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Map 1 The geography of German-Turkish contacts and relations. Drawn by Peter Palm.
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Introduction

It is an epic story, an impossible story, and yet a necessary story. The history of the relationship between the Germans and the Turks spans almost a thousand years. To tell the story of two peoples who were not even neighbors for much of those thousand years—this seems like an impossible undertaking, and it almost seems like a crime against history given how much needs to be condensed, left out, and oversimplified. As two prominent experts warn: “To write the history of relations between Europe and Turkey is like maneuvering on a raging river that is bubbling over with facts.…” It is similarly impossible to write a history of German–Turkish relations. Yet still, it needs to be done.1

This is a necessary story because it has been either forgotten or abused and distorted in the various battles of the present. It is also a necessary story because it goes against the grain of academic wisdom, which typically looks at Europe’s relationship with the Muslim world through the lens of Orientalism as it was developed by the Palestinian-American scholar Edward Said. Germany’s relations with the Ottoman Empire were absolutely nothing like, say, France’s relations with Algeria. The Turks and the Germans both used to know that. But then began a period in which millions of Turks came to live in Germany, and the way Germany behaved brought their relations into the Orientalist paradigm—othering Muslims, “constructing” them, and exercising power over them.

The story of the Germans and the Turks has no equal in Europe or the Middle East. There is no other country in Europe with which Germany’s history and relations are so closely entangled over such a long time. This is, then, a European story, or an alternative history of Europe, often with broad repercussions. It puts to shame politicians who try to use historical arguments to show that Turkey is not part of Europe.

If the title seems to suggest that this book is about the long duration of enmity or conflict from the Crusades until today, it is misleading; almost all assumed long continuations through history are somewhat misleading and should be treated with caution. There is a point to examining the long duration of things (what historians like to call the longue durée), but in our case it is not one of simple opposition, of a black-and-white history; it is rather an endless up and down, an interchange of proximity and distance.

The story of the Germans and the Turks is an epic one. Those who suggest that we can simplify it with the slogan “the Turks at the gates of Vienna” either are misinformed or want to misinform. They purposefully ignore centuries of relations that were quite different.

It is an epic story because Germans and Turks have overcome great distances of both mind and geography and have found each other again and again. It illustrates that perceptions and relations can switch almost overnight from good to bad and from bad to good. It serves us well to understand that how we interact with others and how we define others are expressions of political, philosophical, and social will. Self and other are not naturally given—those who claim otherwise are the very same people who are doing the constructing.

In this part of the globe, nothing else compares. The story of the Germans and the Turks shows how shared strife and sacrifice, shared misdeeds, and shared hopes were forgotten and revised. This book offers many counterpoints to the idea of an eternal clash of civilizations. In their history, Germans and Turks have often formed one of the major axes of interaction between West and East. They offer a strange corrective for Said’s Orientalism. Perhaps Germans and Turks are the big exception that proves the rule. Perhaps not.

This book features many stories that may seem like red herrings. And in a way, many are—simply for the reason that history doesn’t always follow through. It describes what happened, and sometimes this does not make for good storytelling. What are the Vikings and the Hungarians doing in this book? Why should we care about Alexander the Great when we are talking about Germans and Turks? This is for you to find out.

*    *    *

The role of Turks and Ottomans in a common, overarching history should be no rhetorical question when it comes to Germany, especially when it comes to Germany today. It is a rather urgent one to answer. Why? Germany has become a post-Ottoman country, at least to a degree: today it is home to large populations from beyond its borders, many of them from former Ottoman territories. These include various groups of immigrants, including ethnic Germans, from former Yugoslavia, Hungary, Romania, Greece, Albania, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Jordan, Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, and Algeria. People with such an extended post-Ottoman background in Germany, including the nearly three million with Turkish backgrounds, account for something beyond seven million people, perhaps about 10 percent of Germany’s overall population. If you extend that to the German-speaking spaces in Europe, including Austria, Switzerland, and Luxembourg, the number is somewhere beyond ten million.

“Histories of Europe have often looked like selfies,” writes the historian Douglas A. Howard, “with the Ottoman Empire photoshopped out of the picture. How would European history be different with the Ottomans restored to the frame?”2 Perhaps restoring the Ottomans to German history as the following pages attempt to do will shed some light on what that could look like for Europe at large.





Prologue

Of Men and Monsters

At the beginning of our story, about a thousand years ago, there was ignorance. Perhaps it was blissful. The lifeworld of people—the part of the world people experienced in some way or another—was small. After the Roman Empire had ended in the West in the fifth century, the lifeworld of people in much of Europe had become even smaller. A thousand years ago in medieval Europe, most people would not have known much of the world beyond their villages and towns; few would ever travel beyond their region of birth. Besides some rulers, fighters, traders, and scholars who had ambitions beyond their immediate domains, few men and even fewer women knew much about the world. Monks and Christian clerics would know a bit about Christendom’s realm. But even for them, Christian Europe was surrounded by a huge, global, even universal mist. Just as we today know shockingly little about the world beyond our planet and our solar system, so people a thousand years ago knew little beyond their tiny part of the globe.

Huge areas, and many not so far away by today’s standards, were left entirely to ones’ imagination. “The edge of the [known] world,” wrote Michael Pye in his book about the North Sea, “was also the edge of reason.”1 And beyond this edge of reason, all sorts of wondrous and horrific creatures dwelled. In the eleventh century, Bishop Adam of Bremen, a city in Northern Germany, wrote about the not so distant North in the wildest terms.2 Adam thought that people lived there “who never walked, only hopped on one foot, and those who ate human flesh.” Also, “There were Goths and blue men [and] worshippers of dragons.… There were dogheaded men and men with one eye in the middle of their foreheads.”3

Those who had actually come from the North in the centuries and decades before Bishop Adam wrote this were the Vikings. They traveled, pillaged, and settled. The Vikings are admittedly a bit of a red herring in our story. They were, of course, not Germans; at best they were Germanic cousins. But they offer an interesting transregional perspective on the beginning of our story. They also sometimes directly connected the various worlds of the time, such as when they traveled through German-speaking lands on their way back from Constantinople.4 The Vikings were also one of many peoples of the time who were seen as “barbarians” and who had quite an impact on the world. They raided, pillaged, and conquered. But they also traded and explored; they founded cities, such as Dublin, and civilizations, such as the Kiev Rus, the core from which Russia would emerge.

One of the first sources on the Vikings that we have was written by an Arab traveler named Ibrahim ibn Ya’qub who traveled through Bavaria and up to Schleswig, just northeast of Bremen, in 965, where he was startled about Viking divorce customs in which “women take the initiative.”5

The North and the South were not well-known to each other. There were, obviously, some trade connections, but before the Crusades, the Arab world and by extension the Muslim world cared little about Europe—except for, or despite, the occasional ibn Ya’qup. Though there were singular, special points of connection. For example, in 802, Abul-Abbas arrived in Aachen. He had been sent as a present. The occasion was the coronation of the first emperor of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, as it would later be called. This was a successor state to the Roman Empire firmly in German hands, based in German lands and Northern Italy. It would last for a thousand years until Napoleon disbanded it in the early nineteenth century.

In 800 Charlemagne had been crowned first emperor. Abul-Abbas and the other gifts arrived two years late. They had a long way to travel until they reached what is now a city on the western border of Germany with Belgium and the Netherlands. The presents had been sent by Harun al-Rashid, the Abbasid caliph in Baghdad. Not only the Holy Roman Empire was brand-new at the time; so was Baghdad. Founded just a few decades before, it reached over three hundred thousand inhabitants just half a century later (London had about ten thousand inhabitants at the time).6 The arrival of Abul-Abbas in Aachen was quite an event, for he was not a man; Abul-Abbas was an elephant. He would serve Charlemagne for some time. Whenever the emperor liked to impress his might upon people, he would bring Abul-Abbas the elephant with him.

Other than the occasional traveler and elephant, Europe was far away and seemed rather unattractive. From an Arab perspective, the whole of the North was a “Land of Darkness” in which people with much more feminine traits lived. Ahmad ibn Fadlan was an Arab traveler who was sent north from Baghdad in 921 to find out more about this land of darkness. He traveled north of the Caucasus, and there he met Vikings whose hygiene and sexual practices ibn Fadlan found rather disgusting. Arab travelers to other parts of Europe were also not very impressed by what they found. Ibn Yubair experienced Messina in Italy as “full of foul smells and filth.” Ibn Battuta found Constantinople’s markets disgustingly full of trash. In Arab traveler accounts, Europeans only washed or bathed once or twice a year and wore their clothes until they fell off in rags.7 For many Arab writers, Europeans were simply “closer to beasts than to humans.”8 Much later an Ottoman writer thought that the people of Vienna washed themselves every morning with urine, while European writers would often declare the Turks to be the cleanest people in the world. Barbarism was and is clearly a matter of perspective.

Between the Vikings in the North and the Arabs in the South lived the Germans and the Turks—or rather, their ancestors. Nations are modern inventions.

A thousand years ago, the political and mental map of the world looked very different. The Germans and Turks of these times were truly worlds apart. The Germans were still concentrated more to the west in Europe than for much of their later history, and the Turks were still situated further east in Asia than where they would found the Ottoman Empire sometime later.

It would take until sometime in the eleventh century for the Turks to be discussed for the first time by other Europeans, even though Turkic peoples, such as the Cumans and the Bulgars, had already begun to settle in eastern and southeastern Europe. For Europeans, the Turks were an entirely unknown entity. In shock, they realized that the holy and ancient texts did not have anything immediate to offer on this people. The Arabs, on the other hand, had been known to the ancient Romans already.9

The Turks seemed to have come out of nowhere. Western knowledge of the inner and eastern parts of the Eurasian landmass was almost inexistent. Again and again, people would turn to Alexander the Great, who had lived in the fourth century BCE, to make sense of the East.

People thought that Alexander the Great had fought dragons and monsters on his far-eastern campaigns.10 Strangely enough, Alexander the Great fighting monsters is one of the starting points of our story—thus beginning long before there even were Germans, Turks, Christians, or Muslims. Not unlike in the Westeros of George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire, people a thousand years ago still thought there was a dividing line between their world and another where wild men and monsters roamed free. In Martin’s world, it was the ice wall in the North that protected them from the horrifying world beyond. In our world, (some of) our ancestors imagined that there was a wall made of mountains, bricks, and gates that kept the monsters of Gog and Magog in check. The stories about Alexander the Great—the Alexander Romance—as well as the Quran itself transmitted the idea that Alexander the Great had built a wall across some mountains in the East. In many accounts, the wall was located as close as in the Caucasus or the Caspian Sea. But wherever it truly lay, it was the final frontier of the time.11

It was this wall that held back the monsters of Gog and Magog. Indeed, in this mythological view, Alexander’s greatest and most important deed had been his victory over Gog and Magog. Not only were these cannibals, but they were, according to the Old Testament, one of the greatest threats to the civilized world. Alexander’s walls would hold them until the end of times. Then they would break through. This would be the beginning of the Apocalypse.12

The concepts of Gog and Magog as well as of “the North” were contradictory. For Arab geographers and writers, all the peoples north of the Caucasus, including the Turks, the Germans, the French, and the Slavs, but also the Indians and the Chinese were descendants of Noah’s son Japheth, while the Arabs and the Hebrews were descended from Shem. And, as Al-Masudi wrote in the tenth century, the further north, the more stupid the people were. In a way, for Arab geographers, everything beyond the “Seventh Clime” (the Caucasus) was a Land of Darkness where the peoples of Gog and Magog lived. European writers similarly put all sorts of peoples in an imagined place in the East. Besides Gog and Magog, other “unclean races” were also captured by Alexander the Great and lived behind the “Caspian Gate.” Depending on the time and the writer, this included “Red Jews,” Khazars, Ishmaelite Arabs, Goths, Magyars, Mongols, and Turks.13

Sometimes writers would get more specific. Zakariya al-Qazwini, a multitalented Persian geographer, wrote in the thirteenth century that “Gog and Magog are two Turkish tribes descended from Japheth, son of Noah—peace be upon him! They dwell to the east of the Seventh Clime.”14 However, by the time that al-Qazwini wrote this, the walls of Alexander had been breached—or so it was believed—and through them had come: the Turks. Not only al-Qazwini but also Middle Eastern Christians saw in the Turks the monsters of Gog and Magog. Later, when the Turks first reached German regions, we once again find references to Gog and Magog. This continued up until the Turks were no longer a real threat.15

Thus, until not too long ago, the East was a place where those monsters resided. When Christopher Columbus landed in the Caribbean in the late fifteenth century, not only had he come with the idea he would form an alliance with the Mongol Khan to “liberate” Jerusalem from the Turks, but he was also on the look-out for the biblical and ancient monsters of the East. But on the return trip of his first voyage, Columbus admitted, “I have not found the human monsters which many people expected.”16

*    *    *

The East was indeed for a long time the place from which wave upon wave of “barbarians” broke upon the “civilized” world of Europe and the Middle East. But it serves us well to remember that in the time before, many European peoples themselves had originated in the East.

The Turks were to be the last to settle in the west of the enormous Eurasian landmass. When they did, the Germans were still on the move as well; they conquered and settled the lands east of the river Elbe and then east of the river Oder. This would continue until the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Historian Robert Bartlett’s book on that time and on the German conquest of the East has, for its German version, the telling title: The Birth of Europe from the Spirit of Violence.17 The German settlers assimilated and extinguished countless local Slavic populations. We estimate that about four hundred thousand people crossed the Elbe eastward during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.18 Later the Russians would also push further east—of course, the Russians themselves were, to some degree, a product of a previous Viking push into the southeast.

The story of the peoples of the great Eurasian landmass is one of migration, settlement, conquest, cultural fusion, power, ascent, and descent. It is not one of barbaric versus civilized. Barbarian was originally a Greek term used to label people who did not speak Greek, referring to their apparently garbled pattern of speech. This was not far from what the Germans were called in various eastern European languages: Nemtzi or Nemitzoi. This comes probably either from the root for “silent” or from something referencing being “without a language.”

Barbarian is and always was a very situational expression. For late Byzantine writers, it applied to central and western Europeans and Muslims alike.19 It serves us well to remember that in the centuries we are discussing in the coming chapters, many of humanity’s great inventions—such as paper, gunpowder, and bureaucracy—originated outside of Europe in the East, which was also where many of the main cities on the planet at the time were located.





Part One

Crusaders, Conquerors, and Contacts





1

The Turks are Coming!

Just as most countries in the world are indeed foreign to us, so, as the saying goes, the past, too, is a foreign country, indeed a whole strange and foreign world. And when it comes to Germans and Turks, we have to battle many demons of presumed familiarity. It starts with how we imagine the geography of Europe and the Middle East at the time. Southeastern Europe and the Bosporus—the waters between the Balkans and Anatolia—may feel like the outer periphery of Europe if you are reading this book sitting somewhere in the US, the UK, Germany, or somewhere similar. But a thousand years ago, the continent looked and felt very different when it comes to geography. Today’s big or important European cities were still mostly small. Many would remain so until the beginning of the modern age.

And then there was the new Rome, Constantinople (later known as Istanbul). The city on the Bosporus was the new mother of cities. It had up to half a million inhabitants in the centuries before the Ottoman conquest. Paris, by comparison, had about two hundred thousand people.1 Constantinople stood at the crossroads between Europe and Asia—from its vantage point, the Balkans were its immediate hinterland from which its food and water came. Further to the west lay lands that were deemed not all too interesting and not very civilized. And most of these areas were inhabited and ruled by upstarts and newcomers anyway—the Hungarians would only arrive in the eighth century and adopt Christianity in the tenth century. Further afield, Bohemian and Polish nobles had also just converted to Christianity in the late tenth century.2 The Germans were still pushing eastward; their area of settlement remained in flux. All these were, to a large degree, frontier societies. Spain was Muslim, and France was a little older and more established, but there, as well as in England and in parts of Italy, you had Viking “newcomers” ruling or having intermingled with the locals. Europe—a thing that did not exist yet anyway—looked very different.

From the vantage point of Constantinople, other places looked much more interesting. What we call the Middle East, for example, was simply more developed, at least when it comes to city culture. And we might just be honest: for most of the world, for most peoples, countries, and civilizations, and for where we imagine history was made, cities mattered most. It was in cities that most things happened; cities mattered. They, perhaps unfortunately, seemed to always trump the countryside.

In addition to all this, travel by land was slow, cumbersome, and dangerous. From Cologne (today’s Germany) to Constantinople, for example, took about forty days.3 Travel by water was dangerous as well, but it was simply so much easier and faster. And so it ‘came to be that’ or ‘so it happened that’ for example, Iceland in the northwest of Europe seemed much closer to the Bosporus, while the interior of the European continent was a world apart.

*    *    *

On the western side of the Bosporus stood the mightiest city in all of Europe: the capital of the Roman Empire, Constantinople. It was the Rome of Caesar, and yet it wasn’t.

The Germans and the Turks would share many things throughout history, as we will see: battlefields, alliances, admiration, streets, houses, and families. But both Germans and Turks can also lay claim to the dubious honor of killing off the Roman Empire—not together, rather a thousand years apart, but still true to some extent for both. And—how could it be otherwise?—the Germans and the Turks would also both at some point, and for some centuries even at the same time, claim to be the true successors of Rome. Suleyman I saw himself as “Caesar of all the lands of Rome, master of the lands of Caesar and Alexander.”4 The debate over who was the true kaiser—both the German and the Ottoman term for caesar, tsar, emperor, and such—would continue for some time. In these centuries, there could be only one emperor; all the rest were simply pretending. Emperorship was something universal and—despite the later multitude of emperors—supposedly singular.

We have to concede that the Ottomans won this strange competition, as their empire would survive the (second) German empire by four years and the last Russian tsar by five. That two peoples, the Germans and the Turks, can lay claim to both—the fatal blow and succession—has something to do with how Roman history played out as well as with how it was and still is perceived. The Germans had the honor of finishing off the Roman Empire twice, and as we shall see, they also had a hand in the end of the Ottoman Empire. They can take credit for killing off a western Roman Empire centered on Italy in the fourth century and trying to destroy the identity and memory of another: the other Roman Empire in the east. In fact, the German warlord who killed off western Rome had then submitted to the emperor of eastern Rome. We would later call this eastern part the Byzantine Empire. But this was an invented term only really used long after its history had ended, replacing other terms only in the nineteenth century. It was invented by German historians in order to differentiate it from the other “Roman Empire,” the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. It was a means of making that other Roman Empire seem less Roman, less universal, and less legitimate.5

For many, especially for those in the eastern part, theirs was the continuation of the Roman Empire, albeit with a shifted geography and mostly a Greek-speaking population. The Seljuk Turks, also later the Ottoman Turks, called these people Rum, “Romans.” Until today, their Greek-speaking descendants in Turkey are called Romans, while their ethnic compatriots in Greece are called Greeks (Yunanlar). Yet the people of this empire called themselves Romans and their empire the Roman Empire. Only towards the end of its history as the Roman capital did its elites consciously refer to themselves as Greeks.6

The Roman Empire based in Constantinople lived on for another thousand years after western Rome had fallen. Its downfall would drag on for hundreds of years. At the beginning of the end stood the arrival of the Seljuk Turks in the eleventh century, and at the very end, the conquest of Constantinople by the Ottoman Turks in 1453.

Constantinople came to be the most splendid and important city of the “known world,” at least from a European perspective. For Vikings and all sorts of northerners, Constantinople and the Mediterranean Sea were an adventurer’s El Dorado. From the sixth century onwards, Scandinavians could be found as mercenaries in the Byzantine Empire. As historian Peter Frankopan put it, “Serving the great emperor of Constantinople, or Miklegarth—the old Norse name for the city—was exotic, exciting, and awesome. It was both an honor and a rite of passage for many Scandinavians.” Among those who embarked south towards Miklegarth was Harald Hardrada, future king of Norway, who served in the Varangian Guard of the Roman Empire—an elite unit made up of Vikings and other northerners—for about ten years and apparently made enough money during his service there to finance a successful attempt to take over the Norwegian throne.7

In the 1080s, Germans and Anglo-Saxons also began to join the military services of the eastern Roman Empire. As a byproduct of good German–Byzantine relations, German traders were active in Constantinople in the centuries before the conquest. And we know for sure that some Germans were already permanently living in the city in the 1090s. A few decades later, the Germans already had their own quarter.8 By the end of the next century, around 1180, about sixty thousand central and western Europeans lived in Constantinople. This was more than the total population of most of the continent’s largest cities.9 And since members of various Turkic groups came to live there before the conquest, this was the first time that Germans and Turks of various ethnic backgrounds shared a city and lived side by side.

*    *    *

In the eleventh century, the Roman Empire began facing a new threat; indeed, it would become this Roman Empire’s final, fatal threat. At the time, however, the ruling classes refused to understand. A historian in Edessa (today’s Urfa in Turkey) was the first to sound the alarm bell. Writing around 1016, Matthew of Edessa warned of barbarian invaders—“ferocious beasts covered in blood”—who had come raiding into Armenia, a kingdom on the eastern edge of the Roman Empire. In 1029, Armenian historians wrote of long-haired invaders who fought with bow and arrow while riding their horses—something new at the time.10

They seemed to be just the latest iteration of the “barbarians” from the east. These Seljuk Turks had first been based east of Anatolia and Syria. They were not the first Turks to come westwards. The Byzantines had been in contact with Turks from central Asia in the sixth century already. The Khazar Turks had even been allies of the Byzantines against the Arabs in the seventh and eighth centuries. Various other Turkic peoples—such as the Petchenegs, the Cumans, and the Bulgars—had entered the region as well.11 All these Turkic groups would eventually settle west and northwest of the Byzantine capital, in the Balkans.

The eastern Roman emperors would have had reason enough to be scared of any new Turkish peoples. In the early ninth century, Khan Krum of the Bulgars—a Turkic people—had defeated Byzantine Emperor Nikephoros I. Not only that, he famously made a drinking cup out of the emperor’s skull.12 The threat of the Bulgar Turks was overcome eventually, and they were assimilated by the Slav population they were ruling. Slavicized and converted to Christianity by the ninth century, they were subjugated by eastern Rome in the eleventh century.

Peoples of various Turkic backgrounds had begun to play their part in the history of the region. We know of some examples from the history written by Anna Komnene, daughter of Emperor Alexios I Komnenos. In her hugely important book for the European Middle Ages, The Alexiad, she described the casual alliances of “the Romans,” in her words, with various Turks. For example, when Byzantine emperors fought internal enemies, you had the emperor’s “Immortals,” his elite troops, fighting alongside Turks and “Celtic” fighters. The term Celt here included all sorts of people from various European lands, also Germans. Other Byzantine forces, next to the Immortals and the Varangian Guard were the Nemitzoi.13 The latter, again, were Germans. These were probably the first recorded instances of direct cooperation between Germans and Turks, on the walls of Constantinople and beyond.

One concrete example of this cooperation is the conflict in which Nikephoros Bryennios the Elder tried to take Constantinople in 1077. His army also included “Franks” and “Uzes.” The former term was a catch-all term for Europeans that also included Germans, and the latter referred to Turkic peoples. And finally, there was the story of Anna Komnene’s father, Alexios Komnenos. When Alexios wanted to enter Constantinople and take power, he found it rather hard to get in. The imperial capital was well guarded by impressive city walls and gates, some of which you can still see today. To take Constantinople by force was almost impossible. So, Alexios made some sort of deal with the German contingent guarding the Kharisios Gate to open it for him. They did, he entered, and thus he was able to take power and become Emperor Alexios I Komnenos—the reason why his daughter wrote The Alexiad in the first place.

Alexios relied on Turks throughout his life. He grew up together with a Turk who later became one of his closest advisers. Alexios also personally oversaw the baptism of Turkish allies and their admission to the Roman Senate.14 Does this not remind us of western Rome and its inclusion of the former “barbarians,” most of them Germans, into its elites and the senate in its final years?

*    *    *

The end of eastern Rome came slowly. When the Seljuks began raiding the Byzantine eastern frontier in the early eleventh century, it seemed as if they were just the latest eastern newcomers. Raiding was horrible for those affected, but it did not really lead to a change of borders or settlement patterns in the region. The Seljuks had little interest in permanently moving into what were then Roman territories. In fact, some Seljuks rather entered into alliances with the Romans. Individual Seljuk Turks even went into Roman service. Just as the Vikings, the Normans, and even the Germans were permeating this part of the Christian world as “soldiers of fortune,” so people of various Turkic backgrounds did as well.15

It all changed with the Battle of Manzikert in 1071. Each side, the Romans and the Turks, thought they were fighting a defensive battle in the highly volatile borderlands between the empires. Raids and counterraids, small warfare, had created a situation in which both central powers felt that they needed to finally and decisively step in. It would be both tragic and transformative. It was not a clear matter of Christian versus Muslim or Greek versus Turk. Much of the Roman army was made up of mercenaries and auxiliaries, among them the Varangian Guard, Normans (also Viking descendants), and Cumans (Turks who had settled in the Balkans).16 The Varangian Guard distinguished itself by holding out the longest around the emperor.17 But ultimately they all lost. As an eyewitness described, “It was like an earthquake: the shouting, the sweat, the swift rushes of fear, the clouds of dust, and not least, the hordes of Turks riding all around us. It was a tragic sight … the entire imperial army in flight … the whole Roman state overturned.”18

Alp Arslan was the Seljuk sultan who won this battle. His son, Malik-Shah I, would build an empire stretching from western Anatolia to the borders of China. More importantly, with the Battle of Manzikert, the Seljuk Turks transformed into something more than a grave nuisance. They became an existential threat. This is aptly captured in how Manzikert is remembered in Turkey today: every year, celebrations of this fateful day include reenactments and Turkmen tent cities in the region of Manzikert (now Malazgirt).19 It is celebrated as the moment in history that transformed Anatolia, or Asia Minor, into Turkey. One of the mega projects of current president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan also commemorates the beginning of the end of the Roman Empire: the Çamlıca Mosque on Istanbul’s Asian side features six minarets, four of them with a height of 107.1 meters intended to honor the date of Manzikert (1071).

Indeed, before Manzikert, the Seljuks were interested only in raiding; they had no intention of staying. After Manzikert, Byzantine power was so reduced that staying was possible and easy. At this point, full-scale immigration, with families and livestock and everything, began.20 The Seljuks gradually took over the eastern and southeastern parts of the Byzantine Empire. These Seljuks knew where they had landed better than later historians. That is why they called the new kingdom that they set up in 1077 Rum Sultanlığı—the Sultanate of Rome.
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Killing in the Name of…

Despite Manzikert, the (East) Roman Empire was not beaten yet. Emperor Alexios came to find arrangements with the various Seljuk Turks throughout the region. When the Seljuk Empire split up in an inheritance quarrel in 1092, Alexios thought that the time had come to take back former Byzantine lands. At the same time, pressure from the Normans in Italy was mounting. It was in this context that Emperor Alexios decided to enlist the rest of Christian Europe into his own struggles.1

But the rest of Europe cared preciously little about the fate of eastern Rome. The Germans had already invented a new Roman Empire: the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, as it would later be called. They and the other Christian powers had their own projects and struggles; they were fighting their own heathens and nomadic threats. But there was one clear point of interest, or rather collective imagination, that tethered them to the distant southeast: Jerusalem. And because of Jerusalem, Europe would come to the Middle East, and along with it, an orgy of violence in the name of Christ.

Jerusalem was not only an important focal point in the imagination of Christendom (as well as Judaism and Islam) but also as a real, physically experienced place. People had gone on pilgrimage to Jerusalem since the time of Emperor Constantine. It had never really stopped. For a long time, most pilgrims had come from the Middle East itself. This changed from the ninth century onwards. Charlemagne had good relations with Harun al-Rashid—the Abbasid caliph who had sent him Abul-Abbas, the elephant—and Christian pilgrimage thrived for a while. According to legend, Charlemagne even went himself (but we are pretty sure that, in fact, he did not).2

The first peak of pilgrimage ended when the threat by Muslim and Viking pirates in the Mediterranean became too great. In the tenth century, pilgrimage once more became something of a mass phenomenon. Pilgrims would stop at Constantinople to look at its vast collections of holy relics. Byzantium also secured, for a time, the overland route from Constantinople to Jerusalem. And the pirates had lost many of their bases around the Mediterranean, where trade also picked up at that time.3

For a few centuries German pilgrims made up the bulk of the overall pilgrims. Eventually, other nations began to outnumber German pilgrims, but high-ranking German clerics, for example, still made the trip to Jerusalem. And then there was the Great German Pilgrimage of 1064 and 1065, which involved thousands from the German lands. They went overland and encountered troubles along the way, as the crusaders would a few years later. Many were killed and captured; often only the intervention of local Muslim authorities saved the rest. One such group was that led in 1064 by Gunther, Bishop of Bamberg. Of the seven thousand men who had set out, including noblemen and armed escorts, only two thousand made it back to Germany. This was probably the largest group of central Europeans who traveled to the Holy Land until the Crusades.4

It is often assumed that in the eleventh century, pilgrimage to the Holy City had become impossible and that for this reason the First Crusade had been somehow “necessary.” But people went on pilgrimage to Jerusalem right up to the beginning of the First Crusade and in fact continued to do so even while the crusading armies were slowly progressing towards Jerusalem. Despite various internal Byzantine conflicts and the advent of the Seljuk Turks, the tenth and eleventh centuries saw a new rise in European pilgrimage to Jerusalem. That the Turks controlled a large part of the land route to Jerusalem as well as Jerusalem itself (since 1073) did not hinder pilgrimage or sever Europe’s connection to Christianity’s Holy Land. Sometime before, in 1009, under the Egyptian caliph Al-Hakim, not only were local Christians persecuted, but the holiest of holies, the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem—which is thought to house the place of Jesus’s crucifixion and his grave—was actually destroyed. There was not much of a reaction to this in Europe. The Sepulchre was then rebuilt under the next caliph.5

So, to cry about Jerusalem was simply not enough to get Christian Europe involved in the politics of the Middle East. But past pilgrimages—especially with the surge in pilgrimage in the centuries prior—had certainly helped tie Europe’s Christians to Jerusalem. What was crucial, however, were propaganda and gifts. Alexios had prepared the mood in Europe for some time. He had sent out letters and envoys with stories of Turkish atrocities to the west, imploring the Christians of Europe to come help. He also sent generous gifts in the form of holy relics.6 It was Alexios’s shrewd approach that marks the beginning of a long history of Crusades that would transform the Western part of the Middle East, hasten the beginning of the end of the Byzantine Empire, and have repercussions across Europe and even the Americas.

*    *    *

His propaganda was successful, and Alexios would come to regret it. It all culminated in a speech by Pope Urban II at the Council of Clermont in southern France in November 1095. The Pope rallied the faithful with such words as, “Not I but God exhorts you as heralds of Christ to repeatedly urge men of all ranks whatsoever, knights as well as foot soldiers, rich and poor, to hasten to exterminate this vile race from our lands and to aid the Christian inhabitants in time.” The Pope commanded, “Set out on the road to the Holy Sepulchre and deliver that land from a wicked race.” “God wills it”: the first-ever Crusade. As it so often goes, however, the term was only coined hundreds of years later.7

We might today associate the ‘Crusades’? with the Arabs or some vague “Muslim” threat—but, in fact, the First Crusade was all about the Turks. The “wicked” and “vile race” the Pope talked about was the Seljuk Turks. The Pope did not need to provide much context; people knew what he was talking about. After all, the Seljuk Turks already had taken over some of the most important cities of Christianity containing some of the most ancient seats of bishops, such as the bishoprics of Ephesos (today’s Efes), Nicaea (Iznik), and Antioch (Antakya).8

The call for the Crusade was successful across western Europe. It was helped by the fact that it came at a time when popular preachers were getting people excited about the end of times. A series of poor harvests and some unusual celestial phenomena further helped convince people that the world was indeed facing the apocalypse as prophesied in the Book of Revelation. Christ, indeed God, would return to a new Jerusalem. What also enticed people to join the Crusade was the fact that this endeavor promised forgiveness of all sins and, upon death in battle, immediate entry to heaven.9 And, of course, there were the prospects of material gain and power for people who did not have much at home.

*    *    *

The First Crusade and the resulting Crusader kingdom in Palestine were mostly a “Frankish” endeavor. The term mainly meant “French” but could also include people we might understand as ethnic Germans.10 The call to the cross was actually very successful in the German lands—though among the lower classes and the lower nobility, not so much among the higher ranks of dukes and princes. The reason history remembers the Crusade and the Crusader kingdoms as something French rather than German is found in how the German contribution to the First Crusade fared. It did not do well, not at all.

Groups of knights, clerics, elderly men, women, and children set off in 1096 from northern France and the German Rhineland.11 The main German component of the First Crusade was the so-called People’s Crusade. This was an endeavor led by preachers and consisted mostly of poorer people. Long before they had even left the German-speaking lands, the killing started. The logic was basically, as a Jewish chronicler tells us: well, if we are already here and if the Jews killed Christ, “[l]et us take vengeance first upon them.”12

And so they did. In the Rhineland, whole Jewish communities were extinguished. No matter, of course, that in many of these places Jews had lived longer than Germans themselves. What did matter was finding an “other” as an outlet for the violent energy building up. It is called the Doom of 1096 in Jewish sources, and indeed, as Joshua Prawer pointed out, it “marked the beginning of a thousand years of tragedy to come.”13 Also here, as so often is the case when it comes to interethnic violence, there were material considerations. Many of the poorer Crusaders killed Jews simply to plunder and thus get the funds they needed to actually go on this Crusade. Crusading was expensive, also for those taking part in it.

But they never got to enjoy their loot. Neither the People’s Crusade nor the more knightly crusading parties that followed them were particularly successful. After running out of food and resorting to stealing and plundering, many in the People’s Crusade were “practically extinguished by local resistance in Hungary and the Byzantine Balkans.” One contemporary saw this as “God’s just wrath” and retribution for massacring Jews.14 In light of this and what happened further along the way, it is perhaps not surprising that another contemporary historian called the German People’s Crusade the “feces of Europe.”15

Two other rather more knightly contingents from Germany left after the People’s Crusade. They did not fare much better. After remnants of the various German contingents together with French and Italian Crusaders finally crossed the Sea of Marmara, south of Constantinople, they began to share traits—to put it euphemistically—with the Turks: they pillaged local Greek villages and churches that had been sacked by the Seljuks just a little while before. Their savagery went beyond much of what is recorded for their adversaries, the Turks. Not only did they indiscriminately massacre local Greeks, “It was said that they roasted babies on spits,” one historian related.16 Soon afterwards, most of them were massacred or captured near Nicaea by the Turks. Many of these Crusaders probably converted to Islam.

From Albert of Aachen, a chronicler of the Crusades, we know that among those captured by the Turks was a nun from the convent of St. Mary at Trier. She “was taken and seduced by a Turk.” But as Albert added, there was more to the story: “She was freed later by the [C]rusaders but then eloped with her Turkish lover”—the first recorded German–Turkish couple in history.17

Most German Crusaders of the early years would have met their first “Turks” in the form of Turkish (and Turkic) officials and mercenaries in Roman service as they crossed by land through the Balkans into Anatolia. Many of these were Petchenegs and Cumans, some even Seljuk Turks. So, for example, both the Hungarian and the Byzantine governors who had tried to control the movement of the Crusader contingents as they traveled through their territories towards Constantinople were of ethnic Turkic background.18 Not long after crossing over into Anatolia, they would encounter their foe, the Seljuk Turks proper as well as various other Turkish rulers and their armies.

Anna Komnene wrote, “[A]ll the West and all the barbarian tribes from beyond the Adriatic as far as the Pillars of Hercules were moving in a body through Europe towards Asia, bringing whole families with them.”19 Alexios had initiated this incredible armed pilgrimage-slash-invasion. But when the Crusaders arrived, it actually came at a rather inconvenient time for the Byzantines. The Romans had just defeated the Turkic Cumans north of the Danube and had gained some reprieve on the southeastern front due to new developments in the disintegration of the Seljuk Empire. The Crusaders made a mess of everything—also of their eventual success. Instead of returning lost Byzantine territories to the rule of Constantinople, they set up their own states in the Levant, from Antioch and Edessa in the north all the way to the Kingdom of Jerusalem.

*    *    *

From the beginning, the Crusades had shown—in the Rhineland and in Hungary—that the Crusaders were not holy men at all. The examples are abundant: there were the pogroms in the Rhineland as well as atrocities committed in Hungary. After the Crusaders had entered Antioch (today’s Antakya in Turkey), for example, they slaughtered all the Turks they could find, including women and children. The culmination, of course, was the conquest of Jerusalem itself. As they had in Antioch and Beirut, here too they indiscriminately massacred Muslims, Jews, and local Christians of all ages and genders.20

There was much conflict with the Eastern Romans. In the end, Crusader mythology chose to paint the Turks as a rather valiant people and the Byzantines as a despicable people. The anonymous author of the main text about the First Crusade, the Gesta Francorum, marveled at the military prowess of the Turks: “Who will ever be so wise or so learned as to dare to describe the prudence, the warfare, and the courage of the Turks?” He claimed they would have been the strongest of all warriors had they only remained Christian—the assumption was they had been Christian once. The author also alluded to the legend that both the Franks and the Turks were descendants of the Trojans.21

This idea of Turks and “Franks,” or Europeans, having a common Trojan origin would be a topic for centuries to come in Europe. Previously, in a seventh-century chronicle, it was written that “the Franks were said to have escaped Troy in the company of a second people, known variously as the Torqui, Torchi, or Turchi.” One can also find in various texts “Teucri” as an ancient name for the Trojans. The Seljuk Turks would also come to be identified with them. In this reading, then, the Seljuk Turks were simply Trojans who had subsequently converted to Islam.22

For centuries, this idea of the Trojan ancestry of the Turks had some currency in Europe. Distant and ancient origins, Roman or, even better, Greek—mostly simply imagined—were important for Europeans for a long time. The German Anno Song, written around the year 1080, claimed that the Bavarians had come from Armenia and that the Franks, like the Romans, descended from Trojans. The latter would be a more common assumption for some time. The Habsburgs—the ruling dynasty of that eponymous empire—also, at times, claimed Trojan origins.23

The Turks as a Trojan brother-people was an inherently problematic and rather uncomfortable theory. Did it mean that the Turks perhaps had an ancient right to the lands of Asia Minor? Did it not mean that they were closely related to the European peoples and dynasties? Following the logic of Turks as Trojans, some started seeing the Turks as “taking back” Anatolian territories that they had once had a title to. The popes would fight against such confusing Trojan theories because they made raising a Crusade more difficult.

*    *    *

The story of the Crusades continued long after the fall of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, dated either 1187 with the loss of the city of Jerusalem or 1291 with the fall of Acre, the last Crusader outpost. Many more would venture out crusading. Few would make it very far. What happened to the surviving Crusaders and others who came as settlers into the Crusader kingdoms, we do not know. Surely many assimilated into the local populations. German Crusaders and settlers were not as numerous as others, but they were also part of this ongoing endeavor by Christian Europe.

Perhaps the most prominent of all Crusaders and certainly the most high-ranking was the German emperor known as Barbarossa. As Frederick I, he became emperor of the Holy Roman Empire in 1155. Years before, Barbarossa had taken part in the Second Crusade with his uncle King Conrad III of Germany. In 1148, this crusading army reached the walls of Damascus, and this was where it also found its end.24 Young Barbarossa had distinguished himself in battle—and had made it back home.

About fifty years later, Barbarossa left for his very own Crusade, the Third Crusade, now as Holy Roman emperor. From Haguenau (today in northeastern France) he went to Regensburg in Bavaria, where he met the rest of the Crusader army. His Crusader force constituted of probably twelve to fifteen thousand men.25 But Barbarossa’s troubles started long before he even left his own empire.

Not too far down the Danube after Regensburg, one German town had the chutzpa to ask the German crusading army to pay a toll tax to pass through, like wayward robbers. Barbarossa’s response was swift and clear: he ordered the town burned down. It was later rebuilt with a new and quite telling name: Mauthausen, literally “toll town.”26 Seven and a half centuries later, it would house part of the notorious Nazi concentration camp network with the same name.

Things would only get worse for Barbarossa’s Crusade after Mauthausen. A key problem was his past: he had been a clear enemy of eastern Rome and in direct conflict with it in Italy. Back then he was looking for allies against Byzantium and he tried to find one in the Seljuk sultan Kilij Arslan II. A decade before his Crusade, Barbarossa had indeed established friendly relations with the Seljuk Turks. In 1188 and in preparation for his Crusade, Barbarossa had sent an envoy. The friendly and interested Seljuks sent off a return delegation, which included Barbarossa’s envoy. The Byzantines stopped them, robbed them, and imprisoned them for a time in Constantinople. The Seljuk delegates carried with them the assurance to Barbarossa—which they delivered after having been released again—that he could count on safe passage and provisions for his Crusade through their territory.27

Given his past with eastern Rome, it was not surprising that once Barbarossa’s Crusade reached Roman territory, a new set of troubles began. Only by occupying the province of Thrace, the European hinterland of Constantinople, was Barbarossa able to force his way through Byzantine territory. It really had not helped that there had been a prophecy that Barbarossa would come to conquer Constantinople.28 Furthermore, there had even been a Byzantine plot to massacre all of Barbarossa’s Crusaders. In any case, Barbarossa managed to pass through Roman territory. Now, finally, things should have gotten easier. After all, the Seljuk Turks had promised safe passage.

As one Bavarian cleric traveling with Barbarossa noted, the Turks “received them cheerfully and with all humanity, and provided as best they could a market for the army.” But unfortunately these Turkish rulers had little to no control over the “nomadic Turcomans in central Anatolia.” These Turcomans fired arrows at the Crusaders along the way so that they could not roam through the countryside to forage for food. Battles ensued, and later the Crusaders came to fight with the Seljuks themselves, as it appeared that Kilij Arslan, in the meantime, had struck a deal with the Byzantines. The fighting became so fierce that the Seljuks slowly decimated the Crusader army as it marched on. And as if Turkish and Turkoman troubles were not enough, the Crusaders also had to fear local Greek bands who picked off stragglers.29

Arslan’s son tried to renegotiate: safe passage for Barbarossa’s army in exchange for money and the assurance that he could annex Armenian lands. Barbarossa rejected this. As we will see, seven centuries later another German emperor would be much faster to sell out Armenians for his own gain. Barbarossa and his army eventually conquered and plundered Iconium (today’s Konya), the Rum Seljuk capital at the time. The Seljuks sued for peace. After this, relations with the Seljuks improved again and the original agreement of safe passage and markets along the way was reinstated.30

But Barbarossa’s Crusade was just not meant to be. Before disaster struck, a heavenly warning came: an earthquake. How Barbarossa died is not entirely clear, but his fate was strikingly similar to that of his contemporary a few decades later, Suleyman Shah, the father of Ertuğrul and grandfather of Osman I, the founder of the Ottoman Empire. Perhaps Barbarossa decided to swim across a crossing, bathed in the water, or fell from his horse. Perhaps he had a heart attack or was washed away by the currents, unable to resist or swim in his heavy armor. We don’t know. In any case, Barbarossa drowned in 1190, near today’s Silifke in the province of Mersin in Turkey. Only some remnants of Barbarossa’s army had reached Acre, where his son died in early 1191. Here the Crusade got bogged down and would not advance any further towards Jerusalem.31

Nonetheless, Barbarossa’s failed Crusade ushered in a new series of German crusading endeavors with another large expedition force in 1197. After conquering some cities such as Beirut, most nobles returned to Germany. Large numbers of Germans joined the following Crusades. The Fourth Crusade did not reach Palestine but led instead to the sack and conquest of Constantinople in 1204. The Fifth Crusade (1217–1221) tried to reach Palestine via Egypt. At that time, the Germans even entered into a real alliance with the Seljuk sultan Kaykaus I. But none of these Crusades were very successful. The last Crusader outpost, the city of Acre, fell in 1291. But before that, Acre would twice play a role as a departing point for famous travelers to the east in this story.

*    *    *

The Crusades had enormous repercussions for the region and for the world. As Joshua Prawer has claimed the Crusader states could be seen as “the precursors of later colonial territories.”32 Other historians see Venice and its multi-locality project that was birthed in the Crusades as “Europe’s first full-blown colonial experiment.”33 In this way, the entry of the Turks into the eastern Mediterranean is also linked to the history of colonialism. Of course, Columbus’s quest to find a western passage to China and India was also connected to the later dominion of the Ottomans over the Levant. Columbus was born just before the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople.

The arrival of the Crusaders at Antioch during the First Crusade prompted theological debates about the nature of jihad – holy war – among the learned men of Damascus. A key question was whether in this context jihad was a duty only for those directly affected in the region or rather a transregional matter for Muslims far and wide. The latter position won—another important precedent for the future.34 Most immediate, perhaps, was the effect of the Crusades on the equilibrium between eastern Rome and the Turks. With their meddling, their conquest of Constantinople, and the successive weakening of eastern Rome, the Christian West enabled the rise of the Ottomans.
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Fortifying the East

In 1253, almost eight centuries ago, a monk set out for what can only be described as an epic journey. His name was William of Rubruck and he had been part of the Seventh Crusade in 1248. He set out from the city of Acre, just north of today’s Haifa. Acre was one of the last Crusader outposts in Palestine at the time. With about forty thousand people, it was a rather large city—one that also included Germans among its inhabitants.1 William would have counted himself as one of them, even if he came from a Flemish-speaking place.

William of Rubruck was on a double-mission. On the one hand, he was traveling as an emissary of the king of France to the Great Khan of the Mongols. In William’s time, this was Möngke Khan, a grandson of Genghis Khan. The Chingisid world at that time stretched all the way from the Middle East to northern Korea. William’s mission was similar to that of Columbus. It was hoped that the Mongols would become allies against the Muslims in the Middle East and help conquer Jerusalem. But William was not only traveling as an envoy; he was also looking for a group of Christians who had been abducted by the Mongols. William wanted to stay with them in the Mongol Empire, be their chaplain, and look after their spiritual well-being.2 The group in question was a group of Germans.

William made it to the Mongols and back. He lived to tell his tale and even wrote a book about it. The first part of the trip took him over water to Constantinople and from there to the Crimea. His trip then continued on land across the plains of the Eurasian landmass all the way to Mongolia. A lonely monk (and his companion) traversing the great landmass of Eurasia in an oxen-drawn cart!

On the way, William saw many things that few western Christians had ever seen and none of them had reported back. Once he arrived within the Mongol world, the diplomatic part of his mission quickly overtook all concerns for the group of abducted Germans. William met various Europeans in the Mongol Empire, among them many Germans—just not the ones he was looking for. For example, Rubruck mentioned in passing a woman from Metz (in Alsace, today’s France) named Pascha as well as “a German slave-girl” and “a German together with his wife” in Samarkand (in today’s Uzbekistan). William also baptized “the three sons of a poor German” in Karakorum, the Mongol capital. From him we also know that “other German monks” were traveling in these parts.3

Throughout his trip he met members of various Turkic peoples. After all, the Mongol coalition was largely made up of Turkic peoples. It is not entirely a mistake that the Mongols were often called Tatars or Tartars. A major part of the armies of the Mongol confederacy was made up of the Tatars, a Turkic people. Their name reminded Europeans of Tartarus, the hell of classical mythology; the name Tartar stuck for all of them.4 Knowledge about the Turks, their origins, and their languages was still scant at the time, but William tried his best to contribute—for example, by examining the Uyghurs (a Turkic people, mostly in today’s China) and how they provided the “original form of the Turkish and Cuman languages.”5 Cuman, as it were, was also a Turkic language, by then established in the Balkans.

But what about the abducted Germans who were his “chief reason for going there,” as he wrote? William admitted that he “proved unable to gain any information about these Germans.” That is, until he reached Möngke Khan’s court. There he discovered that the khan had “transported them eastwards … where they are mining gold and manufacturing weapons; and consequently, I was unable to visit them on my way there or back.” William told Mongol interlocutors that he wanted to return to the Mongol world at a later date in order to look after these Germans.6 He never did.

*    *    *

Another famous traveler set out to reach the Mongols in 1272. And even though he was from Venice, he also set out from Acre—the same place William of Rubruck had left from just two decades before. Marco Polo traveled with his father and uncle. He would live in the Mongol Empire for over twenty years and would travel extensively within the empire, also in the employ of the Great Khan. He, too, would return west and co-author a book on his travels. Polo related that outside the city walls of Khanbaliq, the Mongol name for Beijing, there were hostels for various nations and their merchants, including one for Germans.7 Thus, over seven hundred years ago there existed these Asian multicultural hubs, Karakorum and Beijing, where ethnic Germans and various Turkic peoples probably interacted on a daily basis and in a peaceful fashion and lived as neighbors.

Of all these Germans, we don’t know anything, really; we know nothing of their past or future or their daily lives. What happened to the German couple in Samarkand? Where did they come from? What did they do? What became of the group of Germans abducted by the Mongols that William of Rubruck wanted to join? Probably they, or rather their offspring, assimilated and disappeared into the local peoples and societies over time.

The question remains: From where did these abducted Germans who William of Rubruck had hoped to find come in the first place? It is Hungary and its history to which we now have to turn in order to find out more. Hungary would also be the major zone of contact between the German- and Turkish-speaking lands in the coming centuries.

*    *    *

If you think of Germans and Turks in history, you might think about today’s Germany and today’s Turkey. Today, Frankfurt and Izmir or Hamburg and Antakya seem more than half a continent apart. But in the past, the human geography of the continent was at times very different from today. As we shall see, “Turkey” was at times incredibly close to “Germany” and vice versa. Some German-speaking regions even spent time located within the Ottoman Empire, or at least under loose Ottoman suzerainty. Germans would also live as immigrants in the Ottoman Empire, and a few German villages were even located in the Ottoman Empire. What is more: for about a hundred and fifty years, Germany and the Ottoman Empire shared a border—an incredibly volatile and violent one, the so-called “military border.” This border ran through Hungary, which had come into existence only shortly before.

The Hungarians were another group of “barbarians” from the East. “Hungarian” is not the name the Magyars gave or give themselves. Hungarian is derived from the Turkish designation “Onogurs” (meaning “ten tribes”), which had been used previously for the Avars, yet another Turkic people who had lived in the region before. Some Byzantines simply outright called the Magyars “Turks.” Turkic peoples had spread so quickly in the region that as early as in the tenth century Byzantine writers talked of what became Hungary as “western Tourkia” and called the lands north of the Black Sea “eastern Tourkia.”8

The Hungarians had roamed the steppes north of the Black Sea for about two thousand years, much of this time together with various Turkic peoples. In culture, they were or became very close, but, perhaps surprisingly, we cannot document much language contact in the Hungarian language; there are not many Hungarian words that come from Turkish. And still, until sometime in the twentieth century, European linguists placed Hungarian and Turkish in the same language family. There was even a Turanic, a pan-Turkic movement in interwar Hungary. But one thing seems sure about their relationship: it was from the Turks that the Hungarians adopted the way of the nomadic steppe warrior.9

And as steppe warriors they had arrived. Hungarians came into ancient Pannonia, part of which had belonged to Charlemagne’s empire and had been simply called “Orient” in the ninth century. They had come from north of the Black Sea, an area which they had called Etelköz. The Hungarians had been pushed west by a sort of Eurasian domino of peoples: the Uzes, a Turkic people, were pushed westward by the emir of Bukhara (in today’s Uzbekistan, a Turkic country). The Uzes, in turn, pushed the Petchenegs, another Turkic people, further westwards. And finally, the Petchenegs invaded Etelköz. The result was large-scale massacre. Many of the Hungarian survivors—together with some Khazars, yet another Turkic people—then went further westwards still and occupied the Danubian plains in 896 under their leader Árpád. From there they pushed further northwest; or rather, much like the Ottoman Turks three centuries later, it was the Byzantines who brought them further into Europe to fight their wars.10

If we think back to the Hungarians arriving in the late ninth and tenth centuries as well as the Turks in the eleventh century, we need to remember that Europe looked very different back then and was still in the process of “being built” almost from the ground up. Around the year 1000, Christianity only extended until the river Elbe and a bit beyond. Then occurred a rapid expansion; lots of eastern peoples would adopt Christianity and found Christian kingdoms.11 Another factor was German eastern colonization. But it all took some time.

Until 1110 pagan Slavs were still raiding and plundering as far as the fields around Hamburg.12 And even the Habsburg dynasty, the later dynasty of the Austrians, had only recently “found their place.” Originally, they were based in what is today Switzerland. When, hundreds of years later, the Ottomans first marched onto Vienna, the Austrians had just recently cemented their claims in these regions that were now threatened. The Habsburgs had in fact been considered “foreign” in Austria until later in the fourteenth century when they acquired Carinthia, Carniola, and Tyrol.13 In a way, what we will discuss in the next chapters is the story of two rapidly expanding European powers, both of them newcomers, competing on battlefields across what was until then the country of another relative newcomer to Europe: the Hungarians.

When they first arrived, the Hungarians raided and burned their way across central Europe. These were dark times for Europe; it was also the golden age of the Vikings. The Hungarians regularly raided across the German lands, as far north as Bremen, but also made incursions into Italy, Switzerland, and all the way to the Atlantic coast of France as well as into Spain. They were seen as true barbarians, the wild hordes of the apocalypse. The chronicler Widukind of Corvey thought these Hungarians were the descendants of the Huns and that they had been created with the help of Gothic witches.14

Witchcraft or not, historians claim that the Hungarian raids had a revolutionary impact on the still-young and evolving German (Holy Roman) Empire. The now-obvious vulnerability of the German lands was a strong factor in pushing forward common institutions in the military and administrative realm.15 In this fashion, the Hungarians served as builders or at least as catalysts in the building of early Germany, as would the Turks later as well.

The Hungarians were just the latest in a long line of easterners entering the heart of Europe. The difference to the Turks was that they eventually stayed there in the heart of Europe, adopted Christianity and became an integral part of the central European landscape of peoples.

*    *    *

Hungarians settled and controlled not only what is today’s Hungary but also lands to the east, such as Transylvania (today part of Romania). Surrounded by the Carpathian Mountains on three sides—the north, the east, and the south—Transylvania was the geographical border outpost of central Europe. The Carpathian Mountains, which in parts reach Alpine heights and beauty, are the only significant natural border from central Europe all the way to the Altai Mountains in western Mongolia. The Ural Mountains that lie between are often imagined as the eastern frontier of Europe, but time and again they proved to be no real obstacle for the threats coming from the east: they were usually crossed without further ado. Beyond lay the lands of Asia from which they had all once come: the Huns, the Bulgars, the Hungarians, the Cumans, the Petchenegs, various Turkic peoples, and sometime soon, the Mongols.

As a formerly nomadic people from the east themselves, the Hungarians understood the lethal potential of the East. And so, they decided to fortify Transylvania by settling people there who would develop and help defend the country. In the tenth century, they settled the Székelys, a Hungarian subgroup that might have some Turkish roots as well.16

The Székelys alone were not enough in strength and numbers to secure and settle the relatively sparsely populated lands of Transylvania. A number of Petchenegs, a Turkic people, were also settled as border guards and fighters for the Hungarians when the Cumans began pushing them westwards in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.17

*    *    *

Since the late tenth century, Germans were recruited as settlers into Hungary. The Crusades accelerated German settlement into southeastern Europe. Germans, especially miners, settled in various cities across the region and in what would later become Serbia. It is assumed that later many of these people migrated further southeast into Greek lands and there assimilated into the general population over time.18

Many skilled Germans went into the cities or founded new ones. The older part of Buda (now Budapest), or Ofen in German, was mainly German-populated until the Ottoman conquest and then again for some time after the Ottomans left. In this new Hungarian space, many cities came to have a specific southeast European ethnic mix with German craftsmen and miners, Jewish, Greek, and Armenian traders, and so on. Indeed, most of the important cities in the Hungarian lands came to be mostly German. As a Hungarian historian summarized, most Hungarian cities “remained German enclaves in a predominantly foreign environment throughout the Middle Ages and even beyond.”19

*    *    *

Germans also went further east to Transylvania, mainly as farmers. We know surprisingly little about their origins. They would later be known as the Transylvanian Saxons. In the early twentieth century they would number around 250,000 people.

We know little of how the first “Transylvanian Saxons” came to live there in the early twelfth century. Perhaps they came as a result of the first Crusade—Crusaders who did not make it all the way and were asked to stay, as one historian argues. All we know for sure is what a decree of Hungarian king Andrew II, which codified the rights and privileges of the Transylvanian Saxons, said. This text from 1204 claims that it was King Géza II who had called them into the country.20

Great opportunities seemed to beckon in Transylvania. There was land to be given away: fertile land where newcomers could live in a society less oppressive and with less of the feudal baggage of their home regions. Hungary became, for almost a thousand years, a country of immigration, and Germans were the biggest immigrant group for much of that time.

And so began the history of the southeast European Germans. The initial settlers were joined by various other German (and other European) groups throughout the coming centuries. Later, when the Ottoman Empire retreated and opened up new lands for settlement, new groups of German immigrants would make their way down the Danube. The story of the southeast European Germans came to an almost complete end in the twentieth century. Nationalizing states, Hitler, and finally Communism made people “return” to Germany and Austria. A few stayed on; today around 35,000 people of ethnic German background live in Romania. In the 1930s, over seven hundred thousand Germans lived in greater Romania, which besides Transylvania also included other regions in which lots of ethnic Germans lived, such as the Banat, the Bukovina, the Dobrudja, and Bessarabia (mostly today’s Republic of Moldova). In the latter two regions, Germans would live side by side with various Turkic peoples: in Bessarabia next to the Christian Gagauz Turks, and in Dobrudja with Muslim Tatars and Turks.

At the beginning of the history of the Transylvanian Saxons their population stood at probably no more than 520 families or about 2,600 people. But they and their descendants would become disproportionately important.

*    *    *

One of the main goals of the settlement of populations in Transylvania was to fortify the region. So, it is perhaps not surprising that the Hungarian king also called in self-proclaimed “experts” in the defense of Christendom: the Teutonic Order. This fighting order, a blend between monks and knights, had emerged from an organization set up to care for the wounded and sick when the remnants of Barbarossa’s Crusade got “stuck” at Acre fighting against the armies of Saladin.21

In 1211, the Teutonic Order was given the Burzenland, an area in the corner of the Carpathian Mountains in southeastern Transylvania, to fight against the “heathen Turkic people of the Cumans,” and to provide relief and support for Crusaders on their way towards Constantinople.22

The Knights were given autonomy and far-reaching control over the Burzenland into which they settled German immigrants. They were granted the right to build castles and towns—but only with wood, not stone. Apparently, there was a fear from the get-go that the Teutonic Order would become just a little too settled there. In any case, very soon their whole reason for being there seemed to have disappeared. The Cumans were defeated by the Mongols in 1222, and the relationship between the Cumans with the Hungarian crown changed entirely. From 1227 onwards, the policy was peaceful Christianization of the Cumans, not war. In 1228, the Burzenland was even included in a bishopric setup to further Christianize the Cumans beyond the Carpathians. For a time, Germans and Cuman Turks lived in one bishopric.23

The Teutonic Order itself, however, would not be around for that. In 1225, three years before the establishment of this bishopric, the Order was kicked out after only fourteen years in the Burzenland. They had become too independent and ambitious. They had begun to expand into Walachia and Cumania and, perhaps most importantly, started taking over the king’s property.24 But the Burzenland episode would prove to be an important stepping-stone for the Order. In the next year, 1226, the Knights were once more called in by a ruler to secure an area, this time into Poland to help against the “heathen” Prussians. These Prussians were Slavs; Germans would eventually take over their territory and name, facilitated by the Teutonic Order. When, fifteen years later, the Mongols came, the Pope called for another Crusade, which turned into the so-called Northern Crusades. This helped the recruitment efforts of the Teutonic Order and gave it a new lease of life. The Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights claimed that the deployment of the Order so far away from the Holy Land would be a good training ground for the Middle East and further Crusades against the Muslims. Prussia was secured by the 1280s. Acre, the last Crusader outpost in Palestine, was lost a few years later, in 1291. In the meantime, the Teutonic Order had established their State of the Teutonic Order. It would exist for three hundred years. Eventually this whole endeavor contributed to the creation and rise of modern Prussia, which in turn would be the core of the modern German state founded in the nineteenth century.25

*    *    *

Two lasting legacies of the Teutonic Order in Transylvania were the settlement of Germans in the Burzenland as well as the founding of the city of Kronstadt (Brașov, in today’s Romania). Kronstadt would become a hugely important trading town and an outpost on Christian Europe’s frontier. At a later date, it would sport impressive city walls and towers. Kronstadt and Hermannstadt about 100 miles to the west, would become the main centers of Transylvanian Saxon political life. Hermannstadt became an administrative and political center but also held commercial weight. Kronstadt became the commercial center.26

In the fourteenth century, Hermannstadt was a major German city—not only in comparison to other German cities in Hungary. Its number of craftsmen guilds was not much lower than that of Cologne, for example. Hermannstadt traders connected this part of Europe to Nuremberg, Cologne, Bruges, Lemberg, Cracow, Danzig, and Königsberg. Kronstadt, in turn, was a major connecting point of the major east–west trade routes as well as Russia and Constantinople. This new German group in southeastern Europe was connected to the main central European lands through trade, education, careers, and families. In the fourteenth century, for example, one of the rectors of the University of Vienna was from Kronstadt.27

Despite their long-term success, life was not easy for these German settlers. Indeed, the Saxons hit the ground running: as early as in 1210, the count of Hermannstadt marched on Bulgaria under the Hungarian king with a force of his own together with Székelys, Petchenegs, and Romanians.28 But the greatest challenges were yet to come, and they would turn the once paradisial Hungary into a battleground for centuries.
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