Duke Walter’s army at Kephissos
included 24,000 Greek infantry, while others record that, like the Catalan army it faced, it included some
Turks.

The Catalan Company
The infamous ‘Grand Company of Catalans’ had originally been raised in 1281 by Pere III of Aragon
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(1276-85) to fight the Angevins in the so-called War of the Sicilian Vespers. This ended with the Peace of
Caltabellotta in 1301, by which time the company’s commander was a certain Rutger von Blum, better-
known to posterity as Roger de Flor, described by a Florentine chronicler as ‘the father of all condortiers’.
(For the condottieri, see Armies of the Middle Ages, volume 1, pages 34-39.) He was in fact an apostasized
Templar sergeant who had made his fame and fortune at the fall of Acre to the Mamluks in 1291, where
he had commandeered one of the Order’s galleys and charged exorbitant prices for passage to the safety of
Cyprus. After a brief career in piracy as captain of a Genoese ship he had subsequently joined up with the
mercenary forces of Frederick III of Aragon in Sicily, becoming in time commander of the Grand Company.
When the Company was made redundant in 1301, he succeeded in extorting considerable privileges from
the Byzantine Emperor, Andronikos II, in exchange for the promise of its service against the Turks.
Byzantine sources record the strength of the Company as 2-8,000 men when it sailed for Constantinople in
1302, while the more reliable Ram6n Muntaner, de Flor’s secretary, reports that they comprised 36 ships
carrying 1,500 cavalry (mainly Catalans), 4,000 Almughavari (see figure 58) and 1,000 other infantry. This
total does not include the seamen, who may account for the difference between the Byzantine chronicler
Pachymeres’ 8,000 and Muntaner’s 6,500. (Pachymeres records the size of de Flor’s fleet as only 18 galleys
and 4 “great ships’; since Genoa supplied a number of his vessels this figure may represent only those that
were his own — certainly in 1307 Muntaner mentions that the Company had 24 ships.) Either way, by the
spring of 1303 the Catalan Company numbered about 6,000 men, reinforced at the end of the year by a
further 2-300 cavalry and 1,000 Almughavari under Bernard de Rocafort.

On his arrival in Constantinople de Flor was created Grand Duke by the Emperor, this being one of the
terms of their agreement, and, following a bloody street-fight with the city’s Genoese community, the
Company was promptly shipped over to Anatolia for a campaign against the Turks. They were joined by
a large force of Byzantine-employed Alani (16,000 — including their families — of whom all but 1,000
abandoned the army after the Almughavari had a bloody argument with them too), plus a small Byzantine
contingent under a certain Marulles, probably only a few hundred-strong. Under de Flor’s command this
small force inflicted a series of crushing defeats on the Turkish amirs of Saruhan (‘Sarkan’, as Muntaner
calls him), Aydin, Menteshe and Karaman, killing over 50,000 (if Muntaner’s figures are to be believed) in
engagements at Cyzicus, Philadelphia, Tira, Ania and the Iron Gates. Unfortunately, however, these
successes and others the next year went to de Flor’s head, and in time he became openly hostile to
Andronikos, seeing himself as potential ruler of a suzerain Byzantine state which he had plans to carve out
for himself in Anatolia. Despite his elevation to the rank of Caesar on his return to Europe an official request
to reduce the strength of his Company to 3,000 men was therefore ignored. A growing distrust and dislike
between the two parties, Byzantine and Catalan, culminated eventually in the assassination of Roger de Flor
in Adrianople in 1305 by Andronikos’ son and co-Emperor, Michael IX. There ensued a pre-arranged
massacre of as many of the Company as could be reached, 2,300 or more of them being hunted down and
killed; Muntaner records that their numbers at Gallipoli, where they were based, were reduced to just 3,307
men. By the end of May this had been reduced yet further by the loss of many men and ships in an
engagement against the Genoese, leaving just 17 ships (plus some smaller vessels), 1,256 Almughavari and
206 horsemen, including Rocafort and just 5 other captains. However, these were soon reinforced by a large
number of Turkopouloi and Turks (deserters from the Byzantine army) — 800 or 1,800 horse and 2,000
foot are mentioned — plus, later, Catalan and Aragonese reinforcements, including 500 men-at-arms under
Berenguer d’Entenza.

Eventually, in 1308, internal dissension (which resulted in the death, among many others, of d’Entenza)
obliged the Company to abandon Gallipoli and split up. Before long a power struggle within the ranks of
the largest element (8-9,000 men including some 3,000 Turks) resulted in a change of the Company’s
commander from Rocafort to Thibaut de Cepoy. In the face of growing Byzantine resistance to their
depredatory raids, de Cepoy led them down into Thessaly, where he subsequently abandoned them and
command devolved into the hands of a committee of 2 knights, an adalid and an almocaden*, backed up by
a pseudo-democratic Council of Twelve. For 6 months in 1310 they were employed in their old capacuy
as a mercenary company by Walter de Brienne, Duke of Athens, who utilised their services against the
Sebastokrator of Neopatras, John II Doukas, from whom they captured more than 30 castles. Once peace
was concluded, however, Duke Walter made the mistake of trying to dismiss the Catalans without pay,
merely granting lands to the best 500 of them (200 horse and 300 foot). Understandably the Catalans were

*These were corruptions of Arabic terms meaning ‘guide’ and ‘commander’ respectively. Among the Almughavari the
latter was distinguished by a pennon on his lance and appears to have commanded 50 men. The adalid was senior to the
almocaden and sometimes fought mounted.
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not prepared to leave it at that, and events culminated in the decisive battle of Kephissos in 1311 where
the Athenian army was crushed and Duke Walter killed.

As a result of this victory the Company took over the entire duchy, thereafter generally referring to itself
as ‘“The Fortunate Army of the Franks in Romania’ or by some variant form such as ‘The Company of the
Franks residing in the duchies of Athens and Neopatras’. They invited the royal house of Sicily to provide
them with a duke, and a sequence of 8 absentee Aragonese dukes ensued (1312-88). All of the duchy’s senior
military posts continued to be held by Catalans throughout that period, with the Marshal of the Duchy (later
called the Marshal of Athens and Neopatras) as the most senior, the most famous being Roger de Lluria.
(This office was discontinued after the 1360s, the Marshal’s powers being assumed by the duchy’s chief
administrator, the Vicar-General.) Other senior officers were the captains, vicars (veguers) and castellans of
Athens, Thebes (the capital), Livadia, Siderocastron, Neopatras (overrun after the Sebastokrator John II's
death in 1318) and Salona (the latter 3 had only captains and castellans). The vicars had originally been the
deputies or lieutenants of the duchy’s feudal lords, but in the Catalan era they were effectively the regional
governors and leaders of the local militia, holding the post for a maximum of 3 years. In fact the offices of
captain and vicar were effectively the same and were often held by the same man, who might also be castellan.
Others of the Company’s original captains became the holders of the fiefs (and wives) of the Frankish
aristocracy killed at Kephissos, but none of these were elevated to the baronage.

The duchy’s armed forces thereafter were a mixed bag. Inevitably the greater part was of Catalans, but there
were in addition many Greeks, Turks and Albanians. We have already seen that a considerable number of
Turks had joined with the Catalan Company even before it had occupied the duchy, and the practice was
never abandoned. In 1318, for example, it was planned that 1,000-1,500 should be hired from Anatolia, and
in 1359 the absentee duke, King Frederick III of Sicily, requested that the duchy should send him 25
Turkish archers; in 1363 Roger de Lluria even admitted the Turks into Thebes (from whence he
subsequently had to drive them by force in 1365). ‘Schismatics and Turks’ are frequently referred to in the
anti-Catalan propaganda of the period, the former being a reference to the Greek element to be found in
their forces. Some of these were pressed into service, while others had been taken captive as children and
then reared as soldiers or servants, a practice the Catalans had seemingly copied from the Turks (see Alfonso
Lowe’s The Catalan Vengeance, pages 120 and 161). The Greeks seem to have been employed as archers,
and we are told that the Catalans favoured those from the Peloponnese. The Albanians only became
important in the last part of the Catalan duchy’s existence, as many as 1,500 cavalry under a certain ‘Count’
Demetrios being recorded in 1381. These fought for the Catalans against the so-called Navarrese Company
in 1379-80. (Another group of Albanians rising to fame at much the same date were those under Ghin Boua
Spata, despot of Arta, who with support from the Serbian despot of Ioannina defeated a Hospitaller
expeditionary force under the Grand Master Juan Fernindez de Heredia in 1378.)

It should be noted that even after the collapse of the Catalan duchy of Athens described below, Catalans
remained active throughout the Aegean and parts of Greece even in the 15th century, usually in the form
of mercenaries and pirate galleys hired by various lords to serve in their territorial squabbles. They are often
to be found fighting both for and against the Byzantines of the Morea, and some even fought alongside
Constantine XI at the final siege of Constantinople.

The Navarrese Company

These Gascon and Navarrese mercenaries, some of them the same as had fought for Charles the Bad of
Navarre against the king of France until 1366, came to Greece under Charles’ brother Louis d’Evreux, who
had a claim to the ‘kingdom’ of Albania and the city of Durazzo through marriage. They probably started
arriving in Albania soon after the country had fallen to Charles Thopia in 1368 (see page 54), but the
principal elements were only assembled in 1375-76, during which period alone 1,000 took ship, Charles the
Bad himself supplying 100 men-at-arms. The ‘Navarrese Company’ was therefore actually composed of
many smaller companies, as was usually the case with such mercenary bodies (for the organisation of which
see volume 1, pages 18-20). Two years after Louis’ death in 1376 this large company broke up, and individual
elements were employed for their own ends by the other Frankish powers of Greece. Principal captains of
the Navarrese from this time on were Jean de Urtubia Esquire and Sir Mahiot de Coquerel (whose personal
units respectively comprised 50 and 30 men-at-arms in 1375, and 100 and 50 in 1378). The largest part of
them, under de Coquerel, Pierre Bordo de Saint Superan and Berard de Varvassa, was employed by Jacques
de Baux, claimant to the title of prince of Achaea, and overran the principality in his name (but really for
themselves). Pierre Bordo (Pierre ‘the Bastard’) even became Vicar of Achaea 1386-91, and then prince
1396-1402, after whom there was only one more prince of Achaea (Centurione II Zaccaria) before the
principality fell to the despots of the Morea in 1430.
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In 1379 the rest of the company (made up of Navarrese, Gascons and Italians in roughly equal numbers,
whereas de Coquerel’s band had been chiefly Gascons) invaded the Catalan duchy of Athens — specifically
Boeotia and Attica — under Urtubia, where they were reinforced by disaffected Catalans and Greeks and
even some Hospitallers. Urtubia captured Thebes in 1379 and Livadia in 1381, thus unintentionally paving
the way for the conquest of the duchy between 1385 and 1388 by Nerio Acciajuoli, the Florentine lord of
Corinth who in 1384/5 could muster 70 lances and 800 Albanian cavalry, plus ‘many foot’. (The Navarrese,
now his enemies, could by this time muster ‘up to 1,300 horse’.) Nerio died in 1394 and by the terms of
his will control (‘protection’) of the duchy was effectively assigned to the Republic of Venice, though the
true heir was his daughter, married to Carlo Tocco, count of Cephalonia and Leucadia. In 1395 the
Venetians placed a garrison of 2 officers and 20 archers or crossbowmen in the castle of the Acropolis (the
Castel de Cetines, or Castrum Athenarum, as it was known to the Franks), and in 1402 the raising of a force
of 250-350 cavalry, plus other archers and infantry, was authorised by Venice. In fact the Venetian bailli
of Negroponte led as many as 6,000 men against Nerio’s son Antonio, so Chalkokondyles tells us, but he
defeated them with just two small units of 300 men in an ambush in a mountain pass and, returning to his
siege of Athens, captured the city at the very beginning of 1403.

Thereafter the duchy remained in Florentine hands until its capture in 1456 by the Ottoman Turks (to whom
Nerio had paid tribute since 1394). In 1460 Franco Acciajuoli, the last Duke of Athens, was obliged to
provide troops for the Ottomans against the count of Cephalonia and seemingly against the despotate of the
Morea too, and then, towards the end of the year, he was murdered on the orders of Sultan Mehmed II.

After 1394 the Navarrese, like their predecessors, employed Turkish auxiliaries in considerable numbers.

The Morea

The origins of the Byzantine despotate of Mistra are to be found in the defeat of the despotate of Epiros’
Frankish allies at the Battle of Kastoria (1259) by Michael Palaeologus of Nicaea, as a result of which Epiros
was reduced to its former size and to Nicaean suzerainty. Terms for the release of prisoners taken in the
battle led, in 1261, to the surrender to the central Byzantine government of the important Frankish fortresses
of Mistra, Monemvasia and Maina, which thereafter were to provide the cornerstones of the Byzantine
reconquest of the Morea. Initially the province was ruled by military governors appointed from
Constantinople, who vigorously enlarged its territories, especially under Andronikos Palaeologus Asen
(c. 1315-21), and many lesser Frankish lords became Greek subjects, holding important military posts and
fighting in the despotate’s armies. In 1349 the Morea effectively became a semi-autonomous despotate under
Emperor John VI Cantacuzene’s son Manuel, who reigned there until 1380.

A chronicle of 1320-21 mentions the Moreote army as comprising 36,000 men, which though not impossible
is certainly unlikely. What forces there were probably disappeared before the establishment of the new
dynasty anyway; certainly Manuel started out in Mistra with just a bodyguard force of 300 cavalry, plus
a small number of Albanian mercenaries (here mentioned for the first time) hired from the Albanian
despotate of Acarnania. His successor Theodore I let about 10,000 Albanians settle in ‘numerous’ military
colonies in the Pelopponese in the 1390s, probably on the same terms as those the Venetians allowed to settle
in Argos in 1397, i.e. probably in exchange for the military service of the head of each household. It was
these Albanians who, to quote Peter Topping, ‘enabled the Byzantines to complete the absorption of the
Latin state [of Achaea] by 1430.” They seem to have fought in small units under their own chiefs (bands
of 100 or 200 are mentioned in the campaign against Centurione II Zaccaria of Achaea in 1417). Later, in
1453, as many as 30,000* Albanians revolted under Peter Boua the Lame, a figure which gives some
indication of their importance in the Moreote army. Venetian documents make it clear that their speciality
was watching and guarding passes against Ottoman inroads.

In addition to Albanians, Turkish auxiliaries were also, inevitably, to be found in Moreote armies. In 1385
Theodore I is recorded with ‘at least 200 horse and many foot and even Turks’, and more were employed
for his attack on Corinth in 1395. Sphrantzes reports that Despot Demetrios of Mesembria ravaged the
suburbs of Constantinople in 1442 with an army that was ‘supported by Turkish troops’, and that the
Albanian revolt of 1453 was crushed with the support of Turahan Bey.

*The Venetians of neighbouring Messenia (Navarino) in Arcadia also employed Albanians in large numbers. In 1425, for
example, they permitted two independent bands to settle, one of 500 men and the other of 5,000, each under its own
chieftain,
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As the territory of the despotate increased, so its army grew., Niccold da Martoni, who visited Greece in
1394-95, says that at the siege of Corinth in the latter year Theodore had ‘a great army’ of 20,000 men, of
whom 3,000 cavalry were captured by the 40,000 Turkish auxiliaries of Carlo I Tocco, count of Cephalonia.
In 1417 the joint-despots John (later Emperor John VIII) and Theodore II marched against Centurione with
10,000 cavalry and 5,000 infantry. One somewhat over-imaginative chronicler wrote in 1437 that the
Pelopponese comprised 30 large towns, 200 forts and 400 villages, governed by the Emperor John’s three
brothers (Theodore II, 1428-43; Thomas, 1428-60; and Constantine [XIJ, 1423-48), who he claims could
field half a million cavalry, a figure which at least confirms the contemporary view that the Moreote army
could indeed field a considerable number of men. Jean Torzelo wrote in 1439 that ‘the seignory of the Morea’
could field 15,000 men, while Mihailovic records the despot Demetrios having 6,000 cavalry with him in
1458. The Byzantine (i.e. non-Albanian) elements of these armies were raised by the granting of fiefs
(pronoiai) in exchange for military service as in other parts of the Empire, and were probably still organised
in allaghia (3,000’ men according to the ‘Chronicle of the Morea’, judging from other evidence an
exaggeration for 300; units of 300 men are mentioned twice in 1445, for instance, and we have already seen
that Manuel’s troop in 1349 numbered 300).

However, despite its impressive size and its undeniable success in siege operations, the Moreote army was
unimpressive on the battlefield and is usually recorded fleeing in rout, seemingly through inadequate training
leading to poor morale. Despot Thomas’ army in 1459, for instance, was drawn up in such a close and
inflexible array that the Ottoman commander facing him — recognising the incompetence of the Byzantine
formation for what it was — simply launched an attack against one of its flanks, which threw the entire army
into utter confusion and routed it, the rest being so crowded together as to be unable to come to the aid
of the threatened flank. Only 200 men remained in the field with the despot.

Some Frankish soldiers were still to be found in Moreote armies even in the last decades of the despotate’s
existence: in 1445, for instance, 300 Burgundians were sent to assist Despot Constantine, while in 1459 200
Italian mercenaries provided by Pope Pius II, and another 100 provided by the Duchess of Milan, accom-
panied Despot Thomas’ forces in an attack on Patras and Kalavryta.

The despotate was finally overrun by the Turks in 1460. However, in 1463 Venice managed to briefly
recapture much of the Morea and several Aegean islands from the Ottomans, but her army, comprised of
5,000 infantry and 1,500 men-at-arms and mounted crossbowmen in 1463, subsequently reinforced by nearly
4,000 more men under the condottiere Sigismondo Malatesta, was decisively defeated in the spring of 1464.
Malatesta himself was recalled at the beginning of 1466, and Venetian forces in the Morea were thereafter
steadily reduced. The republic’s last Moreote possessions were Modon and Coron (finally lost in 1500), and
Nauplia and Monemvasia, which were ceded to the Ottoman Empire as late as 1540.

Thessalonika

Together with Chalkidike this strong city had remained in Byzantine hands since its recapture from the
Franks in 1224, which had ended the shortlived kingdom of Thessalonika. After the mid-14th century, when
Ottoman conquests cut it off from Constantinople, the city depended principally on the strength of its
massive walls for defence, its armed forces being very small. In 1371 it proved necessary to convert half the
property of the monasteries of Mount Athos and Thessalonika into pronoiai and to tax the rest in order to
strengthen the city’s defences, but in 1384 its governor (and so-called Emperor) Manuel II, son of Emperor
John V, could still put only 100 horsemen in the field according to one source (though this was not his entire
strength), and the next year he found it necessary to request 70 mercenary crossbowmen and 200 suits of
armour from Venice to assist in Thessalonika’s defence. The Ottomans captured the city in 1387, holding
it until 1403, when it was returned to the Byzantines. Its last governors were the future Emperor John VII
(1403-8), Demetrios Leontares (1408-15) and one of Manuel II’s sons, Andronikos Palaeologus (1415-23).

Thessalonika was besieged continuously by the Ottomans from 1422 to 1430 and, unable to adequately
defend it, in 1423 Andronikos ceded the city to Venice. The Venetians put in a garrison which numbered
700 crossbowmen in 1426, in addition to which they usually landed the crews of any of their galleys that
happened to be anchored in the harbour — 5 of them in 1426, and 3 in 1430. In the latter year, which finally
saw the fall of the city to the Turks, Doukas reported that its defenders were outnumbered 100 to 1, with
‘barely one crossbowman to cover 10 turrets’. From another source we know that one element of the Venetian
garrison on this occasion was comprised of a sinister band of cut-throat mercenaries referred to as the Gerarti,
who were sprinkled among the citizens and native militia with orders to cut down anyone unwise enough
to express a desire to surrender. Although artillery is reported to have been used by the Ottomans in their
attack, there seems to be no record of its use by the defenders.
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THE REPUBLIC OF VENICE

Following an attempted insurrection in 1310 and the consequent establishment of the Council of Ten, it
was decreed that henceforth some 630 soldiers were to be permanently maintained for the protection of the
republic, comprised of 100 to patrol the lagoon and canals in small boats; 30 to guard the Doge’s Palace;
200, specially selected by the heads of the city’s 6 sestieri (quarters), to guard the Piazza di San Marco; and
10 to patrol each contrade (parish), of which there were 30 at that time. The arms of many of these were
stored in an armoury in the palace, for which the Council of Ten was responsible, and many of the 2,000
weapons still in the armoury today carry the initials ‘CX’ (Council of Ten). This Council was also
responsible for Venice’s sophisticated spy network, which in time embraced all of Europe and much of the
Mediterranean sphere of Islam.

In addition to the above, each of the sestieri was also required to permanently have 1,500 men in readiness
to meet any emergency, when half were to muster in the piazza while the other half remained behind to
guard its own sestiere. In the case of a general levy, Venice could raise the best-trained and largest infantry
militia in all of Italy, a census of 1336 indicating that the city could call on the service of 40,100 able-bodied
men between 20-60 years of age. These were organised into duodene of 12 men, from each of which one man
would be chosen by lot for active service, the others contributing to his expenses. If the need should arise
a second man, and sometimes even a third, would be similarly chosen to join the first, while under dire
circumstances up to 3 men might be required from each duodena from the outset, as for service against Genoa
in 1350 and 1378. The duration of such service was apparently entirely at the discretion of the Council of
Ten: for example, the Venetian fleet defeated at Pola in 1379 had been at sea for a whole year and had twice
been refused permission to return home. Though its strength was at least halved by the Black Death in 1348
(when three-fifths of Venice’s population died), this form of militia organisation remained in existence until
the end of the 15th century, by which time some of its members were included amongst the provisionati,
a body of regularly paid professional infantry. The militias of Venice’s mainland possessions (Terraferma),
constituting the shortlived provisionati di San Marco, could theoretically themselves field 15-20,000 men by
1477, each major city being expected to field 500 in 1478. Normally, however, militia contingents, where
they accompanied land-armies, tended to be utilised in the capacity of pioneers. The one exception to this,
in the period up to about 1440, was the occasional contribution of small detachments of crossbowmen,
usually only 1-300 men and at the most about 7-800, organised in companies of 25 men each commanded
by a nobleman.

Other than this militia, in the course of the 14th century Venice came to possess no native land army, tending
to rely instead on mercenaries or allied contingents. From the late-14th century onward the republic began
to employ more and more of the former, so that by 1404 it could field 9,000 cavalry and 10,000 infantry
against Verona and Padua. Its first attempt at maintaining a small standing force (250 lances) in 1402 was
shortlived, but in 1406 a permanent force of 500 lances (plus some infantry) was approved by the Senate,
Taddeo dal Verme being appointed its captain-general with his own condotta of 100 lances and 100 infantry.
8-900 lances were taken into permanent employ in 1413 following a war against the Hungarians, and though
this number had declined to about 400 by 1422, the employment of some 400 more was authorised that year
and the standing army was increased to 1,000 lances and 3,000 infantry by 1425 and 3,000 cavalry were
being maintained by the end of 1426. Wartime demands frequently saw Venetian armies of 20-30,000 men
in the field at this time, of whom two-thirds or more were usually condottiers (in 1432, for instance, the
republic fielded 12,000 mercenary cavalry and 8,000 mercenary infantry plus 11,000 militia), and thereafter,
following each successive peace treaty, a larger mercenary element tended to be retained in permanent
employ when the majority of the army was subsequently disbanded — 5,000 horse and 2,000 foot in 1433;
6,000 horse and 2,000 foot in 1454; 6,000 horse and 3,000 foot in 1480 (a year in which 8,000 cavalry were
actually under contract); 6,500-7,000 cavalry by 1485; and allegedly, though improbably, 10,000 cavalry and
7,000 infantry by the beginning of the Italian Wars in 1494, when the republic’s contribution to the anti-
French Holy League was 8,000 cavalry and 4,000 infantry. For much of the first half of the 15th century
a considerable element of the standing army was made up of /anze spezzate (ie, ‘broken lances’), men of
condottieri companies re-employed by the republic after the death or retirement of their leaders, whose
names the surviving lances tended to retain (eg, the Roberteschi, Gatteschi and Colleoneschi of Roberto da
Montalbodo, Gattamelata and Bartolomeo Colleoni). Venice had 400 lanze spezzate in her employ as early
as 1427, and by the 1470s there were considerable numbers of them, by that date often commanded by
Venetian officers. Thereafter, however, such troops were either allocated to the companies of other
condottieri or else gradually pensioned off, so that by the beginning of the 16th century they had virtually
disappeared.
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Venetian lances, like those elsewhere in Italy, at first consisted of 3 men, comprising a man-at-arms (called
an elmetto or vero armigero by the mid-15th century), plus a second, less well-equipped man-at-arms and a
mounted servant or page. By the 1470s at the latest, however, 4 men per lance was becoming commonplace
in Venetian armies in wartime, though only being first officially recognised in the peacetime army in 1490,
increasing to 5 men in 1494 (when it was termed a corazza, though elmetto had by that time seemingly
assumed the same meaning). One of the additional men was frequently a mounted crossbowman; provision
for a detachment of mounted crossbowmen, for use as bodyguards, was included in most large condotte in
the second half of the 15th century, and by 1490 mounted crossbowmen were a recognisable, separate arm
of the republic’s forces under their own captain, comprising as much as a third of any cavalry force (with
elmerti and light cavalry providing the other two-thirds). There were even some mounted handgunners.
Italian lances, incidentally, did not include an infantry element, unlike those of contemporary France and
Burgundy; foot-soldiers were raised instead by an extension of the condotte system and were commanded
by contracted constables, under the overall command of a ‘captain of the infantry’ (who, however, was
normally a mounted condottiere with his own retinue of some 100 or more cavalry and mounted
crossbowmen). At first the infantry were equally divided into crossbowmen, shield-bearers and spearmen,
but by the 1440s these had begun to be replaced by a two-fold division into archers, crossbowmen and
handgunners on the one hand, and sword-and-buckler men and halberdiers or pikemen on the other,
handgun companies (largely composed of Germans and other Oltramontani) having been first introduced in
the period 1433-48. The training of Venetian citizens in the use of the handgun, to reduce the republic’s
reliance on foreign mercenaries, commenced only in 1490, but by 1493 Friuli alone could field 900 militia
handgunners. There were in addition some Swiss mercenary infantry in the late-15th century, plus Albanian
and Cretan infantry throughout much of the period. For full details on the size and organisation of
condottiere companies see volume 1, pages 35-38,

As will have already become apparent, Venetian army commanders were inevitably condottieri, and those
that the republic employed were generally the best there were, including in the 15th century Gianfrancesco
Gonzaga, Michele Attendolo, Sigismondo Malatesta, Carmagnola, Gattamelata (‘The Honeyed Cat’) and
Colleoni. Nevertheless, one or two Venetian noblemen called provveditori (commissioners) generally
accompanied each condottieri army on campaign to ensure that the republic’s interests were represented at
all times, and condottieri who fell foul of them were in danger of losing their command, their freedom or
even their lives. These provveditori in addition sometimes commanded troops on the bartlefield.
Commander-in-chief of Venice’s armies was a condottiere with the rank of Caprain-General. The titles
Governor-General and Lieutenant-General, at first implying lower status, are also to be found.

Venice generally maintained sizeable forces in Friuli (her eastern frontier, under Turkish attack from 1470
on), and in her overseas possessions, particularly in the Morea and Albania, and it was from these territories
that the republic obrtained its ‘stradiots’, a type of lance- and bow-armed light cavalry, with ‘a reputation
for ill discipline’, that first began to appear in Venetian armies during the war of 1463-79 against the
Ottoman Turks in the Morea and Dalmatia, against whom they were considerably more effective than
conventional Italian men-at-arms. They were employed in Friuli by the late-1470s, and in 1479 1,000 from
Coron were taken into permanent employ and transferred to Italy, another 1,000 being taken on in 1482.
By 1497 there were as many as 3,000 in Friuli alone, providing most of the Venetian garrisons there. Each
company (they were seemingly organised in tens and hundreds) was recruited and led by its own local
nobility, resulting in a strong bond of kinship and loyalty among them. Their overall commander in Venetian
service was an official called the ‘provveditore of the stradiots’ who, unlike most provveditori, actually led
them on the battlefield too; this post first appeared during the War of Ferrara (1482-84), during which the
stradiots ‘were largely responsible for the Venetian victory at Argenta’ in 1482. Further details of these
colourful soldiers can be found under figure 68 below and in Armies of the Sixteenth Century.

The Navy

Whatever ambitions or successes Venice may have had on land at different times throughout this period,
she remained first and foremost a maritime power; which inevitably presupposed the continuous availability
of a considerable number of ships and seamen ready for action at all times. Obviously, the size of fleets varied,
but even at the very beginning of this period they generally averaged about 25-30 galleys, plus smaller
vessels, transports and, occasionally, large oar-and-sail propelled warships called galeazze. As with the
republic’s land forces, in the mid-14th century the navy’s strength was seriously reduced by the Black Death,
so that the fleets of her allies had to be depended on as a stopgap solution to the shortage of manpower that
resulted — after the Genoese capture of Negroponte in 1350, for example, King Peter of Aragon provided
30 warships and John VI Cantacuzene, Emperor of Byzantium, provided 20, of which Venice was to pay
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for the crews and upkeep of 12 and 8 vessels respectively. Although her resources had still not fully recovered
even 30 years later, Venice’s increasing maritime potential is nevertheless evident in the War of Chioggia
of 1378-81 (the Fourth Genoese War), when even after the loss at Pola in 1379 of most of a fleet of 20-24
galleys, another flotilla of 13 galleys was still to be found at sea, and in December of the very same year
an addirional fleet of 9 great galleys (i.e., armed merchantmen) plus 25 light war galleys was fitted out in
Venice. Indeed, it was her ability to constantly — and speedily — replace lost ships that was one of the
republic’s greatest strengths, an ability which resulted from the early establishment of a well-organised, state-
run shipyard called the Arsenal (the name deriving from the Arabic Dar sina’a, meaning ‘House of industry’).
At the beginning of this period up to 10 ‘galleys of the guard’, ready for action, were maintained here in
peacetime, plus 10-12 more that could be made ready virtually immediately and a further 25 in reserve that
could be firted out at short notice (this last figure occurring in a document of 1417 entreating that this
traditional requirement be observed). In 1442 Venice called upon the Arsenal to complete 50 new galleys
and fit out a further 25, another 50 being made ready in 1453. Under increasing Ottoman pressure, the size
of the republic’s fleets grew steadily larger. In 1470 she fielded as many as 73 galleys, leaving only 24
unfinished vessels at home, and over the next 2-3 years fleets totalling 70-100 galleys were regularly
maintained at sea.

Surprisingly it had taken until the 1470s for Venice to recognise the Ottoman Turks as their principal
maritime enemy, until the realisation was finally, forcefully driven home by the loss of Negroponte to them
in 1470, when the Venetian fleet in the area, comprising 40 galleys, was obliged to fall back on Crete by
the sheer size of the opposing force — 100 light galleys and 200 or more auxiliary vessels. Venice’s response
in 1473, when it was seen that the capacity of the Arsenal was no longer adequate to produce the larger fleets
that were called for, was to build an extension (called, appropriately enough, the ‘Newest Arsenal’) so that
up to 80 galleys could now be simultaneously constructed and s