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The Two Protagonists & The Eternal City 

 It is not unusual, in the annals of history, for the fall of a city to be bound up with the 

destruction of a nation. Yet how many times in the long history of the human race has the 

fall of a city heralded the end of an entire civilization, and one that had exerted a significant 

influence on the surrounding world over the course of many centuries? Furthermore, how many 

such occurrences can be pinpointed not only to the exact year, but to the exact month, day, even 

hour? Constantinople is unusual because ,we know with certainty not only the day of its death, 

but the day of its birth as well.  

 This city on the Bosphorus Strait was known as Byzantium until May 11th, 330 A.D., 

when it took the name Constantinople (“The City of Constantine”) in honor of its founder, the 

Emperor Constantine. For 1,123 years it served as the capital of the Greek speaking Roman 

Empire, also known as the “Eastern Roman Empire” or the “Byzantine Empire.” 

 The rapid development of Constantinople, also called “New Rome,” was quite enough to 

draw the attention of the neighboring peoples of the time, all the more so because the Western 

Roman Empire was in decline. Situated where Europe meets Asia, the city was destined from 

birth to become the capital of the Mediterranean world.  

 This “New Rome,” however, was completely different from the Rome to the West in one 

important way. Eastern Rome was an empire born with Christianity as its defining characteristic. 

The clothes worn in public by the emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire was not purple, but 

crimson. The Christian church had made purple, which had been the color of the ancient Roman 

emperors, the color of mourning in other words, the color of death1.  

 Although it is said that when Eastern Rome was founded in the fourth century it was 
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already a more vibrant society than western Rome, in the final analysis it didn't actually become 

the capital of the Mediterranean world until the original Rome met its ruin in the late fifth 

century. Less than a century after that, in the mid sixth century, the Eastern Roman Empire's 

sphere of influence reached its greatest extent. Although it would never match the ancient 

Roman Empire at its zenith, the Byzantine Empire under Emperor Justinian extended from the 

Straits of Gibraltar in the west to Persia in the east, from the Italian Alps in the north to the upper 

Nile in the south.  

 By the time the Crusades began in the 11th century, however, the empire had diminished 

considerably. The Byzantine Empire had become the base of the Greek Orthodox Church, whose 

doctrinal disputes with the Catholic Church had led to schism, and so its allegiances during this 

period of conflict between the Christian powers of the West and the Islamic forces in the East 

were not completely clear. It was during this time, as well, that the Byzantines lost control of the 

eastern Mediterranean Sea to the maritime city states of Genoa and Venice. With such a state of 

affairs, it was only a matter of time before the empire was lost. The final push came with the 

Fourth Crusade in 1204, which also saw the founding of the Latin Empire. During this period 

only the Nicaean Empire, which had been founded in Asia Minor by exiles fled from 

Constantinople, kept the bloodlines of the Eastern Roman Empire alive. 

 The Byzantines were able to regain Constantinople after a mere sixty years, but to their 

great misfortune an archival to the East continued to grow in size and strength in the meantime, 

the Ottoman Turks, who were consolidating their strength in Anatolia. For the next century the 

Byzantines suffered a string of defeats. And like everything powerful in history, it is doomed to 

decline.  

The Two Protagonists & The Eternal City 



 As the Ottoman Turks crossed the Bosphorus Strait and conquered one European holding 

after another, the once glorious Byzantine Empire was reduced. to nothing more than 

Constantinople, its environs, and a portion of the Peloponnese peninsula. The Aegean Sea to the 

south was firmly in the grip of the maritime city states of Venice and Genoa, each of which had a 

population of no more than two hundred thousand2. 

 During the Byzantine Empire's flourishing between the sixth and tenth centuries, the 

population of Constantinople and its outskirts was said to have been around a million. By the 

beginning of the fifteenth century, it had fallen to less than a hundred thousand. The population 

density in the city proper was lower than that of either Venice or Genoa3. Furthermore, the 

Italians of the time had given birth to Renaissance civilization and made coolheaded, rational 

thinking their trademark. To them, the Byzantines who would not separate the church, whose 

affairs are spiritual, from the state, whose affairs are temporal were a collection of medieval 

minded irrationalists, prone to superstition, whose only interest was in religious sermons and 

who completely lacked the active and cooperative mind set absolutely essential to the efficient 

administration of a community. 

 Physically surrounded by the Turks, militarily negligible, economically at the mercy of 

the trading nations of Western Europe, the Byzantine Empire of the fifteenth century was led, 

coincidentally, by a man who shared the name of the city's founder Constantine XI. This 

emperor, who would be the Eastern Roman Empire's last, was a physical embodiment of the 

elegant, dying civilization he oversaw, a refined, 49 year old gentleman with a tranquil  
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disposition who revered honor above all. Twice married and twice widowed, he had no children. 

 It was Emperor Constantine's charge to defend the city of Constantinople, symbol of the 

Byzantine civilization that had imbibed the influence of the Orient as well as that of classical 

Greece and Rome, while still maintaining its distinct individuality. His opponent would be a 

young Turkish man who had just turned twenty years old. 

 Around the year 1300, nobody was paying any attention at all to the Ottoman Turks who 

had begun to consolidate their power at that time in the Anatolian plain in Asia Minor. Within 

twenty eight years, however, the Turks would go on to conquer the city of Bursa near the Sea of 

Marmara4. With the very formidable Mongol Empire to the east and the weakened Byzantine 

Empire to the west, it was natural for this nomadic people to choose to expand westward. The 

Turks made Bursa their capital. Asia Minor was now completely within their control. 

 But this wasn't enough to satisfy them. Their march west continued, and in 1354 they 

captured Gallipoli. Situated on the shore of the Dardanelles, Gallipoli was not in Asia: it was 

very much a part of Europe, even if only at its periphery. The fall of Gallipoli gave the Turks 

control of the strategic stretch of land running from the Dardanelles, through the Sea of 

Marmara, all the way to Constantinople. This was not some thing that would go unchallenged, 

either by the Byzantine Empire from whom the city was taken, or by the Western city states who 

passed through those waters in order to conduct trade with Constantinople and cities on the 

Black Sea. The first reports of the menace presented by the rising power of the Turks appeared in 

the Republic of Venice, during that same year 1354 5.  
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 The Byzantine Empire didn't have the forces to repel the invaders on its own, while 

Venice and Genoa were locked in squabbles; the Ottomans proceeded steadily into the Balkans 

and the chance to stop them quickly slipped away. The Ottomans captures Adrianople in Thrace 

in the year 1362 6. Constantinople became more isolated as the years past as Turkish power 

increased. 

 This conquest put all of Thrace in Turkish hands. They moved their capital from Bursa on 

the Asian side to Adrianople on the European side. There could be no clearer indication than this 

that they intended to continue their march westward. Neighboring Bulgaria, Macedonia, and the 

Byzantine Empire itself were suddenly jolted. Both Macedonia (officially under Byzantine rule) 

and Bulgaria became vassal states of the Ottomans, forced to pay annual tribute and to provide 

troops 7. The Byzantine Emperor not only had to pay annual tribute to the sultan, but also had to 

lead, or send a member of the imperial family to lead, a Greek regiment fighting alongside the 

Turks whenever the sultan set out on an expedition. 

 The Ottomans continued to win one battle after another, seemingly impervious to defeat. 

In 1385 they took the Bulgarian capital of Sofia. In 1387 the Macedonian capital of Thessaloniki 

also fell into their hands8. The subjugation of the Byzantines progressed so far that when 

infighting among the imperial family made it impossible to decide the next successor to the 

throne, they would await the decision of the Ottoman sultan who, in his own time, would 

dispense his sanction. Thus by the end of the fourteenth century, all that remained of the  
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Byzantine Empire was Constantinople, its environs, and the inland portion of the Peloponnesian 

peninsula. It was around this time that the emperor went to Western Europe begging for 

reinforcements to hold back the Ottomans. Anybody who knew the reality of the eastern 

Mediterranean of the time could see that the Byzantine Empire was clearly on the brink of 

collapse. To assert that the Ottoman encirclement of Constantinople was not complete would 

have been impossible even for an optimist. 

 Rushing home upon hearing that the Turks were advancing on Constantinople, Emperor 

Manuel learned instead that the Ottoman threat had vanished in the course of one morning. In 

that year, 1402, Ottoman forces led by Sultan Beyazid suffered a complete defeat in Ankara at 

the hands of a Mongol army led by Timur. The sultan himself was taken captive. Hunted down 

by the Mongol forces, the great Ottoman army had vanished without a trace. Although the 

Turkish soldiers were famed for their cruelty, the Mongolian forces were even more vicious: it 

was said that where the Mongol army had passed, one could hear neither the barking, of dogs, 

nor the singing of birds, nor the crying of children9. Yet a child who was heard was coming of 

age in Anatolia and was shaping to be a great leader. 

 Mehmed the Second, the third son of Sultan Murad, was born in the Ottoman capital of 

Adrianople in 143210. His mother was of low rank, a slave who had been forced to convert from 

Christianity to Islam. Sultan Murad, perhaps because he felt no special favor towards Mehmed's 

mother, sent the boy, his mother to the Anatolian city of Amasya when the boy was two. Amasya 

was then governed by Murad's eldest son, who died three years later. The governor's post was 

not  
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considered to be anything particularly important, and so was handed down to five-year-old 

Mehmed. As the sultan's son, Mehmed was also occasionally invited to banquets given at the 

capital in Adrianople. After a short time, Mehmed’s remaining older brother was given the 

Amasya governorship while he was put in charge of Manisa . 

 In February of 45 I, the fifth year of his exile, Mehmed learned of his father's death. 

Murad, who was a heavy drinker despite Islam’s injunctions against alcohol, suddenly collapsed 

one day and never regained consciousness. Three days later he was dead, at the age of 47. Grand 

Vizier Halil followed the protocol for such occasions and did not immediately announce the 

sultan's death, instead sending a messenger out. Mehmed received the news three days after the 

fact. On February 18, 1451, Mehmed the Second formally acceded to the throne 11. There were a 

few people, who couldn’t take such an optimistic view to the new Sultan. One of them, was the 

Byzantine Emperor Constantine XI. Regardless of the fact that the Turks and Byzantines had 

renewed their mutual nonaggression treaty   
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The Siege 

Begins 

 April mornings in Constantinople were often hazy. If the previous day had been clear and 

warm, the mist could last until the sun had risen high in the sky. On the morning of April 2, 

 



1453 as well, the haze was so thick that one couldn't even see the opposite shore of the Golden 

Horn12.  

 That morning, two small boats that had just left dock rowing slowly towards the far 

shore. Each of the boats, was pulling a log connected to chains woven from iron rods twice as 

thick as a large man's arms. One end of the huge chain was already latched to one of the towers 

on the Constantinople side, and firmly secured with a leather web. The other end of the chain 

that the two boats were carrying across would be latched onto a tower in Galata, thereby 

blocking passage through the Golden Horn. The plan had been approved by the Emperor; 

anything to slow down the enemy, who would have a fleet ten times as large as theirs, would be 

useful even if it didn't stop them completely13. While making it difficult for the enemy to enter 

the Golden Horn, it would also make it difficult for them to escape: nonetheless, nobody among 

the Greeks or the Latins objected. 

 The heavy chain disappeared from view as its massive weight pulled it under the surface. 

All they could see were a row of wooden rafts being pulled along behind the boats. Even after 

the chain had been completely secured at both ends, the rafts would continue to serve the 

purpose of preventing the chains from sinking to the bottom. Since the purpose of the chain was 

to prevent ships from passing, it would be useless if it weren't taut across the surface. One end 

was attached to a tower on the easternmost part of Galata city wall across the horn. The Genoese 

community intended to maintain a stance of neutrality as instructed by the home government. At 

the same time, it would be impossible to hide from the Sultan the fact that one end of the chain 
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was linked  

to a tower in Galata. There were more than a few in the settlement who felt that they were too 

blatantly taking sides with the Byzantines, and were unhappy about the boom. Unlike the 

Genovese, Ambassador Minotto and Admiral Trevisan, who were leading a Venetian community 

were firmly united in its support of the Byzantine Empire. Admiral Trevisan decided that when 

the Sultan's tent had been erected he would send an envoy bearing greetings.  

 When Admiral Trevisan finished his work with the placement of the boom, he rushed to 

the Imperial Palace in the northwest corner of the city for another war council meeting. Although 

this meeting was no different from countless others they had held since the end of the previous 

year, there was an unspoken assumption among the participants that this day's meeting would be 

the last before the fighting actually began. The division of defensive responsibilities that had 

previously been determined was quickly confirmed without any objections. Constantinople was 

shaped like a triangular peninsula with rounded edges. One of the bases of that triangle, the side 

facing the Sea of Marmara, was directly buffeted by strong winds and fierce currents coming 

from the Bosphorus. For that reason, in the more than one thousand one hundred year history of 

the Byzantine Empire, no enemy had ever attacked from that direction. Thus they believed that a 

single layered wall and a limited number of defenders would suffice to protect this sector. This 

responsibility was given to Cardinal Isidore and two hundred soldiers under his command14. Half  

of these soldiers were ready to act as a reserve army to defend the landward wall if necessary. 

Spanish consul Pere Julia and his Catalonian regiment would be positioned south of Isidore's 

troops, and to their south was the Ottoman prince in exile Orhan (who had lived almost his whole 

life in Constantinople) and his Turkish subordinate. 
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 A portion of the wall facing the Golden Horn, like the wall facing the Marmara, consisted 

of only one layer, and this section was incomparably better protected from the Bosphorus 

currents and the north winds. The only time that Constantinople had been conquered during the 

Fourth Crusade of 1204 it was because an attack on precisely this wall had managed to succeed. 

Any strategy to take Constantinople would hinge on the successful conquest of the Golden Horn. 

The defensive boom chain was meant precisely to prevent that from happening. The defense of 

the Golden Horn itself had been entrusted to the Venetians, so it only made sense for them to 

take charge of defending that portion of the wall as well. The part of the wall where most of the 

docks were clustered was their responsibility. Worried that handing over the defense of such a 

crucial part of the wall to the Latins would be met with resistance among the Greeks, the 

Emperor tried to smooth things out by assigning defense of that part of the wall from the docks 

to the Imperial Palace to the second highest-ranking man in the Byzantine Empire after himself, 

the Megadux (Grand Duke) Notaras and the court nobles under his command. The Supreme 

Commander of the Christian fleet within the Golden Horn would be Admiral Gabriele 

Trevisan15.  

 However, it was clear to one and all that the part of the wall that would bear the brunt of 

the attack would be that facing land. When they had attacked thirty years earlier, the Ottomans 

had done so by land. The single layer stretch of the wall encircling the Imperial Palace would be 

defended by an army of Venetians under Ambassador Minotto. Although he was a citizen of 

Florence, Tedaldi, who had close ties to the Venetian merchants, was also a part of this detail 
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Giustiniani’s group of five hundred Genoese mercenaries would defend the portion of the wall 

south of the palace. The Mesoteichion section, where the wall dipped into the Lycus Valley, the 

emperor himself (whose original plan was to guard the palace) would defend with Greek elites.  

Further south, where the elevation began to rise again, groups of Greeks, Venetians, and Genoese 

would each defend a major gate. 

 It had been the Emperor's idea to mix the different nationalities up in this fashion; he felt 

that this would not only lessen the animosities among the various groups, but also allow him to 

make the most of each group's respective capabilities. The fact that the commander in chief was 

the Emperor, the commander of naval forces the Venetian Admiral Trevisan, and the commander 

of the army the Genoese Giustiniani reflected this intention. This composite army so far seemed 

to exhibit such cohesion and unity, regardless of who was leading them, and seemed to be so 

overflowing with the will to fight, that the Emperor's care and foresight in this regard was 

probably not even necessary. 

 It happened then. The far horizon, still hazy in the morning mist, began to sway back and 

forth. No, actually, the horizon itself seemed to be swelling forward. As the mist cleared away 

the moving line grew clearer, more distinct. Like a wave extending all the way across the horizon 

it slowly drew closer. A throng of people who hadn't been there before were now crowded 

behind him. The defenders held their breath and merely watched the wave crawling closer and 

closer. This, beyond a shadow of a doubt, was the main Ottoman army that had reportedly left 
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Adrianople ten days earlier16.  

 The army that appear on the horizon was as multiethnic as the army defending 

Constantinople. First to reach the walls were 1,500 calvary riders of the Serbian army along with 

their 3,000 attendants. They were then ordered by the Sultan to kill all their horses and become 

an infantry regiment of 4,500 who would be held in the rear for the time, but no doubt deployed 

to the front line when necessary. Zaganos Pasha's encampment on a hillside behind Galata.  

Zaganos, who believed himself to be the only top minister trusted by Sultan Mehmed was 

actually a Greek convert who saw the fall of Constantinople tied to his own growing wealth and 

power17.  

 Mehmed the Second was seated on his throne with his ministers lined up to his right. The 

Anatolian Corps under Ishak Pasha would set up camp along the landward portion of 

Constantinople's wall from the southern tip to the Lycus Valley. The sultan's encampment, as 

well as that of the Turkish riders under Halil Pasha and the Janissaries, would be established 

north of the Lycus Valley in the area focused on the Military Gate of Saint Romanus. The 

European Corps under Karadja Pasha would camp further north, from the Gate of Charisius to 

the part of the wall surrounding the Imperial Palace. The Sultan ordered furthermore that the 

irregular troops would set up their formations behind those of the two main armies. Zaganos 

Pasha's division, made up of soldiers drawn from various different groups, were setting up 

formation in the hills of Galata from the north of the Golden Horn to the Bosphorus in other 
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words, they would encircle Galata18. 
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Assaulting Heaven’s Gate 

 



 On the morning of April 12 as if to herald the warmth radiating from the rising sun, the 

Turkish cannons began firing, one after the other 19. The massive stone cannonballs screamed 

across the sky. All the defenders could do was to try to evade the stones raining down upon them. 

The enemy seemed to lack the ability to hit specific targets with precision, but that didn't matter: 

their only target was the long, high city wall. Anywhere would do. When the cannonballs struck 

the defensive railings or outer walls, they heaved up an enveloping cloud of dust. When the dust 

cleared, it revealed the pitiful sight of crushed railings and gutted walls, the bags filled with 

leather and wool had done absolutely nothing to protect them20.  

This was not to say that everything was going well for the artillerymen. Perhaps because 

the mountings were not adequately secured, the cannons swayed violently from side to side 

whenever they were fired. A few of them even slipped off of their mountings. The Great Cannon 

was all the more difficult to handle even when treated with the greatest care, it could only manage 

seven shots in one day21. Nonetheless, those seven shots alone inflicted more damage than all of 

the other cannons put together. Nobody in the Byzantine Court had known about this cannon built 

by the Hungarian Urban whom they had once laughed out of their city for refusing to pay his high 

price for his expertise. And none of them imagined that these cringe inducing explosions would 

continue unabated for the next seven weeks, perhaps because none of them had the time to 

indulge in worry: from this day onward, they would spend their nights trying to repair the damage 
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done by the cannons during the day. Cannons were eventually place all around the walls. Two 

were place by the Golden Gate, three at the Pegae Gate, four aimed squarely at the Military Gate 

of Saint Romanus, and three aimed at the Gate of Caligaria in front of the Imperial Palace, for a 

total of twelve cannons22. 

 On April 18 fifteen days after first surrounding the city on April 4 Mehmed the Second 

ordered the first full-frontal assault. The preparations had been completed. The week long barrage 

of cannon fire, despite the late night repair work carried out by the defenders, had left many parts 

of the wall bare, and the protective stockades had only been patched up with barrels filled with 

dirt. The damage along the Mesoteichion section of the wall was especially severe. Mehmed, who 

didn't like to leave any of his soldiers the twenty meter wide moat that surrounded the wall; after 

days of continuous labor with cannon volleys flying overhead, they had completely filled in the 

moat at a number of points23. 

 The full-scale assault began two hours after sunset. The main thrust of the attack, as 

predicted, was centered on Mesoteichion. A flame rose up toward the dim sky from near the 

Sultan's red tent, which shone lit up by torches. That was the signal. The sound of drums drifted 

on the wind across the plain, while trumpet bursts loudly pierced the air. The collective battle cry 

of a hundred thousand Ottoman troops seemed enough to make the very ground quake beneath 
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them. The alarm bells in the city broke out in a frenzy of hollow peals24. Despite all of this 

Giustiniani kept his composure; his troops, although outnumbered, had been placed according to 

his precise instructions in the most strategically advantageous locations, and were free to move at 

will. 

 The defenders had their good fortune bolstered by a serious mistake on the Sultan's part, 

he sent in too many soldiers to attack at one time, which greatly hindered their mobility. While 

the Turkish soldiers jostled with one another for space, the defenders, whose equipment was 

adequate and whose morale was high, were able steadily and consistently to pick them off. After 

four hours of fighting, the Turks had to call a retreat. Their dead, including those who had been 

trampled by their comrades, numbered over two hundred. The defenders had suffered a few light 

casualties that were readily treated by the chief medic, Nicolo. They had no fatalities25. The 

Christian soldiers who were resting along the city wall were dead tired, but their faces were a 

glow. They had brilliantly repulsed a full out assault which they had considered the beginning of 

the end. 

 In the early morning of April 21, the Serbian troops lead by Prince Mihajlovic, who, with 

the exception of the general assaults, had until then just been sent out to fill up trenches, received 

an order to assemble at Galata. As usual they weren't told why they were supposed to assemble in 

Galata, but they assumed it must have been to repair the ships damaged in the battle. Mihajlovic 

had his troops fall into formation, checked that all were present, and then they headed towards 
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Galata around the tip of the Golden Horn 26. 

 When Prince Mihajlovic and his men arrived at the Bosphorus, he was struck by the odd 

fact that the Sultan and all of his top ministers were there, far away from the main encampment 

where they should have been. He didn't have time to indulge his speculations, however, as the 

commanders of all of the irregular units were called up one after the other to receive their 

assignments for the day and quickly get to work, Mihajlovic's Serbian forces were assigned to a 

section of the hills rising from the Bosphorus. 

 Their first task was to repair and fortify the road that ran alongside and slightly apart from 

the Genoese settlement's wall. The road had been there already for a long time and had been used 

for the Ottoman soldiers' comings and goings, but for some reason it now needed further, special 

leveling, more so than was necessary in order to be used only by people and horses. That finished, 

they used timber brought by another group of soldiers to begin constructing a pair of rails. It 

occurred to Mihajlovic, as he oversaw the work, that these rails could be used to transport the 

Great Cannon. 

 Just as they were finishing the rails, the Sultan appeared with his ministers in tow to carry 

out an inspection; they watched as a platform with metal wheels was pushed along the wooden 

rails, and also checked to be sure that the ground under the rails was firm. He wondered if 

Mehmed would recognize him, but the Sultan didn't even glance at the Serbian commander 

standing next to the rails: all he cared about was the proper completion of the work. After the 
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inspection report was delivered, he followed the road further uphill to the next work station 

without looking back. 

 The next day, the 22nd, the troops were called up even before daybreak and ordered to 

assemble at the same place as the day before. A completely different task awaited them at the 

Bosphorus, however. Mihajlovic looked around trying to figure out what they were going to be 

ordered to do. And then he saw. It appeared that the Turkish Sultan, his junior by a few years, 

wasn't using the rails to transport the Great Cannon: he was using them to transport his fleet 

overland into the Golden Horn. Mehmed had no shortage of men or material, and he never 

hesitated to exploit them to the hilt. The wooden rails were completely covered with animal lard. 

The wheeled platforms were linked together, and resting atop them was a ship that had been 

pulled out of the sea. The sails were at full mast a favorable wind blowing from the water up the 

hill was actually helping push the boat along. Most of the work, however, was being done by two 

rows of oxen that were managing to pull this unimaginably heavy boat. Large numbers of men 

were pushing the boats from behind as they inched their way up the hill The highest point of the 

Galata Hills was sixty meters above sea level; once the boat reached the peak, oarsmen would get  

on board and then the boats would slide down an identical set of rails into the Golden Horn. 

Once the first of the lighter ships had made it to the top of the hill, the cannon positioned 

along the east wall of the Genoese settlement fired off one round after another; this would distract 

the ships inside the Golden Horn towards the boom. At the same time, the Turkish marching band 

began wildly banging their drums and blowing their trumpets so that the Genoese inside the 

                                                                                                                                                               
(Cleveland, 2002), p. 181 



settlement walls wouldn't hear the ships sliding into the water 27. 

Admiral Trevisan Venetian commander of the cities fleet immediately sent word of the 

impeding disaster in the horn. He had realized the enormity of the situation even before all of the 

Turkish boats had entered the water. He immediately sent a messenger to Ambassador Minotto, 

who agreed with Admiral Trevisan's estimation and sent another messenger to the Emperor 

requesting an immediate emergency meeting of the war council. The members of the council put 

forward a number of proposals. One of the Greeks suggested that they join forces with the neutral 

Genoese at Galata, a joint assault on the Turks would surely prevail, he offered. Most of those 

present felt it highly unlikely, however, that the Genoese would forsake their neutrality in the 

course of one day and join their alliance. Another recommendation was to attack the transport 

rails. This was dismissed by most of the assembled as unrealistic. Zaganos Pasha's army was 

encamped in the hills above Galata. Simply to launch a credible attack on such a force would 

require far more men than the city's defenders could spare. The third proposal came from Captain 

Coco. He insisted that their only option was to attack at night with a small number of ships drawn 

from the cream of their fleet: draw close to the Turkish boats and torch them28. He even 

volunteered to lead this attack, which he acknowledged amounted to a suicide mission. There 

were no objections from the Byzantine side. Admiral Trevisan put forth that a mission calling for 

such secrecy and speed could indeed be carried out by Venetians and Venetians only, and all gave 

their assent. They agreed not to inform the Genoese about the attack, afraid that the news would 
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make its way to Ottoman spies in neutral Galata.  

 At a little past midnight on April 28th, a group of ships secretly set out into the Golden 

Horn from a dock on the Constantinople side. A light breeze was blowing, and the moon was 

obscured by clouds. Leading the attack force, according to plan, were two large ships, one 

Venetian and one Genoese. Both ships had bales of cotton and wool on both sides to protect them 

from enemy cannon fire. Behind them were two Venetian battle galleys. Trevisan was aboard the 

galley to the right side. These four ships actually served to hide the three smaller galleys that 

accompanied them, sliding across the water with oars in perfect rhythm. Captain Coco was aboard 

one of these three ships, which would play the main role in the attack. The three light galleys 

were accompanied by even smaller boats that were packed with pine resin, sulfur, oil, and other 

combustibles. Their only navigational guides in the dark were the white sheets stretched 

across the stern of each ship. The two large vessels in front proceeded slowly and quietly. The 

forty oarsmen of the two galleys immediately following them rowed in unison with such perfect 

control that hardly a wave was formed on the water's surface. Immediately after leaving port, they 

saw something like a flash of light from one of the towers inside Galata; they suspected it might 

be a signal to the Turkish forces, but the boats of the Turkish fleet inside the Golden Horn didn't 

react at all to this possible signal, so the Italians decided to continue forward. Their plan was to 

sneak up on the enemy ships, toss their combustibles on board, ignite them, cut the enemy ships' 

anchors, and then escape. If a battle broke out, the four large ships would fulfill their function29. 
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 Dawn began to break as a battle began between the Western ships and the Turkish fleet 

that had arrived to finish the rout. The battle lasted for over an hour, but ended in a stalemate with 

both sides returning to their respective ports. Forty members of Coco's crew were able to swim to 

shore, where they were seized by Ottoman troops. Mehmed ordered that they be taken to a spot 

where they could be butchered in clear view from the Constantinople city wall. In retaliation, the 

Christian forces took 260 Turkish prisoners who had been captured inside the city, lined them up  

along the wall, and beheaded every last one30. The night raid had been a grave failure. The 

Venetians had lost one of their galleys and one of their speedboats, in addition to almost ninety of 

their finest sailors. Coco was among those presumed dead at sea. What darkened their mood more 

than anything, however, was the prospect that the Ottoman fleet would continue to occupy the 

Golden Horn. The only time that Constantinople had fallen, 250 years earlier, it had been at the 

hands of the army of the Fourth Crusade, which had taken control of the wall aside the Golden 

Horn and thus was the key to conquering the city. 

 The last day of April saw Mehmed do something that would banish the idle hopes of those 

who had been trying to tell themselves that the Turkish ships, though they had made it into the 

bay, would accomplish nothing more. Mehmed had the fleet inside the Golden Horn construct a 

floating pontoon that connected outside Constantinople side of the shore to outside the walls of 

the shore at Galata. It was constructed out empty barrels tied together. Above them were beams 

supporting thick, sturdy planks. The bridge was five hundred meters long, enough to span the 
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narrow interior portion of the bay, and wide enough to fit five soldiers across31. Platforms holding 

cannons were jutting out from the bridge at regular intervals. 

 Not only would it speed up communication between the main encampment, on the one 

hand, and Zaganos Pasha's army the other, but, more importantly, it made it possible to fire upon 

the stretch of the city wall facing the Golden Horn, which only had one layer. Since the defenders 

had felt secure in their control of the Golden Horn until this point, they had only placed lookouts 

and nothing more along this wall. Thankfully Mehmed and his advisors consider the Golden Horn 

as only a diversionary tactic, that would take men and resources from the land walls and not as a 

serious means to enter the city. 
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Turning the Tide 

 May had arrived and the city of Constantinople had already endured twenty days of 

bombardment. Beginning with Urban's giant cannon, the shots had rung out without pause, an 

average of a hundred per day32. Since they were not engaging the Turks in close combat, the 

defensive troops' main task was to repair the daily damage done to the outer wall and the 

protective stockade. This had been going on for twenty days already, and so the defenders had 

gotten a feel for the rhythm of the attacks33. When they felt it was about time for the 

bombardment to begin for the day, they evacuated to the safety of the inner wall. They had thus 

all managed to escape death, although a few had been injured by flying debris. Instead of calling 

the cannons" cannons," they called them "bears." The giant cannon was the "Papa Bear" and the 

smaller cannons to both sides of it were the "Cubs." They said things like, "The Papa Bear seems 

to have given up the ghost they've replaced it with a new one," and "They've increased the 

number of Cubs to four today34.” Of course they knew about the disastrous battle in the Golden 

Horn and they had seen their own ranks dwindle right before their eyes, but human beings cannot 

live in a state of continuous tension. 

In Constantinople the people had become visibly agitated. The enemy's cannon barrages 

were relentless. The cannon in Galata kept the Christian ships anchored along the boom in a state 

of perpetual alarm, and the cannons along the floating bridge spanning the Golden Horn daily 
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increased the damage to the single-layered seaward wall. But the landward wall that took the 

brunt of the attacks was damaged beyond compare. One witness who was defending the wall 

along the Imperial Palace, witnessed a cannonball lop off the entire top half of one the towers 

when it struck a direct hit35. Along the landward wall, the worst damage was around Mesoteichion 

and the single layered wall adjacent to the Imperial Palace. Constantinople, the embodiment of 

the brilliant history of the Byzantine Empire, was being wiped away from three directions by the 

artillery of Anatolian mountain folk. In the midst of all of this, the animosity between the 

Venetians and the Genoese once again exploded out of control. The Venetians, already angry at 

the Galatians neutrality, were also still incensed by the debacle of the nighttime raid on the 

Ottoman fleet in the Horn. They couldn't shake off the suspicion that allies such as the Genoese 

would sooner or later desert them and flee. The Venetians therefore proposed that all Genoese 

merchant ships detach their anchors and sails and put them in the possession of the Emperor, as 

the Venetians had done. The Genoese took offense at this and replied, "What kind of stupidity is 

this? To escape would be to give up Galata, would it not? It took us two hundred years to make 

this city what it is, our wealth is here, our sons are here, and under no circumstances will we 

throw them to the wolves. This settlement is where we were born and raised. We will fight to the 

last drop of our blood before we give it up36." 

They may have been rivals, but both Venice and Genoa were mercantile states, and they 

                                                 

 35  Edwin Pears, The Destruction of the Greek Empire and the Story of the Capture of  Constantinople by the Turks 
(Cleveland, 2002), p. 203 
   

 36  Steven A. Epstein, Genoa and the Genoese 958-1528 (Chapel Hill, 2001), p. 294  



could understand one another at least on this much. The Venetians held their tongues. But a slew 

of rhetoric wasn't enough to make them forget or forgive the fact that the Genoese were in 

continuous contact with the Sultan. To which the Genoese replied that the Emperor was well 

aware of what their representatives were doing and that these representatives could be of use to 

him as well37. 

Four hours after sunset on May 7th, the Ottomans launched their second frontal assault. 

The Sultan didn't repeat the mistakes of the first attack. He unleashed over 30,000 troops on a two 

kilometer long stretch of the Mesoteichion section of the wall, the section most damaged by the 

many days of continuous bombardment. They were opposed by a thousand man force made up of 

Giustiniani's mercenaries and the Emperor's finest troops. Even if one added Cardinal Isidore's 

reserve army, the defenders numbered less than two thousand38. As before, the Turkish troops 

were carrying hooked webbing and long ladders with which to scale the wall, in addition to spears 

and bows. They swarmed across the parts of the moat that had already been filled in with dirt. 

There was no cannon fire to be heard, just the ringing of the alarm bells. The attackers were urged 

on by a wild jumble of drums, trumpets, and flutes. Mihajlovic was among the first wave of 

attackers, who clung to the outer stockades with their lives. This vanguard was made up primarily 

of irregulars, Christians just like the defenders. The Sultan's elite Janissaries were lined up along 

the edge of the moat, swords drawn, to force any of the soldiers who had lost their nerve back into 

the fray those who refused to return to the fighting were cut down without a moment's hesitation. 

Prince Mihajlovic could sense that his own soldiers were more afraid of the Janissaries than they 
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were of the enemy they were fighting. The defenders fought with savage intensity, but, in that, the 

attackers were not to be outdone: they had nowhere to go but forward. Those who were struck 

with arrows or other fire were promptly trampled underfoot. The attackers scaling the stockades 

were impaled with spears, while those who tried to climb the wall were killed too quickly by the 

precise jabs of the elite defenders to have time even to scream. 

 Yet no matter how many the brave defenders killed, there were still more behind them, 

and there was no way to stop fatigue from setting in. The defenders didn't have enough men to 

spare to fight in shifts. They couldn't bring in replacements from other parts of the wall. They 

didn't know when Pegae Gate to the south or the area around the Imperial Palace to the north 

would also come under attack. Even if the Turkish troops in those areas hadn't attacked yet, they 

were lined up along the. wall, ready to strike as soon as the attack beacon was lit. The Turkish 

fleets both outside the boom and inside the Golden Horn were not attacking, but their ships were 

in constant motion 

 The fighting raged for three hours. The Ottoman side suffered heavy casualties but still 

hadn't been able to penetrate the outer wall. Mehmed lit the blue beacon ordering the attackers to 

fall back. The dead were left where they lay. The defenders only had a moment to pause. Those 

who had been unfortunate enough to be killed or injured were taken into the center of the city, but 

the remaining defenders would have to banish any thought of rest, they had to work until sunrise 

replacing the stockades that had been pulled down and reinforcing the damaged parts of the outer 
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wall with sandbags, rubble, and other debris39. 

Over the next four days, until the 11th the Turkish bombardment grew even more intense. The fire 

was concentrated on the Military Gate of Saint Romanus near the center of the Mesoteichion wall 

and on the section of the wall encircling the Imperial Palace and facing the Golden Horn. That 

part of the wall was already in a precarious condition thanks to the prior bombardment of that 

section from the floating bridge. At Saint Mary's Church the war council discussed ways to 

reinforce their ground forces. Having no choice but to try to produce something from nothing, 

Admiral Trevisan decided to commit his sailors to the ground effort. 

 As it turned out, the reinforcement of the defensive land forces had almost come a hair's 

breadth too late. That midnight the third Ottoman assault began, this time concentrating on the 

wall around the Imperial Palace. Fifty thousand Turkish troops swarmed in for the attack 40. 

Furthermore, these were well rested soldiers fresh to the battle; they had been selected from the 

Anatolian Corps, the European Corps, and the regiment under Zaganos Pasha. Although born in 

different regions, they were all ethnic Turks. The soldiers from Anatolia were bold to the point of 

ferocity. Facing them were under two thousand "Latin" troops, mainly Venetians, under the 

command of Admiral Trevisan. There was only one layer to the wall, in height and thickness 

roughly equivalent to the inner wall of the triple layered sections. Four days of continuous 

bombardment had badly damaged this stretch; one of the gates had even been completely 

destroyed and quickly replaced by a stockade. Though it was a simple matter to approach the 

wall, there were very few who dared approach the defenders atop collapsed, stockaded gate. The 
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faces of the defenders took on a demonic cast as they carried away their fallen comrades and 

killed the advancing enemy. 

 It was a fight to the death for the Turkish soldiers as well. There was no turning back for 

them, no retreat the Janissaries were waiting behind them with their swords drawn, as before. 

Mehmed applied the philosophy that instilling fear in your own men, even your fellow Turks, was 

militarily sounder than bringing fear to the enemy. This third assault was also unable to break 

through the Christian defenses. After four hours of fighting, the Turkish soldiers receded like the 

tide. Yet the damage was severe. Twice as many defenders had died this time as the last. Looking 

at the Mesoteichion wall and the wall around the Imperial Palace, it was clear even to the 

untrained eye that these were the places where Mehmed had focused the concentrated force of his 

attacks. There was nothing decisive the defenders could do in response. 

 The only secret weapon the city could count on now was for a relief dispatch from Venice. 

By early May small scouting vessels were able to sneak outside of the boom. They sailed south 

and heard of no word of an incoming Venetian fleet. The Emperor thanked each of the twelve 

men in turn, tears streaming down his cheeks. A deep gloom enveloped the chamber as all of the 

men present let the realization settle that no further help from the outside could be expected. All 

the while, the enemy's bombardment continued with undiminished ferocity. The area around the 

Military Gate of Saint Romanus in particular was taking such an extensive battering that, despite 

the desperate attempts of the defenders to repair it, the outer wall would soon be breached. 

Although they did everything possible to try to repair the craters left by the "Baby Bears," the 500 
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kilogram projectiles of the "Papa Bear" erased any trace of their labors 41. Only the inner wall 

retained its grandeur. But the defenders didn't have the men necessary to fall back and adequately 

defend the inner wall. They were also too exhausted, both mentally and physically, to stage such a 

last ditch defense. The tolling of the evening bell that day sounded to the people of the city like a 

sad song. The fiftieth day of the siege was coming to end. 
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The Fog of War 

 By May 24th the people of the city felt that there was nothing left for them now expect to 

pray to God. But it is easy for those who cling to one aspect of the supernatural to be seduced by 

all the rest of it. There were a number of old folk legends that, although nobody went so far as to 

mention them in public, were whispered from ear to ear. 

 People recalled the prophecy that the Byzantine Empire would be destroyed during the 

reign of a namesake of the first Emperor, Constantine. There were also those who believed that 

since the great Emperor's statue was pointing east with one hand, this meant that the Empire's 

eventual conquerors would come from the east. This in itself was enough to terrify the populace, 

but that terror was compounded by the lunar eclipse that had left the city in complete darkness for 

three hours during the night of the full moon. The unwavering idea that God had forsaken 

them weighed heavily on their hearts. The following day, the citizens walked in a procession 

through the city center carrying aloft an icon of Saint Mary. Every person in the city, with the 

exception of the defenders who had to keep to their posts, took part. When the procession reached 

the city center, however, the icon fell off its pedestal. The procession was stopped in the 

confusion, while the priests tried to lift the icon up off the ground42. Although put it back in its 

place. This dragged the peoples mood even further into darkness. 

Yet there were even more bad omens in the offing. When the procession began to continue its 

march, a thunderstorm suddenly broke out. Torrents of rain mixed with hail descended upon 

                                                 

 42 Roger Crowley, 1453: the Holy War for Constantinople and the Clash of Islam and the West (New York, 2005), p. 
213 



them, turning the streets into rivers in a flash43. The procession could move no further, and all of 

the assembled fled back to their respective homes. The sound of the rain seemed to continue 

forever, while the enemy's cannons lay silent. 

 The next day, the city was shrouded in a thick fog from the morning on, something 

completely unheard of for late May. The people whispered among themselves that this highly 

unusual fog must have arisen to conceal the Lord Christ and the Virgin Mother as they left the 

city44. 

 The Sultan sent a messenger telling the Emperor to choose surrender. The Emperor replied 

only that he would share the fate of his city and his people. The Ottoman encampment had 

experienced its own disturbance that same day. Although the siege had been going on for over 

fifty days, Constantinople was still holding out. Despite the continuous bombardment, not a single 

Ottoman soldier had been able to get past the outer wall. Word had finally arrived that a Venetian 

fleet was heading for the city and could appear any day now. Nobody who had seen the weak 

performance of the Ottoman navy up to that point could harbor any optimistic delusions about 

how a sea battle with, a well armed Venetian fleet would end. Furthermore, there were rumors 

that the Hungarians were sending an army to aid the city. If the renowned Hunyadi breached his 

treaty with the Turks and brought an army across the Danube while a Venetian fleet sped towards 

the city, the 160,000 strong Ottoman army would be unable to continue their siege45.  
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 This was the situation as the Turks saw it when they opened their own war council on the 

26th. The Sultan vizier Halil Pasha had no intention of letting the opportunity pass. He spoke 

forcefully “We must lift the siege and end the attack. There is no shame in retreating from 

Constantinople the former Sultan once had to do the same. The leader of a great nation should not 

be rash. The countries of Western Europe cannot ignore the Byzantine Empire's pleas for help 

indefinitely. The Venetians have already dispatched a fleet. Sooner or later the Genoese are also 

going to realize that they're a Christian country too, after all The Ottoman Empire must have the 

courage to choose an honorable retreat when the time is right46.” 

 The words of the old Vizier, who had more experience of statecraft than any of the other 

men present, seemed to have had an effect on the assembled nobles. They looked at the face of 

their lord, as if realizing for the first time that the Sultan was actually a young man, barely twenty 

one years old.  Zaganos Pasha rose from his seat and began an angry rebuttal of Halil's argument. 

“The feudal lords of Europe are fighting among themselves anybody can to come to the 

Byzantines aid. Even if the Venetian fleet arrives, they certainly won't be able to drive our army 

away. We have a valiant army 160,000 men strong. Have you all forgotten that Alexander the 

Great conquered half the world with far fewer men? Withdrawing after having reached this point 

is out of the question. We have one option, and one option only, to continue the attack47.” 

 The young generals, one after the other, stood up to voice their assent to Zaganos Pasha's 

powerful speech. All present were electrified. When Mehmed announced that the next full frontal 

assault would take place in three days time, nobody objected. Sultan Mehmed the Second, his 
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composure completely restored, gave each of the generals his orders. Their fleet would attack the 

Christian fleet from both within and without the Golden Horn. Zaganos Pasha's regiment would 

attack the wall facing the Golden Horn, while the remainder of the Turkish army, under the direct 

command of the Sultan himself, would launch an all out attack on the entire landward wall. The 

people inside the city learned of this decision almost immediately. An unknown informant fired a 

number of arrows with letters to that effect over the city walls. Not only were their torches all lit, 

but they had ignited flowing streams of black oil to create a wall of fire, Turkish soldiers 

prostrated themselves in prayer to Allah while drums and flutes played, creating an almost 

demonic spectacle to the eyes of the defenders. The commotion lasted until midnight, when the 

camp fell silent. The next day, the 27th, the Great Cannon, apparently exempt from the fasting, 

was fired off all day long. The Turkish soldiers who were neither operating nor supporting the 

artillery were calmly at work in the rear preparing the scaling ladders and hooked webbing. One 

could see the white cloaked Sultan, atop his black stallion and surrounded by his generals, 

whipping like a gust of wind through the regiments, inspecting them48. 

 On the Christian side, the front line defenders kept their morale high despite the fact that 

the enemy's mass assault was drawing closer. Even Giustiniani, who had been wounded by flying 

debris from a cannon strike, quickly returned to his post after receiving treatment aboard his ship. 

The Turks passed that evening in the same fury of light and sound that had marked the night 

before. And, just as it had the night before, the commotion gave way to quiet slumber by 

midnight. As for the Western troops, even when their work repairing the wall or the stockades 
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was finished they could not leave their posts, the only rest they were allowed was a few hours of 

sleep huddled in a corner of one of the towers.  

 On the 28th, after confirming that each and all of the regiments had fallen into their 

previously assigned formations, the Sultan ordered a day of rest. Even the Great Cannon lay silent 

that day. Only the Sultan, with his ministers in train, was ever on the move, going from one, unit 

to another trying to inspire their troops for the upcoming decisive battle. Mehmed turned to the 

assembled troops and began to holler “you will be granted three days of pillage after the city has 

fallen. There is no God but Allah, and Mohammed is his prophet: tomorrow’s battle will be a holy 

war, one that will bring Mohammed's prophecy to fruition. Tomorrow we will capture a great 

many Christians, and sell them into slavery for two ducats apiece. All of the gold in the city will 

be ours. You will soon be rich men. We will weave collars for our dogs out of the Greeks beards. 

There is no God but Allah, and we neither live nor die but out of love for Allah49!” The soldiers 

shouted and raised their spears and swords into the air.  

 They believed Constantinople to be the wealthiest city in the Mediterranean, and the 

Sultan's decree that the riches of the city would be spread among them cast a powerful spell. Soon 

that wealth would actually be theirs. Their heads now clear from three days of fasting, that night 

they no doubt went to bed early and fell into a peaceful sleep. At that same moment, Ambassador 

Minotto was addressing his Venetian countrymen, all of whom had assembled in the Venetian 

merchant center. Minotto, who had decided to set an example by not evacuating his wife and son 

from the city, spoke a few words. 
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 “Our actions, whether they end in death or are blessed 

 with life, are a fulfillment of our duty as Christians. I believe 

 that our sacrifice for our country will not be in vain. I believe 

 our country will understand why we decided as we did, and 

 respect our decision. When the battle begins, it would be 

 utterly futile to abandon your post; rather choose death50,” 

 All of the Venetians were then treated to wine from their homeland. 

 The bells of Constantinople's churches rang continuously throughout the day. These were 

not the nervous clanging of alarm bells, nor were they the long, stately pealing of funeral bells. 

The bells were tolling as for Mass, except, continuously, the only time in the West that bells were 

rung in this fashion was when a Pope had died. However, that evening, on May 28th, the people of 

Constantinople proceeded silently to the Church of Hagia Sophia amidst that ceaseless tolling. 

 In the more than five months since December 12th of the previous year, when the Mass 

marking the unification of the two churches took place there, the people who had opposed the 

unification had refused to set foot in Hagia Sophia, the city's leading church. But now they were 

here, perhaps they sensed that this would be their final Mass. Without anybody telling them to, 

the people of the city, down to the lowliest commoners, began filling the church's vast rotunda 

and wide halls. The Emperor was of course present, surrounded by all of the city's nobles. All of 

the dignitaries from the “Latin Quarter,” from Ambassador Minotto down, were sitting together in 
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a row. The rites were carried out by the Patriarch and Papal Envoy Cardinal Isidore, with the 

participation of the very monks who had so fiercely opposed unification. 

The problem of unifying the Greek Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church had 

consumed half a century, and had involved everything from high level theological debates to 

overcoming the mutual hatred felt by the respective believers. It had left deep scars in the 

European psyche. Yet in that moment the unification had become a reality. When Isidore gave the 

brothers his benediction, the people in the hall, overflowing with religious feeling, embraced the 

people kneeling beside them, regardless of whether they were Greek Orthodox or Roman 

Catholic. When the Mass ended, they all returned to their respective homes or defensive positions. 

 The Emperor had invited the members of the war council for a final meeting. He said he 

was particularly grateful for the exhaustive efforts of the two Italian groups, the Venetians and the 

Genoese. He knew that he would be able to place his full trust in them when the final battle 

began, as it no doubt soon would. He then addressed his Greek subjects “a person must be ready 

to die willingly for his faith or his country, for his family or his sovereign, You must now be 

ready to die for all of these things, I for my part, am ready to share your fate51:” The Emperor then 

went from man to man, asking each of them to forgive him if he had ever done anything to give 

offense. The Emperor may have looked haggard, but nothing could conceal his inborn nobility; an 

unending stream of tears ran down his face. The assembled men, also weeping, pledged to 

sacrifice their lives for the Emperor. As they had done at Hagia Sophia, the men now embraced 

one another, showing their mutual, heartfelt trust. The Westerners then returned to their respective 
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posts. A number of the Byzantine nobles left to join a procession carrying an icon through the 

city. 

Two flags were flying above their heads in the evening breeze: the gold double headed 

eagle on blue of the Byzantine Empire, and the gold lion of San Marco on red of the Republic of 

Venice. The torches next to the tents of the Ottoman army outside the city walls created a sea of 

light that extended all the way to the hills behind Galata. Lights could also be seen flickering 

aboard the Turkish ships that had begun moving in the waters outside the boom. Constantine XI,  

forty nine years old, looked at the flickering lights for a long time, saying nothing.  
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May 29th 1453 The Gates 

Are Breach, the Mighty 

 



City Has Fallen 

 It was an hour past midnight. Three flares traced long, red arcs across the sky's darkness. 

That was the signal. A full-scale assault, with all 160,000 Turkish troops taking part, had begun52. 

War cries broke out across the advancing front line. The better part of the attack was focused on 

the Mesoteichion wall around the Saint Romanus Military Gate, as expected. The bells of the city 

churches began wildly ringing the alarm. The attack started with the troops in the vanguard. 

50,000 troops swarmed in towards the wall. They had a mismatched assortment of equipment and 

weapons, carrying little more than hooked ladders in addition to their spears and swords. They 

fought for their lives to climb the scaffolding and scale the wall, but they were met by an equally 

fierce defense that picked them off one by one. The cannon barrage continued even now, killing 

Western and Turkish soldiers alike. The sounds of kettledrums and trumpets filled the silence 

between cannon shots. The cries of women within the city wailing in prayer for God's mercy 

pierced the air, as if to try to drown out the Ottoman attackers' cacophony. The men along the 

wall didn't have time for prayer. Most of the 50,000 troops may have been second rate warriors, 

but they knew that the fearsome Janissaries were waiting behind them, swords drawn, retreat was 

not an option53. Despite this, the first wave of Turkish attackers suffered severe casualties and, 

two hours into the attack, appeared to be pulling back. 

 Mehmed was fully aware of the troops shortcomings and had planned his strategy 

accordingly. They may have been disorganized and poor fighters, but they had served the purpose 
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of tiring the defenders. As soon as the first wave was pulled back, the Sultan ordered the second 

wave to commence without giving the defenders even a moment to catch their breath. A regiment 

of over 50,000 well trained regular troops, dressed in identical red turbans and white uniforms, 

marched forward in orderly ranks. Half of them pretended to be attacking the entire length of the 

landward wall, which kept the defenders pinned down, while the remaining half concentrated on 

Mesoteichion. 

 Even though this second wave of soldiers was made up of his fellow Turks and Muslims, 

Mehmed continued the cannon bombardment. When a section of scaffolding near the Saint 

Romanus Military Gate was blown to pieces by a direct hit, a troop of Turkish soldiers who were 

attempting to climb over the fence at that exact spot were blown sky high. Nothing was visible in 

the thick dust and smoke. A group of Turkish soldiers managed to penetrate a breach in the outer 

wall in the confusion. Most of them were killed by defenders, who were quick to rush to the 

scene, and the rest were driven back and thrown into the moat. It was the same thing over and 

over, when the dust kicked up by a cannonball cleared up a bit, the defenders would resume 

killing and repulsing new incoming troops. Yet even before they had the chance to resolve this 

match, the third wave quietly drew closer. 

 In the pale light of the clouded over moon, the Sultan's trusted Janissaries were 

approaching the wall. Wearing identical white caps and white uniforms with green belts, they 

crossed the,.moat in perfect formation. Unlike the first two regiments, the Janissaries were careful 

not to rush forward recklessly. When one of their number was shot down by enemy fire, they 
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merely pushed him to the side indeed as if this had been part of the plan, and continued marching 

without breaking ranks. Even the tips of the scimitars they held in their right hands formed a 

perfect, unbroken line. Mehmed was not content to stay in the rear watching the battle. He was at 

the outward edge of the moat screaming at his soldiers, exhorting and scolding them in turn54. The 

Janissaries responded to their Sultan's encouragement and fought with renewed daring. These 

15,000 elite troops had been committed, all of them, to the Mesoteichion wall, which was less 

than two kilometers long. Each division took its turn advancing toward the wall, and as they 

repeated these waves of attack in strict order, the number of soldiers who were able to make it to 

the wall increased steadily. 

 The defenders, who had to fight new waves of fresh, enemy soldiers without any rotation 

of their own, held up well. In particular, the soldiers along the Mesoteichion wall had, at the 

suggestion of the ground commander Giustiniani, locked all of the portals leading from the outer 

wall to the inner wall and given the keys to the Emperor. In other words, they were determined to 

defend at the outer wall or die. They had ceased to be Greeks or Genoese or Venetians: they were 

fighting as one. Giustiniani was also fighting with impressive valor, rather surprisingly for one 

who was quite young and a mercenary no less. Even the Emperor had his sword drawn and was 

fighting the Turks at the wall. 

 This fierce close quarter fighting continued for over an hour. Even the Janissaries, the 

highly esteemed backbone of the Ottoman army, were unable in that time to score a decisive 

victory. Attackers and defenders swarmed together into whirling clumps of men and then broke 
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apart again. The first light of dawn began to fill out the sky, lightly at first but steadily growing 

brighter. The battle had been raging for five hours. 

 Just as the sun was rising, an arrow fired at point blank range hit Giustiniani right above 

his left collarbone. As he was reeling from the shock, a second arrow struck his right thigh. Blood 

began pouring out of the cracks in the young commander’s silver colored armor. Screaming from 

the intense pain, Giustiniani asked one of his subordinates, who had come running to his aid, to 

take him back to his ship. This soldier knew that the doors leading from the outer wall to the inner 

wall and from there to the city proper were all locked. He rushed to the Emperor to ask for the 

keys. 

 The Emperor rushed through a passageway between the outer wall and the scaffolding to 

come to Giustiniani’s side. He knelt down next to Giustiniani, took his hand, and asked him to 

reconsider his decision to leave. Yet it seems that the commander, who had just shown such valor, 

had suddenly seen startled by the sight of his own blood back into an awareness of his youth and 

everything still left to live for. He paid no attention to the Emperor's entreaties and repeated his 

desire to leave the front. The Emperor reluctantly handed the keys over to Giustiniani's aides, who 

carried their commander away to safety. 

 This incident didn't go unnoticed by the five hundred Genoese soldiers under Giustiniani's 

direct command55. They were, in the final analysis, mercenaries, professionals. They could fight 

as bravely as anybody when the battle ran in their favor, but they were also the first to flee at the 

signs of approaching defeat. When they saw their commander being taken away, the battle was 
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effectively over as far as they were concerned. En masse they made a break for the door through 

which Giustiniani had just been carried. The Greek soldiers, the Emperor first and foremost, 

attempted to stop them. The Sultan, who was at the edge of the moat, noticed that some 

unexpected disturbance had arisen within the city walls. In a voice louder than any he had ever 

wrung out he bellowed, "The city is ours to take!56”  

 The Janissaries were completely transformed. Now they rushed as one toward the city 

wall to attack, and no longer were they driven back. Those who made it over the scaffolding 

clambered up the outer wall without a moment's rest. The defenders were finally being pushed 

back. Hoping to escape they jammed into the corridor between the outer and inner walls. The 

Turkish soldiers, who now occupied the outer wall, picked them off with their arrows, one after 

another. 

 The defenders along the Imperial Palace were by no means spared either. There were now 

too many Turkish soldiers pushing their way through breaches in the wall to repel. When one of 

the gates was demolished and the Turks started streaming in, all hope was lost. There were some 

Venetians who kept fighting regardless, but once they saw that the Imperial and Venetian flags 

flying from the tower had been taken down and replaced by the white crescent moon and star 

on red, they too had to concede defeat.. 

 The Emperor, too, saw the Turkish flag flying atop the tower. He mounted his white steed, 

and began to ride to the Military Gate of Saint Romanus. He intended to encourage his men there 

not to give up the fight, but the Greek soldiers had seen the red flag as well. And they were 
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routing. Pandemonium ensued as they all scrambled in search of some means of escape. The 

Turkish soldiers, who had already sealed all of the outer wall's exits, slaughtered them like wolves 

let loose in a flock of sheep. 

 The Emperor realized that the end had come. He had a mere three riders in his group, a 

Greek knight, a Spanish noble, and one born in Dalmatia. The four of them dismounted their 

horses. They intended to continue fighting on foot, but the chaos around them made even that 

impossible. The Greek knight, who also happened to be the Emperor's cousin, shouted out that he 

would rather die than be captured and then cut his way into the fray. 

 The Emperor flung away his crimson cloak. He tore away his Imperial regalia. Somebody 

is reported to have heard him say, "Isn't there a single Christian here who will kindly plunge 

a sword into my heart?57" The final Emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire drew his sword and 

rushed into an approaching wave of Turkish soldiers, where he disappeared, never to be seen 

again. The two remaining knights followed him. 

 Beacons announcing that the wall had been breached lit up all across the Ottoman 

encampment. They didn't glow as brightly in the morning sunshine as they would have at night, 

but the Turkish troops' eyes were sharpened by anticipation. The entire army cheered with joy and 

rushed towards the city walls. The soldiers who had continued defending Pegae Gate up until this 

point, unaware of ,what had happened, couldn't have mistaken that cheer for anything other than 

what it was; they too began to flee for their lives, The only means of escape were the allied 

vessels docked along the Golden Horn, but Pegae Gate was about as far from the Horn as it was 
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possible to get. They rushed about, eyes blinded by fear. Turkish soldiers who had made it over 

the wall arrived at that moment and opened the gate from the inside; a flood of Turkish soldiers 

rushed through it. The Golden Gate, through which the Emperors always passed when returning 

from a triumphant campaign during the empire's brighter. days, was left standing practically 

unharmed. A swarm of Turkish troops entered unhindered through that gate as well. 

 Although the Marmara wall hadn't come into play at all during the weeks of the siege, it 

did see action on that morning of May 29th. When the signal came that the wall had been 

breached, the Turkish fleet wasted no time in sailing south and dropping anchor at two small 

docks facing the Sea of Marmara. The residents near the docks, perhaps realizing that resistance 

was futile, quickly opened the gate for the disembarking Turkish sailors and prostrated 

themselves. Within minutes a swarm of Turkish soldiers had surrounded the Ottoman pretender 

Prince Orhan and his men. Knowing the fate that awaited them if they were captured and brought 

before the Sultan, Orhan and his men boldly engaged a contingent many times their own size.  

The Prince then mounted his horse and impaled himself on a sword that one of his men had thrust 

out for him. 

 The Spanish consul Pere Julia and his Catalonia soldiers also put up tenacious resistance, 

fighting until the last man had either been killed or captured. For Cardinal Isidore, who was 

defending the stretch of the wall just north of Julia's, things were not so simple. Since it was felt 

from the beginning of the siege that the enemy wouldn't focus on this section of the wall, he had 

sent most of his men to help defend the landward stretch and had almost no men left to defend 

and fight alongside him. Furthermore, Isidore was not only the Patriarch of Constantinople but 
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also the Papal Envoy. He would no doubt be the second most wanted man in the city after the 

Emperor. If he were captured and his identity became known, it would be as if the Pope himself, 

God's earthly agent and representative of all Catholic believers, had been taken prisoner by a 

Muslim lord. As these unpleasant thoughts were running through his mind, Isidore noticed a 

beggar stumbling by. 

 News of the rout didn't become known to everybody in the vast city right away. The first 

to know were those who saw defenders fleeing from the Turkish soldiers bearing down upon  

them. Knowing that all was lost, a few people ran in the direction of the Golden Horn, but the 

Greeks for the most part escaped to Hagia Sophia at the eastern edge of the city. Legend had it 

that if the city ever fell, the archangel Michael would descend to the top of the Hagia Sophia's 

dome and sweep the invaders away to the eastern shore of the Bosphorus. The rotunda of the 

gigantic Hagia Sophia was soon filled with refugees. They closed and locked the church's bronze 

doors, and knelt down to pray. 

 When the Christian fleet anchored in the Golden Horn saw the Turkish flag unfurled atop 

the Imperial Palace's tower and heard the numerous signals, they knew that the walls had been 

breached. Bracing for an attack from the enemy ships both within the Golden Horn and outside 

the boom, the ships sailed into a defensive formation. But sailors in the Ottoman fleet had other 

things on their mind than attacking the Christian fleet, namely, they were worried that the Turkish 

ground forces would get all of the spoils by sacking the city before they would have a chance at 

them. This was why the Ottoman ships outside the boom had rushed to the docks along the 

Marmara without paying the Christian fleet any attention at all. The Turkish ships inside of the 

Golden Horn rushed towards the gate near the Imperial Palace, where Zaganos Pasha's troops had 



already started pouring into the city, and joined the pillage. 

 For the Christian fleet this was like a gift of good fortune from the heavens above. Diedo, 

who had taken over as naval commander in Admiral Trevisan’s absence, ordered his ships to dock 

along the city wall, bows pointed outward to facilitate a quick escape, and pick up as many 

refugees as possible. Once that was well underway, he and another captain and Nicolo boarded a 

small boat and began rowing across to Galata. Magistrate Lomellino of Galata was waiting for 

them on the other side. Diedo spoke first: “I'd like to ask what the Galatians intentions are now.  

Do you all intend to stay and fight, or do you intend to escape? If you are willing to fight, we 

promise to fight by your side.58” Lomellino seemed at a loss. Right before the final assault one of 

the Sultan's emissaries had come to reconfirm Galata's neutrality. But who could say if that was a 

guarantee of anything? 

 “Could you give us a little time?” Lomellino finally said, making no effort to hide his 

consternation. “I would like to send a messenger to the Sultan to see if he would be willing to 

extend his peace terms not only to. the Genoese but to the Venetians as well59.” Diedo felt that 

such a thing was an absolute impossibility this late in the game, but all he could do was look at 

Lomellino with barely suppressed disdain and remain silent. When the three turned around to 

board their boat and return to the Constantinople side, they discovered that all the gates to the 

settlement had been locked shut behind them. Yet, not all of the Genoese in Galata who saw what 

was happening across the Golden Horn could remain so callous. After some of these Genoese 
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opened one of the gates for them, the three stepped out onto the dock to see that there were many 

Genoese and their families who didn't trust the Sultan's word and were boarding ships to escape. 

 The flood of escapees was reaching its peak back on the Constantinople side when they 

arrived there. The dock was overflowing with refugees, so much so that some people actually fell 

into the water. Even then the Venetian sailors never lost their nerve as they continued pulling 

people one by one aboard ship. 

 The sun approached its zenith. The number of people jamming onto the dock began to 

decrease. Although he should have been tending to the wounded, Nicolo was standing at the ship's 

stern, looking around. Trevisan was nowhere to be found. Ambassador Minotto and the other 

Venetian notables were not among the refugees, nor could they be seen on any of the other ships. 

 Now Admiral Diedo decided that it was too dangerous to stay in port any longer, and 

ordered his galley's anchor raised. He sent a signal to the other ships to do the same and follow his 

ship's lead out of the Golden Horn. Yet there were still people left on the dock. Seeing that the 

rescuers were leaving, they began jumping into the water and swimming for the ships, which were 

leaving dock much slower than usual, as if reluctant to do so. Those who managed to make it to 

the ships were lifted to safety.. And Admiral Trevisan, whose very presence was enough to put 

those around him at ease, never did make it to the dock. 

 Admiral Diedo's lead galley approached the boom, still stretched taut across the Golden 

Horn. Two soldiers got in a rowboat and rowed to the Constantinople side, where they cut the 

leather strap latching the boom to the tower. The boom slowly drifted away. 

 The galleys slipped through the opening. Seven Genoese boats fleeing Galata followed in 

their wake, which were in turn followed by a Venetian naval galley under Captain Morosini and a 



Venetian merchant galley. The movements of this last ship were rather hesitant: over a hundred 

and fifty of its crew, who had been fighting as part of the defense, hadn't returned. That ship was 

followed by Trevisan's galley, which, while not as understaffed as the ship ahead of it, was 

missing its captain. Then came two more Genoese vessels, and finally four Cretan ships filled 

with many Greek refugees. including Venetian freighters. Diedo decided he would wait at the 

mouth of the Bosphorus for an  hour in case any of these ships made it out with more escapees. In 

the end, none did. 

 Diedo also couldn't neglect his main duty, which was to be prepared for an Ottoman 

attack. A strong wind was blowing from the north-northwest, but it could change direction at any 

moment. He had to give the order to flee before this wind let up or changed direction there might 

not be a second chance. When he conveyed his thoughts to the captain of one of the Genovese 

vessels, the captain replied, "We have large sails; as long as the wind is favorable we can move 

very fast. We can wait for the time being, say, until sunset.60" Diedo knew that the seven large 

Genoese galleys were well fortified and that he thus had no reason to worry. 

 It was a little past 2 p.m. The four Venetian ships and the four Cretan galleys caught the 

strong north wind and began sailing south down the Sea of Marmara. Ahead of them was 

Negroponte, which, now that Constantinople had been lost, was the front line facing the 

Ottomans. As the boats sailed away, all on board stared back blankly at the city of 

Constantinople. Even the battle-tested sailors aboard the Venetian naval galleys couldn't tear their 

eyes away from the city slowly receding on the horizon, The City of Romans at one with Christ. 
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 There was no military discipline among the 160,000 Ottoman soldiers who had swarmed 

into the city, only the sheer intoxication of pillage. Each man was allowed to keep whatever he 

could carryover the next three days. The Greeks quickly caught on to the fact that their lives 

would be spared as long as they didn't resist, 

 In fact, those killed number less than 4,000. Within the context of the conquest of a city of 

40,000, that number was not considered particularly high at the time. Most of those who were 

killed died right after the Ottomans breached the wall: refusing to believe that the defending 

combatants could have numbered less than 8,000, the Turkish soldiers were goaded mainly by 

fear to kill everybody they encountered61. This was also the reason why most of the defenders 

along the wall were also killed. The blood of the dead flowed through the streets near the wall like 

water after a heavy rain. 

 It was said among the Greeks that even a Turk who has killed his own parents would 

rather sell you into slavery and make some money; as long as you didn't resist they would spare 

your life and just take you prisoner. Thus most of the citizens who couldn't escape were taken 

captive. The people hiding in Hagia Sophia also didn't resist and simply let themselves be tethered 

together by the Turkish soldiers wielding curved swords. The Ottoman soldiers made no special 

allowances for the many monasteries and nunneries in the city, Although there were a few nuns 

who chose death by throwing themselves into wells instead of falling into the hands of the 

heathens, most of the ecclesiastics were admirably loyal to their oaths and quietly submitted 

themselves as their superiors had told them to. Those who were killed despite the fact that they 
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didn't resist included the elderly, who were considered worthless as slaves, and infants. 

 The captives, regardless of status or gender, were lined up in two rows. They were forced 

to march back to the Ottoman camp tied together with bits of rope. Youth was dragged out of the 

line to be raped by a Turkish soldier. Other than that, the captives  walked along as meekly as a 

flock of sheep, their eyes empty of all hope. 

 It goes without saying that the Imperial Palace and churches were thoroughly looted, but 

then so were people's homes. The Turkish soldiers fought with one another for the richest spoils, 

and anything they didn't want was destroyed or burned on the spot. Many icons were split in two 

and burned. Crucifixes were discarded once their jeweled ornaments were hammered off and 

taken away. 

 Mehmed spent the morning meeting with Galatian emissaries and with Byzantine nobles 

who had been captured and brought before him. His main interest was the Emperor's 

whereabouts. The Byzantine nobles said that all they had heard was that the Emperor had 

disappeared in the fighting. Two Turkish soldiers appeared, saying that the Emperor had been 

beheaded, and placed the severed head in front of the nobles for confirmation. The nobles all 

agreed, without exception, that it was in fact the Emperor. Mehmed ordered the head displayed on 

a column near the great hall of Hagia Sophia. The two soldiers added that the corpse was wearing 

stockings embroidered with eagles: this was proof enough for Mehmed that the Emperor was in 

fact dead. 

 After the audience concluded, the young victor retired to his private partition to prepare 

himself for his triumphant entrance in the city. He tied the green belt to his white robe, and put on 
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his white cloak and white turban with a glittering green emerald in the center. The scimitar 

hanging from his belt was made from a gold so bright it was almost painful to behold.  

 At two p.m., the twenty one year old Sultan, followed by his ministers, his generals, his 

imams, and guarded by his elite Janissaries, entered Constantinople through the Gate of Charisius. 

As if wishing to savor his new possession as deeply as possible, he reined his horse to a slow trot 

as the procession moved along the main thoroughfare. He didn't so much. as glance at the soldiers 

busy in their pillaging, or at the citizens silent in their captivity. 

 When he arrived at the entrance to the Hagia Sophia, Mehmed the Second dismounted his 

horse. He bowed down, took a handful of dirt, and slowly let it fall upon his white turban. With 

this gesture, the usually haughty lord was humbling himself before Allah. 

The Sultan stood up and walked into the Hagia Sophia. The Greeks who had been hiding there 

had almost all been taken away; all that remained were a handful of old monks huddled in a 

corner. The Sultan noticed a Turkish soldier trying to pry free a marble stone from, the floor, and 

for the first time since entering the city he became angry. The soldiers had only been given 

permission to enslave the people and take their possessions, it had been declared that the city. and 

all the buildings in it belonged to the Sultan and him alone. The soldier was driven out of the 

building. The Sultan then turned to the huddled monks, anger now gone from his voice, and told 

them simply to return to their monasteries. The Sultan walked further into the rotunda, and stared, 

almost admiringly, at the deluge of colors afforded by the mosaics along the walls. But in due 

course he turned to his ministers and told them that the church must immediately be converted 

into a mosque. The first step would be to scrub the mosaics clean. 

 One of the imams mounted the pulpit, and began to chant, There is no God but Allah 



Mehmed ascended to the altar, pressed his forehead to the ground, and gave his prayers of thanks 

to the God who had bestowed him with victory.  

 After the prayers were finished, the Sultan and his group visited the dilapidated Old 

Imperial Palace nearby. They then proceeded to the ancient Coliseum, also long neglected. After 

that they followed another wide boulevard to the Pegae Gate, from whence they exited and 

returned to their encampment. In all that time, no shots were fired, and nobody among the 

conquered dared to block the Sultan's way. The city of Constantinople had completely submitted 

to Mehmed the Second. The Byzantine Empire had been wiped from the face the earth. The 

Turkish Empire appeared in its place. 
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