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11 The key to the gate of
Christendom?

The strategic importance of Bosnia
in the struggle against the Ottomans

Emir O. Filipovi¢

In July 1464, just over six months after his arduous winter campaign in Bosnia
ended in victory, the Hungarian king Matthias Corvinus complained to Pope Pius
II of renewed Turkish attacks against him and the possessions he had recently
acquired through great labour, claiming that the enemy ‘... again invaded Bosnia,
which is certainly, so to speak, the key and gate of the whole of Christendom,
from where paths in all directions towards the west and north can easily be
accessed’.! When he described his successful Bosnian war to the same Pope a few
months earlier, he wrote jubilantly that his victory would allow the wound, which
had been inflicted on the Christian body through the ruin of Bosnia, to heal more
casily and completely than before, and that this was important ‘... since the said
wound affected not only the corners and sides of Europe, but its very heart, from
where it could easily have spread and infected all of its parts’.?

The king, evidently an eloquent master in the language of his day,’ could not
have made clearer the perceived importance of Bosnia in the general struggle of
Christendom against the Ottomans. Even though these two instances represent obvi-
ous use of embellished antemurale rhetoric and crusading terminology, they were
still grounded in decades of experience in dealing with Ottoman assaults on the front
line of conflict. The principal aim of this study will therefore be to investigate those
instances when antemurale language was applied to Bosnia, with special attention
given to sources emanating from Hungary and Venice, the two archetypal bulwark
states. Tracing the origins and historical development of this crusading discourse,
I shall present documented occasions when Turkish raiding troops surged through
Bosnia during the first half of the fifteenth century in order to invade Hungary,
Croatia, Dalmatia and Slavonia, as well as such distant lands as Carniola, Carinthia,
Styria and Friuli. In that sense, I shall attempt to show how these attacks helped shape
the typical antemurale concept of Bosnia as the ‘gate of Christendom’, and the ways
in which this ideological device was then used as a propaganda tool to mobilize a uni-
fied Christian resistance to the imminent danger posed by the rising Ottoman power.

Bosnia in the midst of other antemurale states

Although he made good use of it, the rhetorical strategy employed by King
Matthias in his letters to the Pope was certainly not an innovation devised by
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his royal chancery. In fact, its origins in the central parts of Europe can be traced
back at least to the thirteenth century when Hungary, as the furthermost bastion
of Christianity, was attacked by a vast Mongol army. This event precipitated the
formulation of a frontier ideology which drew upon the distinctly medieval idea
of a ‘unified Christian commonwealth’ with determined borders and a defined
territory. Due to the apparently unique position of Hungary at the time, King Bela
IV was then able to promote his kingdom as a ‘gateway to Christendom’ which
was entrusted with a mission to protect Christianity from external enemies.* Other
frontier states soon began adopting and developing this notion that the faith had
to be defended as a whole. Consequently, they presented any potential attack on
their borders as a supposed threat to other Christians as well. Such an arrange-
ment implied that those polities which bordered with infidels would be the ones
who endured the greatest strain of the conflict, defending their neighbours and
the rest of Christendom, while others provided only military and financial assis-
tance.’ In order to accentuate their delicate position on the first line of defence of
the Christian world, to gain recognition for their valiant struggle, and to invite a
united response, rulers of the endangered states resorted to using powerful and
vivid metaphors in their diplomatic correspondence, referring to themselves as the
gate (porta, ostium, fores), bulwark (antemurale, propugnaculum), key (clavis),
shield (scutum, clipeus) or wall (murus) of Christendom.

This ideology evolved further in the late-fourteenth and fifteenth century with
the emergence of the ever-growing Ottoman Empire whose very existence posed a
threat to the medieval world order. Moreover, the antemurale topos subsequently
even came to be predicated on constant and seemingly limitless Ottoman expan-
sion. Thus in the course of the protracted Ottoman conquest of the Balkans, almost
every state inevitably, at one point in time, had to become a shield or wall which
was supposed to momentarily stifle the rising influence of the Turks, protecting its
hinterland in the process. The first of such blocks was Constantinople itself, and
even Rhodes and Cyprus figured to some extent as bulwarks of the faith.® Once
Bulgaria succumbed to Ottoman pressure in the last few decades of the fourteenth
century, it was Serbia’s turn to act as a buffer. In 1441, just a couple of years after
the Serbian capital Smederevo fell to the Ottomans for the first time, the Ragusans
urged Bosnian nobles to help the expelled Serb despot George reclaim his country,
since he was ‘a good shield for Hungary and Bosnia’.” The pattern is obvious: after
Serbia, Bosnia was next in line to serve as the barrier of Ottoman advance to the
West, and after Bosnia came Croatia, then Venice, and so forth.

However, the most prominent of these early antemurale states was Hungary,
which, as the biggest and the most powerful kingdom in the region, with tra-
ditional ties to Rome, represented the safest option for leadership of a general
crusade with the aim of containing the Ottomans south of the Danube and Sava
for as long as possible.® Soon the same mantle was taken up by Poland,” and
somewhat later by Croatia.'” These three were also the best-researched cases since
the antemurale myth became incorporated into their respective national identi-
ties during the course of centuries. In recent times, valuable studies have also
appeared which analyse the positions of Moldavia and Ragusa in this sense."!
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Among the antemurale states, Bosnia represents a curious example. It has
actually never been previously considered as such in historiography despite its
important geopolitical position and despite ample evidence which testifies that
contemporaries understood its strategic significance, calling it the ‘key’, ‘shield’
or ‘gate of Christendom’. Since most of the attention was focused on neighbouring
Hungary and Croatia, states which willingly adopted and embraced the rhetoric,
it was assumed that Bosnia remained on the other side of Christendom’s bulwark.
And indeed, the Bosnian kingdom was not an antemurale in the classical sense of
the word, but rather an ante-antemurale, which possessed the potential to prevent
unhindered passage of the Turks deeper into the territories controlled by Venice
and the kings of Hungary."> However, due to specific historical circumstances,
Bosnia was forced to serve more as a ‘gateway’ than as a ‘shield’.

‘The principal gate of the Christians’

While he was gathering an army to march against Bosnian duke Hrvoje Vukcié¢
and his Turkish allies in June of 1398, Hungarian King Sigismund described
Bosnia as ‘the shield and defence of our kingdoms of Dalmatia and Croatia’."
Almost 60 years later, in June 1457, Bosnian King Stjepan Tomas, who was being
prepared for leadership of an upcoming crusade, told Cardinal Juan Carvajal that
the Sultan considered his kingdom to be ‘la principal porta de christiani’."* This
rhetorical evolution, from ‘shield and defence’ to ‘gate’, reflected the way that
Bosnia’s position in regard to the Ottoman Empire changed during those six dec-
ades, but the deceptively insignificant modification also tells us a lot about the
way that King Tomas wanted to describe his situation to those from whom he
expected concrete military aid.

The first Ottoman incursions into Bosnia began as early as 1386 and increased
in number and intensity after the battle of Kosovo three years later. In those early
instances the Bosnian nobility handled the confrontations well and withstood a
number of fierce Ottoman assaults.!® But after a period of severe pressure, during
which the Bosnians and Turks sometimes fought as allies against their common
adversary King Sigismund of Hungary, the Bosnian rulers and nobles finally
yielded in 1415 and reached for a lifeline offered by the position of a tributary
state of the Ottoman Empire.'® Using the complex internal political conditions to
their advantage, and exploiting discord in the country, in the following decades
the Turks practically turned Bosnia into a corridor for attacks on the neigh-
bouring regions of Dalmatia, Croatia and Slavonia, venturing even further into
Hungary and the lands controlled by the counts of Cilli, the dukes of Austria and
the patriarchs of Aquileia. It is important to note, though, that those raids were
intermittently scattered throughout the first half of the fifteenth century, usually
alternating with incursions into Bosnia, and that their frequency waned in those
periods when Bosnian rulers managed to organize some kind of resistance or paid
regular tribute. But it became clear very early on that Bosnia could not hold out
against this menace for long and that it needed outside help, so the impression that
its demise would have disastrous consequences for the rest of Christendom formed
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the basis of Bosnian international diplomacy with the sole aim of organizing a
crusade to relieve the pressure and push the Ottomans far away from its borders.

This policy of insisting on the importance of Bosnia for the whole of
Christendom would eventually become not only the preserve of Bosnian rulers
but of all those who were advocating crusade in the fifteenth century. For this
they relied on antemurale frontier ideology which had its roots in the understand-
ing that the growth of Ottoman power was almost unstoppable. In a kind of a
domino effect, the fall of each Christian kingdom consequently meant that all
other neighbouring states became directly threatened as potential targets for the
next invasion of the all-conquering Ottoman army, and that it was just a matter of
time before it reached the distant lands of Germany or Italy. Ottoman expansion
came to be perceived and presented by Christians as a universal tragedy. This
anxiety was voiced as early as March 1307 when Pope Clement V warned that the
fall of Constantinople into the hands of ‘Turks, Saracens and other infidels” would
place the Roman church and the whole of Christendom in grave danger.'” His con-
temporary, the Venetian Marino Sanudo, feared that the Turks, if not prevented
soon, would enter Europe and that no one would be able to stop them,'® while
Pope Clement VI wrote to the French king in May 1345 that the Turks were rav-
aging Greek lands, capturing people and selling them like cattle, forcing them to
renounce their Catholic faith, and if the crusaders who then captured Smyrna had
not stopped them, who knows how far the Turks could have reached, to Naples,
and maybe even further."

The contemporary view about the character of Turkish intentions towards
Christian states is summed up well in a letter written in May 1429 by the Ragusan
government to the bickering Bosnian dukes Sandalj Hrani¢ and Radoslav
Pavlovi¢, urging them to reflect on Ishak-bey, the ‘evil and cunning’ marcher lord
of Skopje, who thinks of nothing else but to breed conflict among the Bosnian
nobles so that he could ‘devour’ them and destroy them one by one:

And this is the custom of the Turks who had no possessions in Romania
a hundred years ago, and working for a hundred years with their malice,
sowing discord among the Greek lords, whom they destroyed one by one,
they arrived at great dominion and power. They did the same thing with the
Bulgarian Emperors, and similarly in the kingdom of Serbia, and they have
attempted and are still attempting to do the same in Bosnia.?

Indeed, ever since they appeared on European soil for the first time, the Ottomans
were determined to conquer important river crossings, pathways and passes,
as well as forts and towns crucial for further advance towards the West.?! This
allowed them to use those locations as stepping-stones in order to harass and pil-
lage neighbouring countries. The diplomatic correspondence of the time is full
of allusions to certain places, forts or states, whose strategic importance was pre-
sented as such that their loss would have had a devastating impact on Christianity
in general, allowing the Turks virtually unopposed access to other Christian
lands. During the course of the fifteenth century this idea developed even further,



The key to the gate of Christendom? 155

becoming an essential propaganda tool of diplomacy for those states situated
on the violent Ottoman frontier. Thus in 1465 Matthias Corvinus informed his
messengers in Rome that the Sultan had attacked him for a third year in a row
with the intention of capturing Belgrade, occupying Serbia and recovering Jajce
and Bosnia. According to the Hungarian king, these were the ultimate goals of
Mehmed II since Belgrade represented the door to Hungary, Poland and Bohemia,
whereas Jajce was the gate to Dalmatia, Istria, Italy and Germany.? After the
fall of Negroponte in 1470, the Venetians wrote that the Turks — ‘the eternal and
implacable enemies’ — did not take just any Christian town or island, but that they
‘had overcome the shield and bulwark of all Christians, opening the path and
removing all obstacles to invade, assault and spoil Italy itself”.”® The same senti-
ments were expressed once again five years later by Prince Stefan of Moldavia.
After his glorious victory in the battle of Vaslui, he notified the western powers
that the Sultan — ‘the infidel Emperor of the Turks, who is the destroyer of all
Christendom’ — will be planning revenge ‘and will want to obtain this gate of
Christendom, which is in our realm’, warning them that ‘if this gate should be
lost, then all Christendom will be in danger’.** In 1476, a year after the fall of
Caffa in the Crimea to the Turks, Pope Sixtus IV encouraged Charles of Burgundy
to help the common Christian cause, because ‘if Hungary is conquered Germany
will be next, and if Dalmatia and Illyria are overrun Italy will be invaded’.”

All of these instances were in fact cries for help intended to portray the certainty
and imminence of Ottoman danger to the Christian West. They were supposed
to stir the emotions of fellow co-religionists and hopefully result in a common
military action in the form of a general crusade. In essence, their message was
that distant countries should not allow themselves the luxury of having to defend
their home at the doorstep, but that they should rather protect their possessions in
advance by helping those on the forefront of the conflict.

As mentioned earlier, the same rhetoric was applied to Bosnia. On 15November
1455 Juan Carvajal, the Cardinal of St Angelo and papal legate to the German
lands, wrote to the duke of Bavaria warning him that the Sultan could easily
transfer his troops to Germany through the Bosnian kingdom which was sub-
ject to him through tribute.” Antonio Guidoboni, the Milanese envoy to Venice,
expressed concern in June 1462 that the Bosnian king and Duke Stjepan Vuk¢i¢
might be defeated by the Sultan, or forced to make peace with him. In that case,
he warned, the Turks might end up in Friuli with great ease, and there would be no
way to resist their power on land.?”” King Stjepan Tomasevi¢ had pretty much the
same message for Pope Pius II, warning him in the same year that the defence of
Christendom depended on defending Bosnia first, because, as he claimed, Turkish
insatiability had no bounds:

After me he will attack the Hungarians and the Dalmatians who are subjected
to Venice, and then through Carniola and Istria he will seek Italy which he
aspires to rule. He often speaks of Rome, and his heart pulls him there. If
the Christians permit him to obtain my kingdom, he will have the most suit-
able province and appropriate places to achieve his desire. I expect the first
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storm, and after me the Hungarians and the Venetians will taste their fate, and
not even Italy will be able to rest; this is the enemy’s design. I am submit-
ting this information to you so that you cannot say that it was not foretold,
and accuse me of negligence. My father predicted the calamity which befell
Constantinople to your predecessor Nicholas and to the Venetians — but he
was not believed.”

In February 1463 the Bosnian king again alerted his neighbours to the impending
danger. He sent envoys to Venice and his representatives conveyed the message
that the king had a trusted source which informed him of the Turkish intention
to occupy and ruin his kingdom. He hoped the Venetians would realize that this
would cause great damage to their state, and that they would send messengers to
the Pope in an attempt to petition for a crusade, suggesting straightforward mili-
tary action, without delay, because it was clear that the Turk was growing each
day because of the Christian silence — ‘e questo se vede chiaramente, el Turcho se
fa ala zornada piu grande per taxer i Christiani’. ¥

Despite all of the warnings, the king’s pleas proved ineffective. He received
no military aid, no weapons and no soldiers. After a quick offensive led by the
Sultan himself in May and June 1463, Bosnia finally fell to the Ottomans and the
king was beheaded. When the Venetians heard about the outcome of the Sultan’s
actions they became aware of the immediate danger posed by further Ottoman
expansion and had reason to worry greatly since the conquest of the Bosnian king-
dom exposed not only the Dalmatian towns, then ruled by Venice, but also the
Adriatic ports of Italy.*® The collapse of Bosnia led to extreme terror being spread
everywhere, and Venice now found itself directly in the path of the Ottoman
military threat.’! The Venetians instantly set about on a diplomatic and military
mission to inform their allies and friends about the Bosnian demise, to alarm them
of the Ottoman peril, and to try and organize some sort of military campaign.*

Therefore, in just a couple of months the tables turned and Venetians, who
responded to Bosnian pleas only with hollow phrases of encouragement, found
themselves in the same position as Bosnia before the conquest, having to resort
to antemurale thetoric in order to arouse the attention of neighbouring states and
implore their assistance. They told the Provveditore of Zadar on 12 June 1463 that
the Turks — ‘enemies of the whole of Christendom’ — had captured Bosnia, ‘the
gate of Italy’.** In a letter sent on 14 June directly to the Pope in Rome they said
that the Turkish forces had advanced all the way to Senj on the coast, to the doors
of Italy — ad hostium et fores Italie.** On the same day, the Venetians warned the
Florentines that the Sultan was not satisfied with the capture of Bosnia, but that he
was ‘striving for further conquests and more spacious lands, promising his army
even more’, not fearing ‘to arrogantly bring his arms to the seashore at Senj, to the
very gate and entrance of Italy’.*

The same feeling was shared by Cardinal Francesco Gonzaga, who wrote to
his father Count Lodovico Gonzaga of Mantua from Tivoli informing him of the
Bosnian plight and expressing concern that unless the Turk was strongly opposed
immediately, he could take a great part of Italy in less than a year and a half.** On
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3 July 1463 Pope Pius II wrote to Bologna stating his disappointment and remorse
that the Sultan had occupied Bosnia all the way to the shores of Dalmatia, and was
now arrogantly standing with his weapons at the gate of Italy.”’

Realizing that something tangible had to be done, the Pope sent Cardinal
Bessarion to Venice in July 1463, hoping finally to unite forces and organize
a crusade.®® The Venetians were completely prepared to commence a full-scale
military conflict against the Turks, stating that they were aware that if they did not
resume the war, which they considered to have been in progress since the fall of
Constantinople, they would undoubtedly lose not only their Dalmatian provinces,
but also the city of Ragusa, the Croatian Banate, the counties of Krbava, Cetina
and Senj, and that the Turks would enter even deeper into the core of Christian
lands, thus arriving in the vicinity of the gates and crossings into Italy.*® They
gave Bessarion a written reply which the cardinal conveyed to the Pope in his
report. In their response the Venetians claimed that they understood, from the fact
that the Turks had occupied so many kingdoms in such a short period of time, that
Venetian dominions would be their next target. In order to avert this, they had
persistently incurred many expenses, and had they not done so, the Turk would
already have been in Italy. The senators confirmed that their republic was always
ready, and especially now, for a general expedition against the Turks, also declar-
ing that they had already made preliminary contacts with the king of Hungary.*

This Veneto-Hungarian alliance, although late in coming,*' still proved to
be very successful in its initial stages. King Matthias waited for the majority of
Turkish troops to retreat before he made a decisive strike, capturing almost the
whole of the Bosnian kingdom, and managing to seize the important fortress
of Jajce on Christmas Day 1463.* The king’s triumph, which was presented as
the rescue of Christendom’s ‘key’ and ‘gate’,*® lifted the spirit of resistance in
those states which were affected by the Ottoman conquest of Bosnia. As soon
as the news of his achievement reached Venice, the Venetians decided to send
him even more money to aid him in his future endeavours, expressing happiness
about his victories, praising him and lauding the fact that he managed to con-
quer Bosnia which was undoubtedly the shield of their state and possessions in
Dalmatia (scutum status et locorum nostrorum Dalmatie).** However, their joy
was premature and the successes of the Hungarian king eventually proved to be
short-lived, because the Ottomans resumed hostilities as early as the spring of
the following year.

Was Bosnia an ‘open gate’ of Christendom?

The reason why Venice and Hungary reacted to the fall of Bosnia in the way that
they did was that the disappearance of the Bosnian kingdom from the political
map of the fifteenth century brought the previously protected borders of both
states into direct contact with the expanding and aggressive Ottoman Empire.
Even though they had bordered and clashed with the Turks in the past, the new
situation required an immediate response. Seeking to assemble as many allies
as possible for the forthcoming war, they sent out many letters to foreign rulers



158  Emir O. Filipovi¢

and governments, and while some of their claims were certainly exaggerated for
propaganda purposes and in accordance with the literary style of the time, they
still had a logical rationale behind them.

This was because the methods and tactics of the Ottoman army in the early
stages of their expansion were founded on the agility and speed of their akinci
raiders, who were able to cover great distances and overrun faraway lands,
spreading fear wherever they went.* These raids were mostly conducted from
the territory of their vassal or tributary states, and thus Turkish incursions from
Bosnia into Hungarian and Venetian regions became a relatively common occur-
rence even before the final Ottoman conquest of the kingdom in 1463. So, far
from being merely a metaphor, to contemporaries Bosnia represented a genuine
‘gate of Christendom’ through which, as it seemed at the time, Turks entered as
they pleased.

The first Ottoman intrusions into territories beyond Bosnia — Croatia, Slavonia
and Hungary — occurred against the background of the struggle for the Hungarian
crown between Sigismund of Luxemburg and Ladislaus of Naples in the last years
of the fourteenth century, and increased in number during the first decade of the
fifteenth century. The majority of Bosnian nobles, led by Duke Hrvoje Vuk¢ic,
chose to support Ladislaus in his attempt to overthrow Sigismund and put the
Angevin dynasty back on the Hungarian throne.*® Wishing to hasten the political
and military demise of his opponent, and in line with the axiom that the enemy of
an enemy is a friend, Ladislaus allied himself with Sigismund’s principal adver-
saries, the Turks, who were then conducting their first raids into Hungary from
Serbia.*’ This in turn meant that Bosnians also became Turkish allies, commenc-
ing combined assaults on territories controlled by King Sigismund, primarily
concentrating them on Slavonia and Croatia, since Duke Hrvoje and his allies
already controlled possessions in Dalmatia.

These attacks diminished after the crisis caused by Ottoman defeat in the battle
of Ankara in 1402. Thus having strengthened his position in Hungary, beginning
in 1406 King Sigismund was able to undertake a number of offensive expeditions
against Hrvoje and his associates — ‘the perfidious Turks’.*® After a couple of
years of heavy fighting, Sigismund’s army finally managed to defeat the rebel-
lious Bosnian nobles in September 1408, inflicting a shattering blow on the plans
of Ladislaus who would completely abandon his Balkan ambitions the following
year. Despite the successful outcome of Sigismund’s Bosnian campaigns, which
had also included the submission of one of his most stubborn opponents, Duke
Hrvoje, it seems that the disturbed and unsettled political situation in Bosnia
caused by the conflicts only hastened the arrival of fresh Turkish troops. Just a
few months after Sigismund’s victory, in November of 1408, the Venetians heard
rumours that Nikola Frankopan, the count of Senj, intended to give provisions
to the Ottoman army and allow it safe passage through his lands.* In May of the
following year, the Venetians denied Count Nikola’s request for a loan of 10,000
ducats. He claimed that he needed the money due to the numerous Ottoman incur-
sions and other wars he had to fight.*® If taken at face value, these would constitute
the first of many Turkish invasions into Dalmatia from Bosnian territory.
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The following few years were relatively calm on the Turkish front, mainly due
to the consolidation of Bosnia after years of battle with the Hungarians, but also
due to internal developments in the Ottoman Empire where the sons of Sultan
Bayezid were fighting each other for the throne. The apparent unity between
the Bosnian nobles and King Sigismund did not last long. In 1413 Sigismund
denounced Duke Hrvoje, condemning him as a rebel and a traitor, accusing him
of renewed collaboration with the Turks and confiscating his lands in Croatia and
Dalmatia.’' Regardless of whether the accusations were true or not, and Hrvoje
did attempt to convince Sigismund of his innocence,* this clash triggered an
immense political shift in the Balkans. Already in the following year, wishing
to reclaim his territories and to gain revenge, Hrvoje again introduced Turks into
Bosnia, allied himself with the Venetians, and began a mass-scale attack on the
lands of King Sigismund.™

The first information about the movement of the Ottoman army dates from
June 1414, and they caused terror and panic almost everywhere. It was obvi-
ous from the beginning that the main focus of the campaign would be directed
against Dalmatian coastal towns and islands which were once in the possession
of Duke Hrvoje. Thus on 2 July 1414 the Ragusans warned their people on Brac,
Hvar and Korcula, three islands in the Adriatic, to prepare for the worst, to repair
their ships and ensure guards, so that they would not suffer damage from the
Turks.** In the letter which the Ragusan government sent to Sigismund on 10 July
we discover that the Turks had marched towards Bosnia and that Duke Sandalj
tried to stop them with the Bosnian army, but when he saw that he was not able
to defend and keep the passes, he allowed them to enter. Thus as early as 5 July
they came to Uskoplje in central Bosnia, where they split into three groups. One
went along the flow of the Bosnia river towards Dubocac and Slavonia, another
went towards Zagreb, while the third one remained in Uskoplje.”® The raiding
and pillaging continued throughout the summer of that year. Unfortunately, not
many sources survive about these invasions, but their extent can be grasped from
a letter of Berengar de Muntmany written in Barcelona. He told King Ferdinand
of Aragon in August of 1414 that a duke called ‘Carvoya’ attacked Senj and Istria
with 20,000 Turkish horsemen, ravaging Dalmatia and Slavonia in the process.*®
These raids also seemed to have reached as far north as the dioceses of Zagreb in
Croatia and Kalocsa in Hungary.”’

The winter brought only a short respite. Already on 10 January 1415 the citi-
zens of the coastal commune of Trogir agreed to send ten archers, for a period
of one month, to aid Ivani§ NelipCi¢, count of Cetina, because of the ‘Turkish
fear’, and in February they decided that, in the case of necessity, they would also
send armed men to Omis.*® Their caution proved to be justified as sources from
the following month speak of the Turks passing through Bosnia, devastating the
lands around Omi3, Sibenik and Zadar, and even reaching the seacoast.” They
then pillaged and burnt, among many, the fort Zvoni¢ac between Sibenik and
Drnis.® At the beginning of March, a certain G. de Fenolet wrote from Barcelona
to King Ferdinand of Aragon about the news he had received from Venice, that a
multitude of Turks had ravaged the lands of the Hungarian king.®! Contemporary
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Venetian chronicles report that the Turks then laid waste the lands of Count
Nikola Frankopan, as far as Senj, taking back with them 12,000 slaves.®> The
description given by Dietrich of Niecheim is somewhat more detailed. He writes
that in March 1415, invited by the prefect of Bosnia — probably Duke Hrvoje —
the Turks attacked Dalmatia as far as the seacoast, launching an invasion into
Slavonia as well, riding night and day until they reached the diocese of Veszprem,
in the vicinity of Lake Balaton in Hungary, where they captured many people of
both sexes. He also claims that they arrived at the borders of Germany, burning
and destroying churches, villages and fields, killing many Christians and captur-
ing more than 8,000 slaves.®

These persistent attacks continued for the following few months. In May 1415,
the Turks reached Ljubljana in Carniola, and preparations were undertaken in
Udine, Friuli, for defence.** Wanting to prevent their unrestricted invasions into
his lands, King Sigismund, who was then busy in Constance, sent an army to
Bosnia in July in order to deal with the Turks. However, instead of restraining
them, the Hungarians suffered defeat in a decisive battle fought in the county
of La$va in central Bosnia.®> Apart from definitively asserting their influence in
Bosnia, this also allowed the Turks to continue raiding during the rest of the sum-
mer. Dietrich of Niecheim writes that this victory opened the paths to the lands
of the counts of Cilli as well as to Germany and the borders of the diocese of
Salzburg and the lands of the patriarch of Aquileia.®® In August of 1415 Turks
arrived in Friuli. Seeking aid in soldiers and ballistae, Patriarch Louis of Teck
wrote to Udine that the Turks had arrived through the lands of the counts of Cilli
and those of Ortenburg, causing ‘maxima damna’. On 2 September the patriarch
again contacted Udine saying that the Turks had now retreated, but that they were
preparing a new assault, and that the duke of Austria, the Hungarians, the counts
of Cilli, Croatia and Ortenburg, as well as the lord of Wallsee on the Danube in
Lower Austria, were preparing weapons for a war against them.” Contemporaries
reported that even though they did not cross the Sava this time, the Turks still
apparently managed to capture and enslave 70,000 people.® According to one
Venetian chronicle, Celje and Senj saved themselves from greater misfortune
because they gave provisions to the aggressors and paid a sum of 6,000 ducats.”

Paying the Turks appeared to be the only way to avoid the pillaging, loot-
ing and killing. Thus Bosnians resorted to this solution very early on. In June of
1415 the Ragusans wrote to Sigismund that new Turkish pillaging was expected
beyond the borders of the Bosnian kingdom, in which they would not rob anyone
since all of those areas were obedient and were paying tribute to the Sultan in
order to save themselves.™

These incursions in 1414 and 1415 were just a taste of what would happen on
a regular basis if Bosnia remained a tributary state of the Ottomans or if it was
conquered and incorporated into their growing Empire. However, in the following
period the Ottomans devoted themselves to resolving internal disputes, battling
in Wallachia and Albania, and besieging Constantinople.”’ With the exception of
smaller raids, the lands neighbouring Bosnia were mainly left in peace and the
next major raid occurred only a decade later. In August 1426 the Ragusans wrote
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to King Sigismund that 4,000 Turks had devastated Bosnia and the surrounding
areas in the preceding few months, that they had taken key passes and ravines, and
that King Tvrtko and the other Bosnian nobles did not dare to oppose them. They
further wrote that the Turks had invaded Croatia from Bosnian territory at least
twice, and they had captured many people there.”” However, King Sigismund was
already aware of this because the Bosnian king had informed him of the attack a
couple of months earlier. Thus in June 1426, King Sigismund wrote to the bishop
of Winchester, Henry Beaufort, the newly elected cardinal and papal legate for
Germany, Hungary and Bohemia, that the Bosnian king had told him about the
everyday ‘infestations’ of the Turks which caused immeasurable and irreparable
damage, invading Croatia and Slavonia twice, from where they captured many
thousands of both sexes. The Bosnian king also told Sigismund that the Ottoman
Emperor, with all his military might, wanted personally to lead a campaign to
subjugate Hungary, and that he could not prevent the passage of this army through
his land, as could be seen from the recent everyday intrusions into Bosnia.”

The Bosnian king saved his kingdom in the usual way, by paying tribute, and
was subsequently not bothered by Turkish invasions. A few years later, after the
unsuccessful siege of Golubac, in February 1429 King Sigismund made a three-
year peace with the Turks.” But as soon as the peace expired, in February and
March 1432, the Turks renewed their attacks on Dalmatia through Bosnia. The
Ragusans wrote to Sigismund informing him that 3,000 Turks, led by the marcher
lord of Skopje, Ishak-bey, passed through Bosnia towards Luka and Zadar, where
they seized a lot of cattle. However, they could not capture many people who,
seeing the movement of the army, managed in good time to hide in unreachable
places.””

After this the incursions of the Ottomans into Croatia, Slavonia and Dalmatia
declined, stopping almost completely for a long period of time. It is most likely
that this was caused by their preoccupations in Serbia and Bosnia, where they
undertook many campaigns with the aim of undermining local rule and nobility,
weakening those states and preparing them for final conquest. The next far-reach-
ing Turkish invasion into Dalmatia came in the spring of 1449, a year after they
established their first permanent strongholds in Bosnia. This raid was somewhat
larger than the previous ones, with contemporaries estimating that around 10,000
Turks devastated and plundered the lands of Ban Petar in Cetina.”

The need to devise some kind of common strategy against the Ottomans was
especially pressing after the collapse of John Hunyadi’s effort at Kosovo and the
recent attacks on Bosnia and Dalmatia. The Bosnian king Stjepan Toma$ met
with the ban of Macso John of Korogy on 11 November 1449 to discuss mutual
responsibilities regarding the Ottoman threat. An agreement was reached, but
only the obligations from the Bosnian side are outlined in the surviving charter.”
The king promised the Hungarians that he would not invite the Turks against them
or give them aid, and that he would prevent those Turks who were residing in his
kingdom from crossing the rivers into Hungary. However, if such a force was to
invade the Bosnian kingdom and if the king was not able to resist their impact and
defend those river crossings and boats, then he would inform the governor and
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Hungarian nobles immediately and he would act according to their orders.” The
text of this agreement leaves the distinct impression that the Hungarians consid-
ered Bosnia to be practically under complete Ottoman control, and that they could
do nothing to stop the inevitable demise of this state.

On the other hand, the Turks themselves were also aware of Bosnia’s strategic
location in their struggle against the Hungarians. In preparation for the upcom-
ing siege of Belgrade in 1456, the Sultan asked his vassals, King Tomas, Duke
Stjepan and Duke Petar, to join him with their armies. All declined, stating that
they would only pay their dues, as they had done until then.” However, the king
was faced with one additional, but crucial demand. The Sultan requested that he
surrender four fortifications, of which Bistri¢ki, located in the westernmost part
of the country, was important for further advance towards Dalmatia and Istria.
King Tomas complained to Venice, warning the republic that after Bosnia, its
own possessions would be next in line.*® A few years later, the king was in such
a serious position that he was required to comply with everything that the Turks
ordered him to do. In the beginning of May 1460 Simon, the ban of Macso and
captain of Belgrade, wrote that a certain Hasan-pasha came to Bosnia and forced
Tomas to cede him passes over the river Sava for further advances towards Srem
and Vukovska county.®! In such conditions, it was not difficult to predict that it
would only be a matter of time until the Ottomans eliminated the hindrance that
was the Bosnian king, and entirely included Bosnia into their Empire.

Conclusion: the outcome of the Ottoman conquest of Bosnia

The Ottoman conquest of Bosnia and the events which followed soon after destabi-
lized the whole region for the following half a century. The territory of the former
Bosnian kingdom became a zone of permanent war between the Hungarians and
Turks. Even though King Matthias had reclaimed a lot of the lost territory by
Christmas of 1463, and organized a new defence system around those forts he
captured, creating the southernmost defensive formations of his kingdom,** the
Turkish raids only increased, being repeated almost on an annual basis. In the first
decade after the Bosnian conquest, the Turks attacked Zadar, Sibenik and Modrus
in Dalmatia and Croatia, undertaking pillaging in Slovene lands.®* One of the
key events was the Ottoman conquest of Pocitelj in 1471, and Ljubuski not long
after; these completely opened all the routes towards Dalmatia, allowing it to be
attacked with increasing frequency.* Seven years later a diet was held in Zdenci
in Slavonia which passed laws concerning obligations for the defence of Croatia
against Turkish incursions. One of the articles stipulated that the army was to do
battle only south of the River Sava, and not further, as was the usual custom dur-
ing the Turkish wars.? This meant that the war now became a purely defensive
one and that Croatian and Hungarian nobles did not even contemplate reclaiming
Bosnia for the Christians. It is safe to say that the conquest of Bosnia tipped the
scales of power in the Balkans in the Ottomans’ favour.

Gaining a firmer foothold in Bosnia allowed the Turks to venture deeper than
ever before. During the 1480s Turkish raiding parties regularly wreaked havoc
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in Carniola and Styria,* and by the end of the fifteenth century more and more
attacks were recorded in Friuli.” While returning from one of such raids in 1493,
the Turks encountered resistance from Croatian nobility but managed to inflict a
savage defeat on them at the battle of Krbava, killing and enslaving many of the
most prominent nobles.® Just 15 days after the battle, on 27 September 1493, Juraj
Divnié¢, the bishop of Nin in Croatia, sent a detailed report to Pope Alexander VI,
expressing his thoughts on the recent events:

The first and most important reason why the Turk invaded these provinces, I
think, is this: the insatiable spirit which craves the slaughter of the faithful and
greedily wants to appropriate the whole world. And then, the copious amount
of men and things which fertile Bosnia nourishes and nurtures, Bosnia, I say,
the best of all provinces which can compete with any from ancient times, rich
and abounding in all things necessary for human life. To this can be added the
freedom to go where he wants, for wherever he extends his flag from Bosnia
into these parts, he finds very safe openings. Bosnia, alas, is too close to the
wretched Croats. The Turk inhabits it whole, and comes out from it safely
whenever he wants, running around and pillaging the neighbouring provinces
at his will; he penetrates Illyria and traverses Liburnia® and the Teutonic
borders all the way to the spring of the river Sava, setting down his standards
as he pleases. Nobody comes to meet him, and no one opposes him, Holy
Father, and there is nobody whose strength could equal and be compared with
his. He resides safe in Bosnia, and is protected wherever he goes.*

The whole letter is tragic and distressing, but it paints a clear picture of what
Bosnia meant to the Ottomans. They turned it into a ‘stronghold’ of their military
might in the Balkans, from where they could undertake further attacks and con-
quests towards the West and North. So instead of being Christendom’s ‘shield’
and protecting other Christian lands from Ottoman incursions, Bosnia came to
serve first as a ‘gateway’ through which the neighbouring regions were desolated,
and then finally as an Ottoman ‘bastion’ which guaranteed their supremacy in the
region. It seems that by obtaining Bosnia, the Ottomans truly gained the ‘key’ to
unlock Christendom’s ‘gate’, and despite the fact that the Empire’s power dimin-
ished with time, Bosnia still remained its westernmost province until the end of
the nineteenth century.
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