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Early Ottomans Conquests in the Balkans (1354-1396) 

One of the most important effects of the Crusades was that the kept the Turks out of Europe. For 
while they were engaged with the Crusades they had no energies to attack the Eastern Empire. 
And when the Crusades came to an end the Empire of the Seljukian Turks was also tottering to its 
fall. But its place was soon taken by that of the Ottoman Turks, who had been driven westward by 
Genghis Khan and his successors. 

The Ottomans were at first only a small tribe of pastoral warriors. But they increased rapidly in 
power, and before the end of the thirteenth century they had become a menace to the Eastern 
Empire. Bit by bit they wrested from the Greeks what little remained of their possessions in Asia, 
then they passed into Europe. 

On and on they came, farther and farther west. Nothing it seemed could stay their conquering 
march, and all Christian Europe trembled. Then once more the pope called upon Christian warriors 
to defend the Church of Christ against the infidel, and the kings of France, Germany, and Hungary, 
uniting their forces, marched to check the terrible foe. But at the Battle of Nicopolis (1396) the 
Christian army was cut to pieces, and Bayezid I, the victorious foe, vowed that he would not stay 
his march until he had stabled his horses in the Church of St. Peter at Rome. But before he had 
time to fulfil his threat the Turk was called back to defend his conquests against the attacks of the 
terrible Mongol, Tamerlane. The Turks in their turn went down before this fierce conqueror and the 
Ottoman power was humbled to the dust. 
 
The Ottoman invasion of the Balkans in the late 14th century occurred because the Eastern 
Empire in Europe was weakened by several unfortunate conditions. 
 
 Between 1346 and 1352 the Black Death killed 30-50% of the population of the Balkans 

and weakened all of Christian Europe. 
 A devastating Earthquake in Gallipoli in 1354 destroyed the fortifications in the region, 

leaving the strategic peninsula open for foreign attack. 
 The Byzantine Empire was too weak to provide a unified resistance, leaving Christian 

kingdoms in the region disunited, forcing some to make a separate peace rather than resist. 
 
Serbia was the most powerful kingdom in the Balkans at the time of the Ottoman invasion. At 
the Battle of Kosovo (1389) the Serbs were able to fight the Moslems to a draw and kill Murad I. 
But the Serbian losses were so great they could not defend themselves from later attacks. A 
crusader army raised in Europe to assist them was destroyed at Nicopolis six years later. 

End of the Byzantine Empire (1421-1456) 

Fifty years after the Ottoman defeat by Tamerlane, the attacks against Europe were resumed by 
Murad II, and his successor Mehmed II. Murad's forays into Balkan territory were opposed by the 
Christian heroes John Hunyadi and Skanderbeg. The generals succeeded in halting the Ottoman 
tide but were unable to reclaim Christian territory or protect Constantinople, and the Balkan 



kingdoms were so factionalized and disunited that Murad was sometimes able to win by diplomacy 
what he could not take by force. 

Murad's reign saw the reconquest of the Balkan territory his grandfather had taken years before. 
His son Mehmed II's reign saw the fall of Constantinople and final destruction of the Byzantine 
Empire. In 1453 the Eastern capital, which had withstood Moslem onslaughts for hundreds of 
years, was finally taken. The last emperor died fighting for his capital and the Ottoman sultan rode 
in triumph into the Church of St. Sophia. 

Thus the Crescent triumphed over the Cross, and an Asiatic and alien people took their place 
among the nations of Europe. They held sway over a huge territory, including parts of what are 
now Austria, Hungary, Russia, Greece, Serbia, Rumania, and Bulgaria, besides many other lesser 
provinces. From the Black Sea to the Adriatic, from the Dniester and the Bug to the Mediterranean, 
the Crescent flew victorious. 

In spite of the disastrous outcome, several notable heroes rose during this period in defense of 
Christendom. Although they failed to prevent the fall of Constantinople, they won a number of 
important battles against the invaders that effectively ended the advance of Ottoman forces and 
protected the Kingdom of Hungary for a half century. The most important Christian victory of the 
time was the 1456 Siege of Belgrade, fought only three years after the fall of Constantinople. The 
Ottomans eventually did gain suzerainty over Serbia, but it but by treaty rather than conquest. 
Notable Christian heroes: 
 
 John Hunyadi (1388-1456) — Hungarian general who led resistance to Ottomans in the 

Balkans from 1441 to his death in 1456. He is most famous for his defense of Belgrade, but 
his effective mobilization and tactics prevented Ottoman advances beyond the Danube for 
fifty years. 

 Skanderbeg (1468) — Albanian nobleman who was raised as a hostage at the court of the 
Ottomans, but rebelled against his masters, embraced Christianity, and spent his last thirty 
years tried to free his people from Turkish domination. 

 St. Juan Capistrano (1386-1456) — Franciscan friar and scholar who gained renown for his 
tireless efforts in organizing the Siege of Belgrade. 

Conquests of Suleyman (1521-1566) 

The reign of Suleyman the Magnificent marks the highpoint of the Ottoman Empire in terms of both 
cultural and political influence and territory. Suleyman was a contemporary with a the three great 
western monarchs of the first half of the sixteenth century, and won many victories over Christian 
powers. His most aggressive invasions into Europe occurred immediately after the Protestant 
Reformation, while the Imperial court was dealing with defections from many German princes. In 
1529 Suleyman led Ottoman forces to the gates of Vienna, but he was driven back, and later made 
a truce with Charles V. Eventually, however, he annexed Hungary and governed it as a Turkish 
province. The constant danger from the Turks tied the hands of this emperor in his dealings with 
his revolted Lutheran subjects. 

From the time Suleyman took the Ottoman throne in 1521 to his death in 1566, wars and sieges 
both in Europe and throughout Asia and North Africa, were almost uninterrupted, although activity 
in Europe decreased after his unsuccessful campaign against Vienna. A list of Suleyman's most 
important battles in Europe are as follows: 

 



 1521 — Conquered Belgrade by undermining the walls, and bombarding for seven days. 
 1522 — Drove the Knights Hospitallers from Rhodes by sending 200,000 men and 400 

ships against a garrison of 700 Knights. 
 1526 — Killed King of Hungary and destroyed his army at the Battle of 

Mohacs resulting in the partition of Hungary, 
 1529 — Besieged Vienna with over 150,000 men, but was driven back after heavy losses 

and early snowfall. 

By the sixteenth century the Ottoman Turks had become a European as well as an Asiatic power, 
and it was not long before the influence of their presence was felt in political circles. 
Understandably, Protestant sovereigns such as Henry VIII had no scruple in courting the ancient 
enemy of Christendom and forming alliance with a Moslem power. Much more scandalous, 
however, was the Ottoman-French alliance formed between the head of the Catholic Francis I and 
Suleyman, against their common Hapsburg enemy. This detestable alliance played an important 
role in continental wars for centuries to come. 

Ottomans in the Mediterranean (1500 to 1571) 

But the Empire was not the only power attacked. Turkish corsairs swept the Mediterranean and 
kept the states along the coast in a condition of abject terror. The Knights of St. John alone 
withstood the terrible admirals of Suleyman, and one of the most awful sieges in history, that of 
Malta, was sustained by them with success, in 1565, against the whole force of the Turkish navy. 
The infidels were checked, but not disheartened. Though Selim II., who succeeded in 1566, was 
not equal to his father in talents and enterprise, his generals and admirals were as determined as 
before to contest the power of the Christians at least by sea. They seized Cyprus in 1571, and 
treated their captives with merciless cruelties and revolting atrocity. 

Pope Pius V. determined to stem their career of conquest, and to come to the aid of the Cypriots. 
He could turn for help to Spain only, the one Catholic state with power and will to help a forlorn 
cause. Philip II., who, whatever his faults, never turned a deaf ear to pleading in favor of distressed 
Catholics, sent his half-brother, Don Juan of Austria, with a splendid fleet to co-operate with the 
Venetians—the traditional enemy of the Turks—and the Knights of St. John, who volunteered their 
aid. The Catholic forces were headed by a small band of brave men, strong in the justice of their 
cause and in the knowledge that all Catholic Christendom was in prayer for their success. 

The Catholic fleet gathered at Messina and set sail for the Adriatic. There, near the old battle-
ground of the Peloponnesian War, just of the coast of Lepanto, the Catholics came in sight of the 
Turks. It was Saturday evening, and preparation for the battle went on during the night. The 
soldiers all made their confession, and as day dawned, showing them their mighty enemy, they 
knelt to pray. The signal was given, and the ships advanced to meet the splendid crescent of four 
hundred and thirty vessels bearing down on them before a steady wind as to assured victory. But 
before the fleets met, the wind suddenly fell and then rose from the opposite quarter, throwing the 
Turks into confusion, but sweeping the Christian fleet with swelling sails down on their crowded 
foe. All day the fight went on, stubbornly contested. Towards nightfall a panic seized the Turks, and 
they strove to turn their prows to flee. A fierce storm broke at the same time, and completed the 
havoc. The Christians followed in hot pursuit, and captured many vessels, while ship after ship of 
the Turks was driven towards shore by their terrified crews and wrecked rather than that they 
should fall into the hands of the enemy. The loss on both sides was tremendous. Thirty thousand 
Turks are said to have been slain; forty vessels of their proud fleet alone remained to them. 



The Turks never recovered their lost prestige, and though several desperate attempts to re-
establish their power have been made by successive sovereigns, their decline dates from the 
Battle of Lepanto. The Festival of Our Lady of the Holy Rosary commemorates this triumph which 
the voice of Christendom attributed to Our Blessed Lady. 

Other important Naval battles of the 16th century are recounted below. Ottoman victories are in 
red: 

 1509 Battle of Oran — Spanish army, led by Cardinal Ximenes captured the Moorish 
occupied city, but Ferdinand refused to send additional forces to increase Spanish territory. 

 1535 Siege of Tunis — Charles V led a Christian army of 60,000 men against Tunis, which 
had recently been taken by the Ottomans. 

 1538 Battle of Preveza — A large fleet of Christian allies led by Andrea Doria met with the 
pirate fleet of Barbarossa, but retreated leaving the ships defending territories of Venice to 
their fate. 

 1541 Siege of Algiers — Charles V led a large fleet against the pirate city of Algiers, but a 
tremendous storm destroyed much of the fleet en route, and insufficient supplies remained to 
conduct a siege. 

 1560 Battle of Djerbeh — Fleet of Suleyman against the combined squadrons of Malta, 
Venice, Genoa and Florence. The Christian fleet was utterly routed, the Turks securing 
thereby the preponderance in the Mediterranean. 

 1570 Siege of Famagusta — Last Christian stronghold on Cyprus falls to the Ottomans and 
thousands of inhabitants are slaughtered. 

 1571 Battle of Lepanto — Christians victory between a fleet of 250 Spanish and Venetian 
ships, under Don John of Austria 

More Conquests in Eastern Europe and the Battle of Vienna 

Turkish attempts to gain a foothold in Central Europe still went on. The Protestants of Hungary in 
1683 invited the Turks to their assistance. Moslem armies had been making inroad into Poland and 
had been repeatedly driven back by the great patriot warrior Sobieski, who in 1675 had been 
elected King of Poland. 

The Turks readily entered into a league with the insurgents, and advanced through Hungary 
plundering and slaughtering all in their way. At length they laid siege to Vienna, which was reduced 
to extremities. The Pope and the emperor called on Sobieski to come to the rescue. Though the 
monarch had settled down to the much-needed work of restoring order and prosperity to his 
kingdom, he started at once to give the demanded aid. A rapid march across the plains towards 
Vienna, and a daring ascent of the Kahlenberg mountain with his whole army and artillery, brought 
him to the heights above Vienna before the Turks had time to realize that he was coming. The 
sight of the king at the head of his army, as they dashed down by five steep valleys to confront the 
enemy camped round the city, so paralyzed the Turks that at first they dared not offer much 
resistance. Despair, however, nerved them to a desperate struggle, but they finally gave way and 
fled, leaving the ground strewn with silks and jewelry, splendid tents, and all their implements of 
war. The Emperor Leopold I. treated the heroic deliverer of Vienna with scant courtesy, but Pope 
Innocent XI. thanked Sobieski in the name of Europe for his victory over the Moslems. From this 
time the Turks almost disappear from the pages of Church history 

 


