
Studies in Ottoman Naval 
History and Maritime Geography 



Analecta Isisiana: Ottoman and Turkish Studies 

102 

A co-publication with The Isis Press, Istanbul, the series consists of 

collections of thematic essays focused on specific themes of 

Ottoman and Turkish studies. These scholarly volumes address 

important issues throughout Turkish history, offering in a single 

volume the accumulated insights of a single author over a career of 

research on the subject. 



Studies in Ottoman Naval 
History and Maritime Geography 

Svat Soucek 

The Isis Press, Istanbul 0ór0ÍaS preSS 

2011 



Gorgias Press LLC, 954 River Road, Piscataway, NJ, 08854, USA 

www.gorgiaspress.com 

Copyright© 2011 by The Isis Press, Istanbul 

Originally published in 2008 

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright 

Conventions. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a 

retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, 

mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise without the 

prior written permission of The Isis Press, Istanbul. 

2011 K-

ISBN 978-1-61719-150-3 

Printed in the United States of America 



Svat Soucck is a g radua te of the Cha r l e s Univers i ty , P rague ; Ecole Na t iona le des 
L a n g u e s O r i e n t a l e s , Pa r i s : C o l u m b i a U n i v e r s i t y , N e w Y o r k . T a u g h t at t he 
Un ive r s i t y of P e n n s y l v a n i a . Ph i lade lph ia , and the Univers i ty of M i c h i g a n , A n n 
A r b o r . 
Pub l i shed books : 
Kons tan t in Miha i lov ic , Memoirs of a Janissary, t rans la ted by B. Stolz , h is tor ical 
c o m m e n t a r y and notes by S. Soucek , Ann Arbo r , D e p a r t m e n t of Slavic L a n g u a g e s 
and C u l t u r e s , U n i v e r s i t y of M i c h i g a n , 1 9 7 5 ; V . V . B a r t o l d , An Historical 
Geography of Iran, t ranslated by S. Soucek , Pr ince ton Universi ty Press , 1984; Piri 
Reis and Turkish Mapmakini> after Columbus, L o n d o n , The Nour Founda t i on in 
a s s o c i a t i o n wi th O x f o r d U n i v e r s i t y P res s , 1996 ; A History of Inner Asia, 
C a m b r i d g e Univers i ty Press . 2 0 0 0 ; The History of the Persian Gulf., Cos t a Mesa : 
M a z d a Publ ishers , 2008 . 





TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Introduction 7 

"Piri Reis and Siileyman the Magnificent," in Suleyman the Second 
and His Time; ed. Halil Inalcik and Cemal Kafadar. Istanbul: Isis 

Press, 1993, pp. 343-52 31 
"Piri Reis and the Ottoman Discovery of the Great Discoveries", in 

Studia Islamica, LXXIX (1994), p. 121 -42 41 

"Piri Reis and the Persian Gul f ' , lecture given at the "Uluslararasi Piri 
Reis Sempozyumu" organized by the Turkish Admiralty, 
Istanbul, 27-29 September 2004 57 

"The Rise of the Barbarossas in North Africa", in Archivum 
Ottomanicum, 3 (1971), pp. 238-250 66 

"Ottoman naval policy in the Indian Ocean", X. Tarih Kongresi'nden 
ayribasim, Ankara: Turk Tarih Kurumu basimevi, 1993 79 

"The Portuguese and the Turks in the Persian Gul f ' , lecture given at 
the Internation Conference "The Portuguese in Hormuz", held at 
the Gulbenkian Foundation, Paris, 15-17 March 2007 83 

"Naval Aspects of the Ottoman Conquest of Rhodes, Cyprus and 
Crete", in Studia Islamica, 98/99 (2004), pp. 219-261 113 

"The Strait of Chios and the Kaptanpa§a's navy" in Halcyon Days in 
Crete IV. The Kapudan Pasha, His Office and His Domain. A 
Symposium Held in Rethymnon, 7-9 January 2000, ed. by 
Elizabeth Zachariadou. Rethymnon: Crete University Press, 
2002, pp. 141-63 147 

"The Ottoman Merchant Marine", in Studies in Honour of Clifford 
Edmund Bosworth, ed. Carole Hillenbrand. Vol. 2: The Sultan's 
Turret: Studies in Persian and Turkish Culture. Brill Academic 
Publishers, 1999, pp. 386-96 171 

"Certain Types of Ships in Ottoman-Turkish Terminology" Turcica, 

v. 7 (1975), pp. 233-49 181 
"Mina", Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2 n d edition, v. 7 (1993), pp. 66-72. 195 
"Mi l aha" , Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2 n d ed., v. 7 (1993), pp. 40, 

46 50 213 



6 N A V A L H I S T O R Y A N D M A R I T I M K G E O G R A P H Y 

Ottoman Cartography (original text of an article whose abbreviated 
version is forthcoming iri the Dictionnaire de l'Histoire 
Ottomane) 225 

"A Czech nobleman's pilgrimage to the Holy 1 .and: 1493", in Turks, 
Hungarians and Kipchaks: A Festschrift in Honor of Tibor 
Halasi-Kun (Journal of Turkish Studies: Tiirkliik Bilgisi 
Araftirmalari, v. 8, 1984, pp. 233-240) 239 

"Harant 's Putowanj and Ali's Halat al-Qahire: a Comparison", in 
Festschrift Andreas Tietze zum 70. Geburtstag, Wiener 
Zeitschrift fur die Kunde des Morgenlandes, 76. Band, 1986, 
pp. 263-68 251 

MAPS: 

The Ottoman Maritime Frontier in 1512 30 

The Ottoman Maritime Frontier in 1574 112 



INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of the introduction is to briefly sketch the background of 
the events discussed in greater detail in the articles included in this collection. 
The Ottoman Empire became a naval power in the course of the 15lh century, 
by virtue of both geographical and historical circumstances. Its political center 
of gravity was in an eminently maritime area - at the juncture of the 
Mediterranean and Black Seas, with an expanding territory lined by long coasts 
studded with harbors and anchorages. It also fell heir to a reservoir of seafaring 
populations, an amalgam of earlier autochthonous mariners and the more 
recently arrived pre-Ottoman Turks who during the 14lh century had engaged 
the sea with their coastal conquests and gazi-corsair1 forays throughout the 
Aegean.2 The Ottomans were the first Turks to cross the Dardanelles and start 
expanding their territory on the European side of the Straits. After its 
transitory possession in 1354 they definitively seized Gallipoli in 1376 and 
began to develop it as their premier naval base. Gallipoli retained this status 
for the duration of the Ottoman Empire, although in terms of size and 
importance it was overshadowed by the imperial arsenal founded by Selim I at 
Kasimpa§a in 1518. 

The first naval war fought by the Ottoman Turks was with Venice in 
1415-1416. It took place off Gallipoli in the Dardanelles, and Venetians were 
the winners. The clash had occurred through a misunderstanding, and the 
Turkish defeat was not catastrophic. The goals of the Serenissima were 
moderate: a return to peace and restoration of the status quo rather any 
conquests or drastic concessions was what she wanted. Barring a few 
exceptions, this attitude was to persist throughout the long history of the 
Republic's relations wiih the Ottoman Empire. The 1415-1416 war with 
Venice was also the only one which the Ottoman Empire lost; all the others, 
with a few partial exceptions, ended with peace treaties which whittled away 
the Republic's once extensive maritime empire in the Aegean and eastern 
Mediterranean. 

The second Turco-Venetian war lasted from 1463 to 1479 and ended 
with the session of the Republic's several insular possessions in the Aegean 
to the Ottoman Empire. 

' Gazi is the Turkish form of the Arabic ghazi, a Musl im engaged in the holy war, gaza. 
^ Already at the end of t he l l th century there had been a brief p receden t when the Sel juk 
prince f a k a Bey and his gazis established a short-lived principality on the Aegean coast and the 
island of Lesbos (Midilli). 
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in 1499, the third Turco-Venet ian war broke out, and by the t ime of 
its conclusion in 1502 victorious Turkey had gained the status of a ma jo r 
naval power. The Ottoman sultan Bayezid II (1481-1512) launched this war 
because he knew the time was right for complet ing the conquest of Greece 
which his father, Mehmet II. had achieved three decades earlier. The conqueror 
of Constant inople had o \ e r w h e l m e d that country in 1460-1461, and had 
fol lowed this up in 1470 by adding the Venetian-held island of Euboea to his 
expanding empire. Several ports and coastal fortifications, however , escaped 
the Turkish conquest , and these all fo rmed part of the Venet ian mari t ime 
domains; the most important were Lepanto, Navarino, Modon , Koron, and 
Nauplia. Bayez id ' s campaign gained the first four for the Ot tomans ; only 
Nauplia had to wait until its turn came in 1540. 

It does not appear that Venice expected to be attacked when a large 
Turkish fleet under Kuijiik Davud Pa§a sailed f rom Gallipoli in May 1499. 
Since her de fea t in the 1463-1479 war, the republic had ref ra ined f rom 
initiating any confl ic t with the Ot toman Empire ; for trade, not territorial 
expansion, was what she w ished to pursue in her relations with the mighty-
Musl im neighbor. Instead, it was the Knights of St. John at Rhodes who 
feared they might be the target, and thus appealed for help to France, their 
strongest link in Europe. On the other hand, Venice ' s policy was different in 
Italy; there, she participated in what was becoming a prolonged and shifting 
mosaic of European all iances and wars over territory and inf luence. This 
reflected the disunity of Christian Europe in the face of Muslim expansion, a 
disunity that was gaining dramat ic proport ions. Venice and France were 
momentary allies who divided the conquered Duchy of Milan between them, 
with the tacit approval of I 'ope Alexander VI Borgia. The opposi t ion this 
provoked on the part of others, including the Habsburg emperor Maximilian I 
and the King of Naples Frederick IV, generated a string of envoys to the 
Ot toman sultan with suggest ions that an attack on Venice would not be 
unwelcome; some even offered financial support. Bayezid II was will ing to 
oblige, both on account of this opportune political configuration and because 
of a lingering apprehension: the king of France Charles VIII had been known 
to be planning a crusade, and Bayezid feared that Louis XII might do likewise, 
especially if he continued his predecessor 's designs on the kingdom of Naples 
as a step toward that goal.1 

Venice wished to preserve peace with the Ottoman Empire, and then to 
quickly restore it once war had broken out. She had an additional reason for 
accommodation or even cooperation with the Porte. Their common interests 

' Louis may have been using tht crusade as a convenient pretext fo r dividing up this k ingdom, 
with Ferdinand II of Aragon. as many suspected and as happened in 1501-1504. 
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were threatened by the Portuguese irruption into the Indian Ocean and the 
looming deflection of the spice trade f rom the Near Eastern-Mediterranean 
route to the a l l -mar i t ime Cape of Good Hope-At lan t i c route , and the 
Serenissima was sending messages of alarm on this matter to the Subl ime 
Porte. Thus after the surrender of Lepanto to the Turks, Venice dispatched an 
envoy, Luigi Mavent i , to Istanbul in the hope that by acknowledging this 
loss she might persuade Ihe sultan to end the hostilities, but Bayezid replied: 
"If you wish to make peace with me, you must surrender Modon, Koron, and 
Nauplion in the Morea, and send us an annual tribute". 

The war lasted three years, but the principal events occurred in 1499 
and 1500. In 1499, Lepanto was conquered; the next year, the same fate befell 
Modon , Koron, and Navar ino; several points on the Dalmatian coast, with 
Durazzo as the most valuable prize, were also seized f rom Venice. While in 
the first two years the republic faced her adversary alone, in 1501 and 1502 a 
crusade was organized by the Pope. Besides the papal states and Venice herself, 
Spain and France joined the campaign. The crusade achieved little. The only 
noteworthy effor t made by Venice ' s allies was an ult imately unsuccessful 
French siege of Mytilerie, the fort if ied chief town and port of the island of 
Lesbos, in 1501. The choice of this target was characteristic of the divergence 
of interests plaguing such alliances: the Venetians had suggested, as the target, 
the strategically important harbor of Valona, an Ot toman possession since 
1417, but the French preferred Mytilene, a port and island "moul t riche, fertile 
et prenable".1 The peace treaty that the two original adversaries signed on 14 
December 1502 ratified all the gains made by the Turks, with one concession 
to Venice, namely the recovery of the island of Cephalonia in the Ionian Sea 
(Venetian possession, 1350-1479, 1502-1797). 

The war of 1499-1502 demons t ra ted the growing strength of the 
Ottoman navy. The Turks won their first major battle against the great naval 
power that was Venice when the two opponents clashed off the island of 
Prodano/Proti (named Burak adasi by the Turks, after Burak Reis, the heroic 
gazi-corsair w h o perished in this battle) in August 1499. It was this victory 
that enabled the Ot toman f leet to proceed north toward Lepanto , already 
besieged f r o m the landward side; once he saw the approaching f leet , the 
Venet ian governor surrendered. Notewor thy also was the participation of 
Turkish gaz/-corsairs, with Kemal Reis as the most prominent among these. 
In 1495 Sultan Bayezid had summoned him to assume an official position in 
government service, creating a precedent that would have beneficial and lasting 

' Jean d 'Auton , Chroniques de Louis XII, ed. R. de Maulde La Clavière, v. 2, Paris 1981, p. 156, 
cited by N. Vatin, "Le Siège de Mitilène (1501)", in Turcica 21-23 (1992), p. 437, and reprinted 
in Analecta Isisiana, no. 51 , N. Vatin, Les Ottomans et l'occident (XVe-XVIe siècles), Istanbul 
2001, p. 9. 
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c o n s e q u e n c e s for the O t t o m a n navy . A l t h o u g h D a v u d Pa§a, a m a n of the 

pa lace es tab l i shment , had the overal l c o m m a n d of the O t t o m a n f leet in this 

c a m p a i g n , Kemal Reis w a s not only the mos t e f f e c t i v e c o m m a n d e r in the 

battle, but as a gazi-corsair he was one of those leading f igures in the Ot toman 

mar i t ime expans ion and naval history whose con t r ibu t ions were m a r k e d by 

their in i t ia t ive and s t ra tegic v is ion . T h e role of Kema l Reis indeed w e n t 

beyond the actual f igh t ing role, for he acted as a kind of consu l t an t to the 

sul tan, adv i s ing him which places to conquer . Koron and M o d o n , cal led by 

h im the " t w o eyes of Ven ice" , were at the top of a list that a l so inc luded 

p laces l ike Rhodes and C o r f u . A n o t h e r a spec t of this role, invis ib le on the 

of f ic ia l level but pe rhaps even m o r e crucia l , w a s the fac t that in the th ree 

d e c a d e s of the i r ca ree rs as s ea f a r i ng gazis, Kemal Re is and his T u r k i s h 

c o m p a n i o n s ventured far ther wes t into the central and western Medi te r ranean , 

f ami l i a r i z i ng t h e m s e l v e s with the cond i t ions and oppor tun i t i e s there . T h e 

g r o w i n g p re sence of the Turk i sh mar i t ime gazis a long the coasts of Nor th 

Af r i ca , especia l ly those of Tun i s i a and Alger ia , prepared the ground fo r the 

next genera t ion of T u r k s who. led by Hayredd in Barbarossa , would in the 

re igns of Se l im I (1512-1 =¡20) and St i leyman the Magn i f i cen t ( 1 5 2 0 - 1 5 6 6 ) 

s tave off the extension of the reconquista into North Afr ica , and instead play 

a ca t a ly t i c role in i nco rpo ra t i ng this ter r i tory in to the O t t o m a n Hmpire . 

F ina l ly , a m o n g the T u r k i s h m a r i t i m e gazis led by Kemal Reis w a s his 

n e p h e w Piri Re is , w h o on the bas i s of th is e x p e r i e n c e later p r o d u c e d 

invaluable car tographic and hydrographic works ( the Kitab-i Bahriye and t w o 

world maps) that gave the Ot toman mar i t ime and naval ach ievements a special 

stature and international acclaim. 

A f t e r the 1499-1502 war wi th Venice , the O t toman su l t an ' s a t tent ion 

turned eas tward and sou thward . T h e war with E g y p t over the possess ion of 

f u k u r o v a (Ci l ic ia) had ended in 1491, and n o w their r e la t ionsh ip took a 

total ly d i f f e r e n t tack: the M a m l u k s were g rapp l ing with a n e w adve r sa ry , 

Por tugal , and Bayczid was sending logistical he lp to them - both sh ipbui ld ing 

mater ia ls and expert seamen - to found and staff an arsenal at Suez, and to lead 

their f l edg l ing f lee t in war against the European intruders. M e a n w h i l e Kema l 

Re is and his nephew Piri Reis with their compan ions did not whol ly a b a n d o n 

thei r or iginal pursui t of mar i t ime gaza (holy w a r ) in the Med i t e r r anean , as 

indirect ev idence in the Kilabi Bahriye suggests . 

Bayez id died in 1.5! 2, one year af ter the dea th of Kemal Reis . On the 

mi l i tary level , a l though land wars in the Ba lkans , on the f ron t i e r wi th the 

O t t o m a n E m p i r e ' s main target . Chris t ian E u r o p e , r emained the leitmotif of 

the impe r i a l and r e l i g ious e x p a n s i o n of t he su l t ans in the i r e m p i r e ' s 

pr ime period, Bayezid is remembered chiefly for extending or consol idat ing the 
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empire's maritime frontier in campaigns in which the fleet played a critical 
role - the 1484 conquest of Kilia and Akkerman on the northwestern coast of 
the Black Sea, and that of Lepanto, Navarino, Modon and Koron in 1499-
1502. These victories had great economic as well as strategic significance. 
Customs duties on trade passing through these ports brought the sultan 
welcome revenues, and the ports could also function as naval bases. The 
conquest of Kilia and Akkerman reinforced the process of turning the Black 
Sea into an Ottoman lake, while that of Lepanto and the other three placed the 
empire not only on the coasts of the Ionian and Adriatic Seas, but also closer 
to the critical passage between the eastern and western Mediterranean. These 
victories were made possible by the energetic expansion of the Turkish navy 
undertaken by Bayezid II. The resources of the empire dwarfed those of Venice 
and continued to grow with its expanding coastline in the eastern 
Mediterranean and the Black Sea, multiplying the number of shipbuilding 
sites, some backed by timber-rich hinterland. Thus in terms of geo-strategic, 
material and human resources, the Ottoman Empire would soon surpass any 
other Mediterranean power. By 1512, the terminal year of Bayezid's reign's, 
the empire 's coastal frontage was longer than that of this sea's any other 
riparian state. 

Leaving aside these gains, it may be worthwhile to examine the nature 
of the Turco-Venetian war of 1499-1502 in terms of its purpose and ultimate 
effects. A striking and many-faceted imbalance between the two adversaries 
faces us here. An already huge, primarily land-focused warrior empire 
challenges a small, essentially maritime and commercial republic, in a dispute 
over what at first looks like almost no territory at all - just a few fortified 
ports. Their economic and strategic value was considerable, however, and was 
the main reason why the Serenissima wanted to retain them. Venice needed 
them and used them as vital stations in her commerce spanning much of the 
eastern Mediterranean, and as bases for her fleets protecting this seaborne trade 
that was the economic lifeblood of the republic. By 1499, she had learned the 
lesson gained from the 1463-1479 war that it was wiser not to provoke her 
mighty neighbor, and pcacc with Turkey was henceforth her lasting preference. 
In contrast, the Ottoman sultan had no need for peace if the circumstances 
allowed him to resume the empire's march forward, and his father 's conquest 
of Greece remained unfinished as long as Venice still possessed those valuable 
ports. The war was a completion of the land conquests that had taken place 
four decades previously, and the Turkish victory gave the Ottoman navy a 
chance to strengthen its position near a crucial intersection of the 
Mediterranean. So what about Bayezid's wish to develop the splendid strategic 
sites won in 1499 and 1500 as permanent bases for effective naval control of 
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the Adriatic, to use them as launching pads for penetration into the central 
Mediterranean, and to turn the eastern half of this sea into an Ottoman lake? 
To have his realm replace Venice also as a commercial seaborne empire? There 
is no evidence of such a policy. The strategic and economic dimension went as 
far as a desi re to comple te territorial conques ts and to benef i t f r o m the 
lucrative nature of the conquered ports, but the Ottoman sultan did not take the 
extra steps that would have turned his realm into a seaborne merchant empire 
- nor did any of his successors. 

A glance at a historical map shows that by 1537 the size of the tri-
continental Ot toman Kmpire, as well as the length of its marit ime front ier , 
had doubled within one-and-a-half generat ions, since the end of the last 
Venetian war in 1502. The sultans Selim I and Suleyman the Magni f icent 
conquered Syria and Egypt (1517), Belgrade (1521), Rhodes (1522), the greater 
part of Hungary (1526), and Iraq (1535), and the gaz/ '-corsair Hayredd in 
Barbarossa established Ottoman control over Algiers between 1518 and 1529. 
This phenomenal expansion also meant that with the except ion of south-
easternmost Spain and Morocco, and a transitory loss of Tunisia (1535-1574), 
almost the totality of Mediterranean coasts inhabited by Musl ims came under 
Ottoman rule. The empire 's naval power had grown exponentially with further 
integration of gazi corsairs into the sul tan 's navy, the generation of those 
corsairs fol lowing Kemal Reis who took the center stage of the imperial fleet 
with Hayreddin Barbarossa. T his corsair-turned-statesman and admiral rendered 
the empire invaluable service on two levels. Seizing power in Algiers and 
installing his own rule there, he presented it to Sultan Selim in 1518 as a new 
province of the empire; and becoming kaptanpa^a or c o m m a n d e r of the 
Ottoman navy under Suley man the Magnif icent in 1533, he brought Ottoman 
sea power to a dominant position in the entire Mediterranean, a position that 
would last until the battle of Lepanto in 1571.' There were several reasons for 
this success: in the first place, the quality of seamen of Hayreddin ' s mold , 
men hardened in the searing adventure of the mari t ime gaza\ secondly, the 
material and human resources of the Ot toman Empire , unmatched by any 
single European power; and lastly, the priceless advantage of unified command 
along the empire ' s mari t ime frontier, stretching f rom the Cr imea to western 
Algeria. These assets should be projected against their reverse, the disunity of 
Christian Europe. Not onl \ did it lack unity; the recurrent wars between the 
Habsburg Empire and France meant that even the third of the Mediterranean 
f ront that remained Christian was paralyzed by this internecine s truggle, 
relegating defense against Muslim expansion to an uncertain and shifting place 

' Or well beyond it, some historians would say, basing their view on the re-conquest of Tunis in 
1574. 
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on this baffling chessboard. Nevertheless, when in 1537 the efforts of Pope 
Pius III (1534-1549) to effect what should have been a ten-year truce between 
Charles V and François I seemed to have succeeded, he managed to cobble 
together an alliance against the Turks. Its members were, besides the 
Papal States, the Hispano-Sicilian segment of the Habsburg Empire, 
Portugal, Genoa, and a reluctant Venice, while France was of course absent. 

On the Turkish side, Hayreddin advised the sultan to seize the initiative 
by conquering the island of Corfu, thereby completing the Ottoman hold on 
the eastern side of the strategically vital Strait of Otranto. In September 1537 
the moment was propitious, for the allied fleet under Andrea Doria had 
withdrawn to Messina and other bases farther west, leaving Venice to face the 
assault alone. The siege was graced by the presence of Siileyman the 
Magnificent, who camped with his land troops on the shore facing the island. 
The island was easily occupied, but the fortified chief city and port put up a 
stiff resistance. The Venetian navy did not dare to engage the Turkish fleet, 
which was commanded by the best seaman of the age. After a siege of some 
three weeks, the enterprise had come close to succeeding, when the sultan 
ordered withdrawal despite the protestations of his admiral that the fortress was 
on the verge of falling. 

The first stage of the 1537-1538 war thus concluded with a Venetian 
success, albeit a defensive one. The real naval confrontation with the alliance 
occurred in 1538, when between 25 and 28 September a Christian fleet 
composed of Spanish, Portuguese, Papal, Genoese, and Venetian units, under 
the command of Andrea Doria, clashed with the Turkish fleet led by Hayreddin 
Barbarossa. It happened between Prevesa, a fortress on the Greek coast, and the 
island of Lefkas (Santa Maura) some six kilometers farther south. The Turkish 
fleet, although smaller, won. The victory should be attributed to Hayreddin's 
brilliant leadership and the quality of the Turkish mariners, but also to the 
chronic ailment of Christian alliances - in this case the uncertain cooperation 
between Andrea Doria, commander of the Spanish contingent, and Grimani, 
captain of the Venetian ships. 

In 1570, the Ottoman Empire was basking in the conviction, largely 
shared by friend and foe alike, that it was the strongest naval power in the 
Mediterranean. Three conquests and several spectacular cruises of the imperial 
fleet as a player in Catholic Europe's power politics instilled respect for the 
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Turks and fear of them throughout the Christian community. ' The T urkish 
success continued to be abetted by the chronic a i lment of European 
Christendom: not only was Catholic Hurope divided as ever, but France had 
even become, since the 1530s, Turkey 's ally, and would remain so for a long 
time. The French sovereign may have flattered himself with the title "The 
Most Christian King", but this did not prevent François I f rom seeking 
Siileyman the Magnif icent ' s alliance in his quarrels with the Holy Roman 
Emperor Charles V. The alliance led in 1543 to the unprecedented appearance 
of the donanma-yi hiimayun, the Ot toman imperial f leet led by its 
kaptanpaça Hayreddin Barbarossa, along the coasts of western Italy and 
southern France with demonstrations off Genoa and Nice as an ally of France; 
this fleet would then spend the winter of 1543-1544 in the harbor of Toulon. 
The Franco-Turkish friendship continued under France's next monarch, Henry 
ill , when in 1558 the Ottoman fleet under Piyale Pa§a cruised through the 
whole expanse of the western Mediterranean, with a descent on the Balearic 
island of Minorca as the most conspicuous of the raids undertaken during the 
cruise. 

Throughout these three decades Venice and Turkey lived in mutual 
peace. Both appreciated the lively trade between them: the republic, although 
deprived by the last war of several valuable key outposts of her maritime 
empire, still owned pari of it - Corfu, Crete and Cyprus being the most 
prominent components; bul what she valued most were agreements with the 
Porte that allowed her to carry on trade throughout the Ottoman possessions. 
Venice had accepted the dominant position of the Turkish navy in the eastern 
Mediterranean as a fact she had to live with. The one persistent trouble was 
piracy, both Muslim and Christian - and of several hues, each of which 
demanded a special approach on the part of peaceful traders and travelers. By 
1570, the Muslim corsairs of Algiers and their Christian counterparts of Malta 
had gained fame (or notoriety) as the most efficient and dangerous. Each side 
claimed a lofty religious cause to legitimate its livelihood, and in each case a 
premier Mediterranean power made an attempt to eliminate it. The Emperor 
Charles V attacked Algiers with a large fleet as early as 1541, but failed; 

' The reader may point out a contradiction in this argument, and it is a glaring one. If there was 
fear of the Turks throughout the Christian communi ty , how could the Pope, the Holy Roman 
Emperor and lesser princes send hints to the Porte that an attack against their Christ ian rivals 
would be welcome? How could the Catholic King of France become Turkey ' s ally against the 
great champion of the Catholic religion, Charles V? The answer is that there was fear on the 
popular level, and a latent commitment to unite and fight the Turk ; this, however , was virtually 
paralyzed by two factors: the elites were far more commit ted to f ight ing each other in their 
dynastic and feudal wars, and concurrently with the apogee of the Ot toman expansion during 
the 16 t h and 17 t h centuries, the Catholic - Protestant split took center stage on the ideological 
level. Both factors combined to relegate war with the Ot toman Empire to a place of secondary 
importance. 
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Suleyman the Magnificent 's fleet under Piyale Pa§a besieged Malta in 1565 
and failed as well. Both sovereigns, the Habsburg and the Ottoman, may have 
considered these Mediterranean targets important, but none the less secondary. 
For Charles, the feudal and dynastic war with France, and for Philip II - his 
son and successor on the Spanish throne - suppression of the heretical 
Protestants in Germany, the Netherlands and France (and, eventually, the 
"Great Enterprise" against Elizabeth I of England), took center stage, 
absorbing their kingdoms' major resources; for Suleyman, the holy war in 
Hungary against Charles's brother Ferdinand I, and curbing the schismatic 
Safavids in Iran had a similar priority. 

In this welter of multifaceted conflicts and preoccupations, Venice 
endeavored to preserve peace with the Ottoman Empire and carry on her 
business of overseas trade and ownership of two colonies, Crete and Cyprus. It 
was thus an unpleasant though not quite unexpected surprise when in April 
1570 she received a formal demand from the Porte that the latter island be 
ceded to the Ottoman Empire. The Signoria refused, and a war broke out that 
passed through two phases: Cyprus itself, whose conquest was achieved with 
the surrender of Famagusta in August 1571; and the war of the Holy League, 
which led to the defeat of the Turkish fleet by that of the Christian alliance a 
month later at Lepanto. The alliance undertook further campaigns in the 
following year, but disunity thwarted their effective realization, so that in the 
end Venice was facing the Ottoman Empire alone and had to accept a peace 
treaty which acknowledged the loss of Cyprus and "looked as if the Turks had 
won the battle of Lepanto". A large segment of modern historiography 
concurs, and views the Christian victory as an event without importance. This 
opinion appears to be supported by the astoundingly fast rebuilding of the 
Ottoman fleet after its destruction at Lepanto, and the recovery of Tunis, 
occupied by the Spaniards under Don Juan of Austria in 1573, in the course of 
the following year when the new fleet under Sinan Pa§a expelled them and 
reestablished Ottoman rule over this strategically important North African 
country. In other words, the Battle of Lepanto notwithstanding, the dominant 
position of the Ottoman Empire as a naval power in the Mediterranean would 
seem to have been reestablished or even enhanced during the reign of Selim II 
(1566-74), thanks to the conquest of Cyprus and the re-conquest of Tunis. 

The reality may have been more complex and quite different, however. 
The rebuilding of the Turkish fleet within a year after Lepanto demonstrated 
the vast resources and organizational genius of the Ottoman Empire, but not 
the fleet 's effectiveness, for it was never again tested in full-fledged naval 
battles with major opponents. New confrontations with an allied fleet did 
not occur, because the Christian adversaries' disunity led to the virtual 
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abandonment of the eastern Mediterranean to the Ottomans. Similarly, the re-
conquest of Tunis took place without any real clash, for Don Juan had by then 
left with the major part of the Spanish fleet, so that the Turks easily reduced 
the Spanish garrison in Goletta and occupied the city. Tunis had the potential 
to be developed as a first-rate naval base and a lucrative emporium at the 
strategic crossroads of the Mediterranean, but again the Porte showed no 
interest in using this unique site for such purposes. 1574, the year of the re-
conquest , while seemingly marking Ottoman naval mastery of the 
Mediterranean, was in fact the closing date of its effective presence west of the 
Sicilian Narrows. A special and equally revealing significance in this context 
can be seen in the failure of the 1565 siege of Malta, home of the militant 
corsair knights of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem, who, as Maltese 
Knights, became a scourge of Muslim shipping in the central and eastern 
Mediterranean. The island's conquest could have turned Malta from being a 
thorn in the Ottoman Hmpire's flank into a priceless link in a string of naval 
bases, from Navarino to Tunis, guarding the eastern Mediterranean and turning 
it into an Ottoman lake. Its conquest admittedly would have been arduous, but 
should have been possible if the empire had mounted an effort comparable to 
that made in the case of C\prus. The fact that the attempt was never repeated 
is symptomatic of the Porte's lack of interest in this projection of imperial 
strategy. 

The peace that marked Ottoman-Venetian relations between 1573 and 
1645 coincided with the irruption of the North Atlantic maritime powers -
chiefly England, Holland, and France - into what had previously been the two 
states' almost exclusive maritime domain. This was a complex phenomenon, 
with implications on several levels. Much was new: the types of ship, their 
armaments, naval strategy, and commercial policy. In all these respects, the 
Europeans from the North Atlantic overshadowed the Venetians and the Turks, 
and their superiority would only grow. Venice saw her commercial dominance 
in the eastern Mediterranean surpassed by that of the newcomers, and the 
Ottoman Empire recognized them as commercial partners and mariners whose 
naval power would make Ihem both unbeatable and exploitable in the 18l 

century. 

Nevertheless, in the I7111 century Venice and Turkey still pursued their 
time-honored goals: seaborne trade and retention of the remnants of her 
colonial empire in the cast of the former, expansion of Ottoman territory in 
the case of the latter. When in 1645 preparations in Istanbul for a major naval 
campaign were reported b\ the republic's bailo, the Serenissima's government 
hoped that some other place was be the target, preferably Malta. Crete, 
however, was the Porte's choice. The island was easily overrun by the Turkish 
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troops, but the fortified capital, Candia (Heraklion) offered a resistance that 
lasted until 1669. This 25-year defense, which amazed Europe and elicited her 
grudging admiration, could not have persisted if the Turkish navy had retained 
at least some of its erstwhile prowess. Instead, the war of 1645-1669 
demonstrated the opposite of what the war of 1499-1502 had done: it signaled 
the end of the Ottoman Empire's status as a major naval power. 

The war was also significant in other respects. While the Cyprus 
campaign had goaded even a truncated part of Catholic Europe to form a Holy 
League, and thus still appeared as a confrontation between Christendom and 
Islam, no such thing happened this time. The religious dimension on the 
European side had shifted its emphasis toward the struggle between 
Reformation and Counterreformation, and the impact of the Thirty Years' 
War, still raging in 1645, vastly overshadowed the image of Venice as a 
Christian nation under attack by the Turk. Moreover, pragmatic considerations 
with respect to Turkey began to dominate the policies of the Atlantic powers, 
especially the Protestant ones. Trade took precedence over religion, and, like 
Venice, these new Europeans wanted to do business with the Ottoman 
Empire, not to fight it. It is significant that none of the Turkish wars that 
included naval confrontations involved any of the Atlantic powers, and that 
commercial shipping between them and Turkey continued even during the 
empire's wars with Venice or, later, with Russia. The following exception 
confirms this rule. The sympathy that Venice's heroic defense inspired in 
England made Oliver Cromwell allow Admiral Blake to destroy the Tunisian 
squadron, summoned by the Porte to join the war, at its anchorage in Porto 
Farina (Ghàr al-Milh) in 1655; the Protector forbade Blake, however, to 
proceed farther east to the Ottoman home waters, lest the trading privileges of 
the Levant Company be harmed. 

The laborious nature of Crete's conquest notwithstanding, the outcome 
raised the gigantic dimensions of the Ottoman Empire still one notch higher, 
and in theory at least, completed its mastery of the eastern Mediterranean. Had 
the Porte in 1669 decided not only to modernize its navy but also to expand 
and protect its mercantile marine, to invest the empire 's resources in the 
commercial arena and emulate the western powers by supporting Turkish 
merchants engaged in seaborne trade, the history of the Mediterranean - and of 
the Ottoman Empire - might have taken a different course. The potential was, 
indeed, enormous. The maritime frontier extended over a vast expanse from the 
Crimea in the east to Egypt in the south and Algeria in the west. Moreover, 
the Porte, with its control of the Red Sea all the way to Yemen and Habe§ 
(northeastern Ethiopia), might have deemed the time right for re-engaging the 
Indian Ocean. A re-conquest of Aden (evacuated in 1630) would have been a 
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good way to start : if it had been a c c o m p a n i e d by a r e a f f i r m a t i o n of the 

O t t o m a n hold on Bas ra and the L a h s a coas t l ine of the Persian G u l f , the 

O t t o m a n E m p i r e should have been in a pos i t ion to d o what E u r o p e (now 

ch ie f ly Hol land and Eng land) was do ing - f igh t for a share of the lucrat ive 

Or ien t trade, and found factor ies that in due course could have expanded into 

co lon ies . An ex t ra d i m e n s i o n even f avored the T u r k s there - they w e r e 

Mus l ims , l ike the ma jo r i t \ of the coastal popu la t ions of western India and 

Indonesia. 

None of that happened , however . Instead of trying to re -conquer Aden , 

the Por te set its mind on mak ing one more a t t emp t to conquer Vienna . T h e 

1683 e f for t was spearheaded by the grand vizier Kara M u s t a f a Pa§a, burn ing 

with ambit ion to ach ieve what the great Si i leyman the Magni f i cen t had fa i led 

to do, and perhaps even to push through the infidel con t inen t all the way to 

the Rhine. 1 In the mids t of the commerc ia l revolut ion and expans ion of the 

17lh century spearheaded b\ E u r o p e ' s North At lan t ic powers , the gaza t hus 

remained the Ot toman el i te ' s guiding goal. In ternecine warfare of course kept 

rack ing Chr i s t endom itself, d iv ided as it w a s by rel igious sch isms , dynas t i c 

quar re l s , and the c o n c o m i t a n t terri torial wars . Yet this n igh tmare did not 

p reven t E u r o p e f r o m b e c o m i n g the cen te r of in te l lec tua l and sc i en t i f i c 

progress , and f rom evolv ing into a cont inent of nat ion-states that were f iercely 

compet i t ive on the economic and commerc ia l levels. Compet i t ion included the 

domain of seaborne trade and overseas colonizat ion. Against the background of 

the rise of mode rn Europe, the Ot toman pol icy w a s that of the odd man out , 

intent on pursu ing a lost cause: the medieval gaza, and the preserva t ion or 

expans ion of a religious empi re no longer viable in the modern world. 

T h e O t t o m a n e n t e r p r i s e f ac i l i t a t ed P o p e Innocen t X I ' s e f f o r t s to 

organize a Holy League against the l urks, and the war lasted sixteen years -

f r o m 1683 to 1699. T h e league, f o r m e d in 1684, consis ted of the Holy See , 

the Habsbu rg Empi re , Poland and Venice (no tewor thy is the fact that wi thin 

the chronolog ica l f r a m e under d i scuss ion , this was the f i rs t and only t ime 

w h e n the S ignor ia declared war on the O t t o m a n E m p i r e - all the p rev ious 

wars , as well as the final one that would take place in 1714-1718, were started 

by the Porte) ; in 1686 it was jo ined by Russia . T h e principal war theater was 

on land, and the defeat at the gates of Vienna led to the first mass ive Turk i sh 

retreat on European soil, Cor the Ot toman E m p i r e lost the greater part of its 

Hunga r i an terr i tory. Ven ice occup ied the P e l o p p o n e s e , wh i l e t w o d r a m a t i c 

batt les were fought at sea fi>r the possess ion of Chios . T h e Venet ians seized 

1 Dorothy M. Vaughan, Europe and the Turk: A Pattern of Alliances, 1350-1700, Liverpool 
1954, p. 268. " . . . H e was said nol only to have repeated Bayezid I ' s threat, that he would one 
day stable his horses in St. Peter 's , but to intend, after capturing Vienna , to march on to the 
Rhine and match himself against ihe armies of Louis XIV." 
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this valuable island in late 1694, but its loss provoked a vigorous reaction in 
Istanbul, and the Porte made a strenuous effort to marshal its navy to confront 
the enemy. Naval victory reestablished Ottoman rule there, the only bright 
spot in the otherwise sorry course of the long war that wound up with the 
Peace of Karlowitz (1699). Several factors contributed to the Turkish success. 
One was the modernization of the fleet itself, which took place shortly before 
the outbreak of the war; another was the presence of a former Algerian corsair, 
Mezemorta Hiiseyin (later kaptanpa^a of the imperial navy), who as 
commander of the newly formed squadron of the sailing warship class 
outmaneuvered and defeated his Venetian opponent; and lastly the geo-strategic 
nature of the whole enterprise: again, the Venetians were at a considerable 
disadvantage, for Chios was even closer than Crete to Ottoman home bases on 
the Anatolian coast and the two arsenals of Gallipoli and Kasimpa§a. 

Despite the Turkish success at Chios, however, the overall naval 
confrontation between the two powers ended up in a draw, for the Turks failed 
to impose their mastery over the Aegean Sea and lost the Pelopponese with 
the valuable bases of Koron, Modon and Navarino, so triumphantly conquered 
two centuries earlier. Thus even the modernization of the Turkish navy and the 
presence of a very able North African captain did not manage to fully curb the 
navy of a weakening Venice in the Ottoman home waters. The elation at 
recovering Chios was dimmed by the Venetian conquest of the Pelopponese, 
whose loss might have been prevented had the Turkish navy passed from 
defense to offense. The best strategy would have been to shift the site of the 
confrontation to the Ionian and Adriatic Seas, where the Turks still possessed 
several excellent bases such as Lepanto, Prevesa, and Valona, but the Porte 
stopped short of using its navy in any such strategic way. In the contest with 
Venice, the main success consisted of recovering Chios as Ottoman territory, 
and the main grievance was the loss of the Pelopponese, which had similar 
status. Meanwhile the Porte paid only marginal attention to the latest spin-off 
of the Viennese enterprise, namely, war with Russia. The young tsar Peter 
joined the Holy League in 1686, for he saw here an opportunity to tackle a 
long-standing problem plaguing Russia on her southern frontier, the slave 
raids and exactions of the Crimean Tatars. The vision of this extraordinary 
monarch went farther, however. His goal was to reach the Black Sea and make 
Russia reap the dividends that would accrue from entering this channel, 
figuratively speaking, to the Mediterranean. The creation of a navy, conquest 
of the fortified port of Azov on the estuary of the Don River, and construction 
of a port and naval base on the waterfront of the Sea of Azov were the logical 
though modest first steps. In his time, they could not but be so, but they had 
validity as the foundations of things to come. A fleet was built in the wharves 
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of V o r o n e z h on the Don : A z o v was seized in a c o m b i n e d naval and land 

operat ion in 1697; and T a g a n r o g on the Sea of A z o v was founded as the f i rs t 

Russ ian naval base on the southern f ront ie r . T h e s e d e v e l o p m e n t s m a y have 

aggr ieved the Turks , but the degree of impor t ance the Por te ass igned them 

s t ayed wel l be low the loss of H u n g a r y to the H a b s b u r g s and of the 

Pe lopponese to the Venet ians ; more specif ical ly , the recovery of Ch ios f r o m 

V e n i c e may have far ou twe ighed , in the P o r t e ' s eyes , the loss of A z o v to 

Russ ia . 

The war of 1683-99, d isas t rous fo r the Ot toman Empi re on land, thus 

a lso brought about the first breaches in its mar i t ime f ron t ie r on the nor th . A 

decade later a new war with Russia broke out , in which the tsar himself took 

the c o m m a n d of his a rmy. Peter c rushed his o p p o n e n t and T u r k e y ' s ally, the 

Swedish king Char les XII . at the battle of Pol tava in 1709, and two years later 

he a d v a n c e d t h r o u g h the U k r a i n e in to O t t o m a n t e r r i t o r y a l o n g t he 

northwestern rim of the Black Sea. The tsar had overreached himself , however , 

and was su r rounded by Turkish t roops on the banks of the r iver Pru t in 

Moldav ia . He had to accept the return of Azov to the Ot toman E m p i r e as the 

price of regaining his f r eedom. T h e situation was fo rmal ized by the Trea ty of 

Edirne in 1713. 

At that point a new grand vizier, D a m a d Ali Pasa, c a m e to power , and 
his f irst ambi t ion was to recover the Pe lopponese , so that in D e c e m b e r 1714 
the Por te dec l a r ed w a r on Ven ice . W h i l e O t t o m a n t roops , i n v a d i n g the 
pen insu l a f r o m main land Greece , laid s i ege to the coasta l s i tes f r o m the 
l andward side, the role of the navy was essential for the recovery of for t i f ied 
coastal points . It was the last war to be f o u g h t be tween the E m p i r e and the 
Republ ic , and as a f i t t ing f inale it included battles be tween large f leets entirely 
c o m p o s e d of sh ips of the line. T h e sum total of these bat t les f o u g h t f r o m 
1715 to 1718 could be cons ide red a d raw, but that a lone brought the T u r k s 
posi t ive d iv idends by hamstr inging Venet ian ef for t s to supply and suppor t the 
be l eague red ports of the P e l o p p o n e s e . A s i d e f r o m the o c c u p a t i o n of the 
hinter land that began with the se izure of the i s thmus for t ress of Cor in th , the 
pr incipal ports f r o m Naup l ion to Nava r ino w e r e all taken in the s u m m e r of 
1715. Had Ven ice fough t the O t t o m a n E m p i r e a lone , she m i g h t have soon 
demons t ra ted her characteris t ic p ragmat i sm and conceded defeat , resuming the 
s e a b o r n e t rade that still w a s he r p r imary pursu i t . In 1716, h o w e v e r , the 
H a b s b u r g Empi re , f ea r ing that the o u t c o m e migh t lead to O t t o m a n gains in 
Da lmat ia , jo ined the war as the r epub l i c ' s ally, and Ven ice felt encouraged to 
f igh t on , but to little avai l . With respect to r ega in ing f r o m V e n i c e w h a t had 
been given up at the Peace of Kar lowitz , Turkey at ta ined her goal: the Peace 
of Passarowi tz , s igned on 21 July 1718, re in tegra ted the pen insu la in to the 
Ot toman Empire . 
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The 1684-1699 and 1714-1718 wars are revealing in several respects. 
The modernization of the navy begun since the 1680s finally bore fruit, for 
the Turks proved able to face the Venetians no more as the underdogs they had 
been during the Cretan campaign; the reforms carried out by Mezemorta 
Hiiseyin Pa§a since the Chios campaign had further beneficial effects; and the 
participation of commanders and units from the North African regencies, when 
summoned to join the imperial fleet, continued to be invaluable. Although the 
Turks lost more ground on the Balkan front to the Austrians, their maritime 
frontier was restored to its peak length, and with the vibrant caravan trade to 
back it up, Ottoman seaborne trade should once again have had a chance to 
develop and grow, in partnership or competition with the European powers, 
from Venice to England. There is no evidence, however, that this kind of 
vision played a role in the Porte's decision to re-conquer the Pelopponese. Far 
from venturing into the maritime world beyond the range of the the imperial 
navy covering the Aegean and eastern Mediterranean, the government as well 
as private commerce stayed inward-focused, and increasingly availed 
themselves of the more reliable and safer shipping offered by the Atlantic 
powers, especially the French, even in their home waters.1 This could not but 
have an adverse effect on the naval dimension of Turkish military strength, 
which, despite repeated efforts at modernization, would keep relapsing into 
stagnation or decline. 

The return of Azov to the Ottoman Empire with the Peace Treaty of 
Edirne (1713) was accompanied by Peter the Great's abandonment of his 
efforts to establish a Russian naval presence on the Sea of Azov, and for the 
rest of his life he concentrated on the Baltic front. In spring 1736, however, 
Russia declared war on Turkey, or provoked her to take that step first (a matter 
of interpretation). The fact that this happened during the relatively placid reign 
of Anna (1730-1740), in contrast to the expansive reigns of Peter the Great 
and Catherine the Great, shows that Russia's push southward went beyond the 
question of personalities and was due to the inner energy of a state aware of 
geo-strategic challenges and possibilities. Azov was quickly seized, and 
Russian troops even took the Ottoman-held Ozi (Ochakov), stormed Orkapi 
(Perekop) and invaded the Crimean peninsula. Like Peter the Great in 1711, 
however, they had overreached themselves: problems of logistics compounded 
by long supply lines, Tatar harassment by means of a scorched earth policy, 
and outbreaks of plague forced the Russians to retreat; the only gain they 
retained was Azov, this time definitively. Meanwhile Austria joined the fray, 
but fared even less well than Russia. The Turks scored several victories, which 

' S e e Edhem Eldem, "Kont ro lu kaybe tmek: 18. yiizyilin ikinci yar i s inda dogu A k d e n i z ' d e 
Osmanli varligi", in Ozlem Kumrular , ed., Turkler ve Deniz, Istanbul 2007, pp. 63-78. 
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were then crowned by the recover) of Belgrade (T reaty of Belgrade, 1739). T h e 

return of this historic city , conquered by Si i leyman the Magn i f i cen t in 1521, 

to the Ot toman fold may have seemed m o r e important than the loss of Azov . 

There fo l l owed a gene ra t ion - long peace , du r ing which the O t t o m a n 

Empi re c a m e a notch c loser to acqui r ing the unique status of a great Mus l im 

p o w e r that was a l so a respec ted and p o w e r f u l m e m b e r of the Chr i s t i an 

European communi ty . Al though it did not emula te its European ne ighbors to 

b e c o m e a seaborne t rading and colonial empi re , and though it still r emained 

too al ien to the o the r s i d e ' s c iv i l i za t ion to take par t in its s c i en t i f i c , 

t echno log ica l and , even tua l l y , its indus t r ia l p rog res s , the O t t o m a n s ta te 

cont inued to demons t ra t e resi l ience and an abil i ty to re form and improve its 

bureaucrat ic and social s tructure. This in turn enhanced the e m p i r e ' s e c o n o m y 

and was one of the factors that would ul t imately contr ibute to its phenomena l 

longevi ty . Moreover , a special advan tage of the Ot toman Empi re , repeatedly 

ment ioned in my a rgument , was the internal unity within its huge area w h o s e 

size rivaled that of western Europe . Whi le France , Aust r ia , Spain , G e r m a n y , 

England, Poland, Sweden , Russia and other member s of that f ierce p layground 

f o u g h t each o ther in in t e rminab le wars , re la t ive peace re igned within the 

Ot toman conf ines . ' T h e wars the empi re waged were external : agains t Shii te 

Iran on the east , H a b s b u r g Aus t r i a on the wes t , and tsarist Russ ia on the 

nor th . T h e eastern f ron t , on M u s l i m h o m e g round , was head ing toward a 

s t a l ema te and ult imately a s tab i l iza t ion of re la t ions be tween t w o I s l amic 

powers , albei t separated b\ schism. In the west , the greater part of O t toman 

territory was in the mul t i -denominat ional Chris t ian Balkans , and the ne ighbor 

was the mul t ie thn ic Habsbu rg E m p i r e of Aus t r i a . A s a rule, the e m p e r o r s 

were too busy f igh t ing the k ings of F rance , o r ge t t ing e m b r o i l e d in the 

q u a r r e l s o m e c o m m u n i t y ' s p o w e r pol i t ics over such ques t ions as the fa te of 

Po land , f o r to wish a conf ron ta t ion with the Turks . In the nor th , the T a t a r 

khana te of Cr imea , an Ot toman vassal , lay be tween the Turk i sh and Russ ian 

empi res . Wi th their s lave raids in S lav ic terr i tor ies , the Tatars used to be a 

thorn in Russ i a ' s f lank, bul Peter the Grea t had succeeded in m a k i n g the Porte 

persuade its vassals to scale down this act ivi ty. T h e khans , put to bet ter use, 

rendered the sultans good service by lending their cavalry as auxil iaries in war ; 

but the main value of the khanate , occupy ing not only the C r i m e a n peninsu la 

but a l so an ex tended swath of s t eppe land a long the B lack S e a ' s nor the rn 

coas t , w a s that it b locked R u s s i a ' s access to the sea - or , to exp re s s it in 

more posi t ive terms, that ii played an impor tant role in the preservat ion of the 

' This political and adminis t ra t ive uniformity was not an unmixed blessing, however . T h e 
mutual competi t iveness of Europe ' s new nation-states may have been one of the s t imulat ing 
factors in the continent 's rise toward its multi-faceted modernity. 
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Black Sea as an Ottoman lake. Moreover , the Pontic steppe was still virgin 
land, sparsely populated by mostly Musl im Tatar nomads. It thus beckoned to 
the Porte to be colonized and settled by Turkish agriculturists, craf tsmen and 
merchants, consolidating Ottoman rule there. The benefits would have been 
great, for the empire could have expanded in the only truly realistic direction 
(as opposed, for example, to expansion in the Christian Balkans), permanently 
acquiring a territory that had great economic as well as strategic promise. As 
in the case of marit ime strategy, however, such factors played a little or no 
role in the Por te ' s policy; instead, the tide of colonization and set t lement 
would come f rom the north, and it would overwhelm this critical area. 

In the two decades before 1768 Austr ia , Prussia and Russ ia were 
embroiled in the cont inent 's usual power politics, which increasingly included 
the Polish question, and would eventually (in 1772) lead to the first of the 
three partitions of Poland. In Istanbul, Koca Mehmet Ragip Pa§a (grand vizier 
1757-1763) made the Porte avoid getting involved in unnecessary confl icts . 
Under his wise s tewardship the empi re thrived internally, improving the 
ci t izenry 's standard of living and quality of life. His death fol lowed by one 
year and preceded by another two fateful events: the accession of Catherine II 
(1762-1796) to the throne of Russia, and that of Cather ine ' s fo rmer lover, 
Stanislaw Poniatowski . to that of Poland (1764-1795) . This s ignaled the 
beginning of Russ i a ' s dominat ion of the greater part of that country , a 
situation which Sultan Mustafa III (1757-1774) and a number of his advisers 
deemed unacceptable . The new grand vizier, Muhs inzade M e h m e t Pa§a, 
al though pursuing Ragip Pa§a's policy, lacked the clout that had enabled his 
predecessor to prevent the war faction f rom starting a conflict that would last 
six years and end with the Peace of Ku§uk Kaynarca in 1774. While thwarting 
Russian designs on Poland had been the Por te ' s goal in this war, Russ ia ' s was 
conquering the Black Sea 's northern littoral and the Crimea. 

The destruction of the Turkish f leet by the Russians at Ce§me in 1770 
is the war ' s best-known and most spectacular event, but equally significant is 
the subsequent domination of the Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean seas by 
the Russian navy, to the exclusion of that of the Turks, for the duration of the 
war. This happened despite the reforms repeatedly carried out since almost a 
century back. Moreover, we see here a replay on a grander scale of the paradox 
of the Cretan War: while the Venetian f leet had to cover a long distance f rom 
the Adria t ic to face the Turkish f lee t in the Ottoman home waters of the 
Aegean , the Russian f leet had to do so f r o m the Baltic; and while Venice 
limited her action to the Aegean, the Russians ended up dominat ing much of 
the eastern Medi terranean. The perennial question thus begs for an answer 
here. Why again, after the repeated reforms and modernizations since the 
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1680s, and after its decent performance in the last two Venetian wars, did the 
Turkish navy slip back to the position of the underdog? For the earlier period 
- essentially that of the Cyprus and Cretan wars - I suggested the Ottoman 
government's lack of a genuine economic involvement in maritime trade and 
overseas engagement as the underlying cause. This, I would propose, still was 
one reason behind the outcome of the 1768-1774 war, and was to remain 
operative, mutatis mutandis, until the end of the Ottoman Empire. However, 
it may not have been the only reason any longer. The military revolution that 
began in 17lh"century Hurope was a component of the greater scientific, 
technological, intellectual, educational and commercial revolutions. It affected 
naval warfare as well, and while Russia from the time of Peter the Great 
resolutely participated, Turkey stayed out of the larger framework and 
concentrated only on its military aspect. Like the tsars, the sultans imported 
experts from the West and founded military schools to train officers. They 
failed to obtain similar results, however. Perhaps the religious barrier, though 
by then seemingly less relevant, was still at work here, creating a cultural 
resistance to internalizing the new types of modernity.' And while more 
secular instincts - power politics over Poland - may have guided Mustafa III 
in his decision to declare war on Russia in 1768, the next war was launched in 
1787 by Abdulhamid I chiefly in order to correct a situation repugnant to an 
Islamic sovereign - seeing a part of his Muslim territory pass under Infidel 
rule. 

The most grievous provision of the Peace Treaty of Kiicuk Kaynarca 
was the "independence'' of the Khanate of Crimea. The Ottoman sultan had to 
renounce all authority over his vassal state except on the religious level as 
caliph. Meanwhile Russia acquired virtual suzerainty over the khanate, until 
nine years later she occupied it militarily and, in 1784, ended the khans' rule 
by proclaiming their territory's incorporation into the Russian Empire as the 
Tavricheskaya Guberniya. 

This was a terrible blow to the Ottoman sultan and society, because 
for the first time their empire had unequivocally lost Muslim territory to the 
Infidel. A century earlier the defeat before Vienna had led to a retreat from 
much of Hungary, but that was Christian land. Catherine the Great ' s 
annexation of the khanate was felt unacceptable on religious grounds, and to 
recover it, on 14 Augusi 1787 the Porte addressed an ultimatum to St. 
Petersburg demanding its evacuation. The answer was a declaration of war by 
Russia on 15 September. Practically all the major battles on land were won 

' O n e o f the m a n i f e s t a t i o n s of t h i s barrier w a s l i n g u i s t i c . T h e l i terate e l i t e , w e l l v e r s e d in the 
o t h e r grea t l a n g u a g e s o f I s l a m . A r a b i c a n d Pers ian , l o n g r e m a i n e d re luc tant to m a k e an e f f o r t 
to m a s t e r t h o s e o f E u r o p e , and preferred to rely o n the s e r v i c e s o f r e n e g a d e c o n v e r t s or o f the 
O t t o m a n E m p i r e ' s G r e e k s u b j e c t s . 


