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ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON


To my mother and Jack for everything


Warkworth. Before NORTHUMBERLAND’s Castle. Enter RUMOUR, painted full of tongues.



	RUM:
	Open your ears; for which of you will stop



	 
	The vent of hearing when loud Rumour speaks?



	 
	I, from the orient to the drooping west,



	 
	Making the wind my post-horse, still unfold



	 
	The acts commenced on this ball of earth:



	 
	Upon my tongues continual slanders ride,



	 
	The which in every language I pronounce,



	 
	Stuffing the ears of men with false reports.



	 
	I speak of peace, while covert enmity



	 
	Under the smile of safety wounds the world:



	 
	And who but Rumour, who but only I,



	 
	Make fearful musters and prepar’d defence,



	 
	Whilst the big year, swoln with some other grief,



	 
	Is thought with child by the stern tyrant war,



	 
	And no such matter? Rumour is a pipe



	 
	Blown by surmises, jealousies, conjectures,



	 
	And of so easy and so plain a stop



	 
	That the blunt monster with uncounted heads,



	 
	The still-discordant wavering multitude,



	 
	Can play upon it. But what need I thus



	 
	My well-known body to anatomize



	 
	Among my household? Why is Rumour here?




From the prologue to Henry IV, Pt. 2
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INTRODUCTION

‘Kosovo’, the British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, informed his public in early April 1999, ‘is on the doorstep of Europe.’ Yet no geographer would consider Kosovo and its neighbours part of Asia. If neither in Europe nor in Asia, where does the Balkan peninsula lie? Perhaps Mr Blair has been influenced by Bram Stoker’s Dracula in which the Balkans occupied ‘the centre of some sort of imaginative whirlpool’, where ‘every known superstition in the world is gathered’. For many decades, Westerners gazed on these lands as if on an ill-charted zone separating Europe’s well-ordered civilization from the chaos of the Orient.

Today the language of observers is less romantic but the sentiments that distance and mythologize the Balkans persist. It is in fact only recently, since the turn of the 20th century, that the world has adopted the adjective ‘Balkan’ and derivatives like ‘Balkanization’ as pejorative terms. If somebody displays a ‘Balkan mentality’, for example, it implies a predilection for deceit, exaggeration and unreliability. As Yugoslavia began to disintegrate in 1989, generalizations about the peoples who inhabit the region, and their histories, were spread by media organizations that had long ago outlawed such clichés when reporting from Africa, the Middle East or China. The Balkans apparently enjoy a special exemption from the rules against stereotyping.

The truth is that even the contours of these mysterious lands between two continents are obscure. Many scholars have claimed that the Danube represents the northern border of the peninsula. This would all but exclude Romania, a country that features not just in most Western studies of the Balkans but even in Romanian histories of the Balkans as well, despite the country’s reluctance to be grouped with its southern neighbours. After the First World War, American and West European politicians frequently referred to Hungary as belonging to the peninsula; yet since 1945 the designation has atrophied. Many Croats have long insisted that their culture is foreign to Balkan traditions and that their identity is exclusively Central European. Few historians have agreed. The Aegean and Ionian islands of Greece draw upon a Mediterranean heritage and yet the country’s second largest city, Thessaloniki, has a history as central to the Balkans as that of Sarajevo.

The fog that shrouds these lands lifts from time to time, revealing unexpected features, before it descends again to create a new and complex landscape. Any serious consideration of the Balkan peninsula runs up against the unanswerable question of borders. Which countries belong there? A still more sensitive question is – which peoples does it embrace? Countless scholars, politicians, diplomats and journalists have offered definitions, underpinned variously by geographical, political, ethnic and historical arguments, some of them measured, some preposterous. But a consensus has never been found, nor could it be.

Like all other books on the Balkans, the definition of the peninsula that this book uses is a mixture of the geographical, historical and political. The core regions considered are mainland Greece, Serbia, Croatia, Romania (although Transylvania’s role is secondary), Turkey and the Ottoman Empire, Bulgaria, Bosnia and Hercegovina, Montenegro, Macedonia and Albania. Inasmuch as they occasionally impact on those areas, the peripheral territories of Slovenia, Vojvodina, Hungary, Moldavia, Anatolia, Cyprus and the Greek Aegean and Ionian islands are also briefly discussed.

The difficulty in defining the Balkans arises from the conflation of political and geographic descriptions that are themselves problematic. The term Balkan peninsula is modern, coined by the German geographer, Johann August Zeune, in 1808. It arose from a long-standing misconception that the Balkan mountain range, the backbone of present-day Bulgaria, did not taper out in eastern Serbia (as is the case) but stretched unbroken from the Black Sea to the Adriatic. It took a century for this inaccurate description to eclipse other classical or geo-political names, like Turkey-in-Europe or the Near East, as the preferred choice in most European languages. The more neutral term South Eastern Europe persists as an also ran in both English and German to this day.

As a synonym for the Balkans, ‘Turkey-in-Europe’, those regions of the Ottoman Empire which lay to the West of the Bosphorus, raised questions as to the nature of the northern periphery – parts of Hungary, Croatia and even Austria had at one time been under the control of Ottoman armies. Would this mean that if a territory became detached from the Ottoman Empire, it would lose its Balkan status? Are the former Ottoman provinces of Bosnia and Hercegovina excluded from the Balkans because they were annexed by the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1908, before the Ottoman collapse?

It was not until the end of the Great War that a new layer of meaning was imposed on the term. ‘Balkanization’ was first used by journalists and politicians not to describe the political fragmentation of the Balkan peninsula but the emergence of several small new states to replace the Habsburg and Romanov empires. It would have been just as accurate to label this process the East Europeanization or even the Balticization of Europe.

But the most enduring definition of the word Balkans has its origin in the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo in 1914. In 1940, the American journalist, John Gunther, wrote in his immensely popular book Inside Europe that


It is an intolerable affront to human and political nature that these wretched and unhappy little countries in the Balkan peninsula can, and do, have quarrels that cause world wars. Some hundred and fifty thousand young Americans died because of an event in 1914 in a mud-caked primitive village, Sarajevo. Loathsome and almost obscene snarls in Balkan politics, hardly intelligible to a Western reader, are still vital to the peace of Europe, and perhaps the world.*



Gunther’s contempt reflects a solid body of Western popular opinion that regarded and still regards the Balkans as a toxin threatening the health of Europe. The chemistry of this toxin is assumed to be too complex for any known antidote. In the absence of a cure, the West found that one solution was to isolate it and forget about it. This is what happened during the Cold War, when the northern Balkans were lost in the cultural black hole of Soviet imperialism; the socialist renegades, Yugoslavia and Albania, were placed under the rubric of the ‘Eastern Adriatic’; and the southern Balkans were transformed into the strategic NATO region of the Eastern Mediterranean. The politically loaded term, the Balkans, would resurface only on rare occasions when murder and intrigue cast a shadow over the otherwise placid order of south-eastern Europe. One notable example was when agents of the Bulgarian government murdered the BBC Bulgarian Service journalist, Georgi Markov, with a poison-tipped umbrella on a bridge over the River Thames.

Balkan politics could only be isolated because they were assumed to be static. So powerful and long-standing were the traditions of enmity in the Balkans, it was argued, that they had lodged themselves in the genetic makeup of the region’s inhabitants. Western Europeans conceded that the Balkans belonged to Europe (although Tony Blair’s remark about Kosovo being on its doorstep reflects how reluctant a concession this was). But with at best a foot in the door of civilized Europe, the Balkan peoples had followed a different evolutionary path, in which blood and revenge were the preferred forms of political discourse.

The conflict in the former Yugoslavia from 1991 onwards appeared to confirm this essentialist interpretation of the Balkans. These people, wrapped in their ‘ancient hatreds’, as another British Prime Minister, John Major, has described them, seemed incapable of learning from history. Sarajevo in 1992 was merely a novel form of the tinderbox that had sparked war in 1914.

Consistently and conspicuously absent from Western reflections on the Balkans since the latter half of the 19th century has been any consideration of the impact of the West itself on the region. The great powers, or ‘the international community’, as they are now known, have always been ‘dragged’ into Balkan conflicts as apparently unwilling partners to local disputes whose nature has eluded them. The Balkans were thought to be impervious to the civilizing processes which the European empires claimed to have introduced elsewhere in the world. Yet when the great powers extracted themselves from some Balkan entanglement, they rarely investigated the consequences of their intervention.

I began my own journey through the Balkans equipped with much of the prejudicial baggage that other outsiders carry and would not pretend to have discarded it all. My original decision to write a history of the Balkans was prompted by the realization that I was, along with many other observers of the wars in Yugoslavia during the 1990s, obliged to make judgements about Yugoslav and Balkan history when I had only the vaguest acquaintance with the subject. It has been my firm intention, in what follows, to avoid reading or refracting Balkan history through the prism of the 1990s but on a few occasions I have felt it worthwhile to remark on echoes, continuities or discontinuities.

From the beginning, I was convinced that to understand Yugoslav history, it was necessary to look at the history of the entire region. I was then confronted with the voluminous material on the region published over the past two centuries. This history has itself been ‘Balkanized’, to further abuse the term. Synthetic studies of the Balkans are rare; in contrast, academic monographs, eye-witness accounts and documentary collections on particular countries or events are legion. This applies as much to work that has emerged from the region as it does to ‘external’ history. I was also struck by the absence of any broad history that seeks to trace the relationship between the great powers and the Balkans over the past two centuries. As this book suggests, the influence of the great powers on the Balkans since the beginning of the 19th century has contributed substantially to a history that is not static – in which age-old enmities are doomed to permanent repetition – but breathtakingly dynamic.

Had I pursued a strict narrative line, this book would quickly have become a calendar of wars, coronations and changes of government. Although my account is broadly chronological, I have chosen to concentrate on those events and processes within and without the Balkans which have, I believe, played a significant role in the shaping of the region and our perceptions of it.

At the turn of the 18th century, when the present narrative begins, the region was in many respects unrecognizable to the twenty-first century reader. There were very few towns and three or four cities at most; the latter were usually Ottoman garrisons where few non-Muslims lived with the notable exceptions of Bucharest, Salonika and Istanbul itself. Everywhere there was a very low density of population and a much higher percentage of the land was covered with forest. The overwhelming majority of people in the Balkans made their living from subsistence agriculture; there was no industry to speak of, while the trading networks ran along the coastal periphery. Life was extremely slow; armed conflict inside the Ottoman Empire most infrequent; ethnic hostility rarely sprang the boundaries of localized disputes.

In the two decades following the French revolution, serious rebellions broke out in four corners of Europe – in Ireland (1798), Poland (1796), Spain (1808–1812) and Serbia (1804–1830). These were all peasant societies with significant economic grievances, and in each case the uprisings were peasant jacqueries – but only in part. All four rebellions assumed a nationalist character as well. The first three broke out in Christian empires – the rebels were all Catholics. They drew support from influential sections of the middle class and the intelligentsia and they were all bloodily repressed. The Serbian Uprising of 1804 was different, in that the rebels were Orthodox Christians in a Muslim state. The revolt in the pashalik of Belgrade was not at first the rising of a powerful national group against a foreign oppressor. It broke out in protest against the weakness of the state. Far from starting as a nationalist revolution, the Christian rebels aimed at the restoration of Ottoman rule in their province. Yet of the four peasant rebellions in Europe at the time, it was the only one that succeeded. At the start of the 19th century, national consciousness was probably weaker on the Balkan peninsula than anywhere else in Europe. It is a significant paradox that after the French Revolution gave birth to the age of nations, the nationalism of peoples excluded from history found its first home in two of Europe’s most underdeveloped regions – Serbia and Greece.

*Quoted in Maria Todorova, Imagining the Balkans, Oxford, 1997, p.119.


CHAPTER 1

A CONFEDERACY OF PEASANTS

Rebellion and revolution, 1804–66

The slaughter of the knezes: the Serbian Uprisings and the Ottoman Empire, 1804–30

On a freezing morning in late January 1804, Mehmed-aga Fočić saddled one of his Arabian horses and headed south-west out of Belgrade in the direction of Valjevo. Fočić would not risk travelling alone so he left with a retinue of 200 janissaries, nominally members of the Sultan’s elite guard. In reality, these janissaries eschewed loyalty to Selim III in far-off Istanbul in favour of their local masters, the four dahi – Fočić, Kućuk-Alija Djevrljić, Mula Jusuf and Aganlia. The unrestrained brutality with which these janissary commanders ruled over the northern edge of the Ottoman Empire had made them many enemies among the Christian Serb peasants and even among their fellow Muslims. By 1804, the dahi never left the fortress of Belgrade without armed protection.

The province of Belgrade was sparsely populated and covered with thick forest where Serbian farmers grazed their pigs. But the forest also hid bandits, Serbs who had given up working the land to live off plunder. In the first years of the nineteenth century, the ranks of these outlaws had grown steadily as men fled the misrule of the dahi.

Fočić’s first stop was the village of Ljubenino Polje, thirty miles south-west of Belgrade. Here he was greeted warily by Aleksandar Nenadović, the knez or local Serb chieftain. The two men then set off for Valjevo. Relations between them seemed friendly enough, but Nenadović had fallen into an elaborate trap. The janissaries had received intelligence that he and his family were smuggling weaponry across the Sava from the Habsburg Empire, and were preparing for rebellion. On the way to Valjevo from the village, Fočić’s men seized Nenadović and his companion, Ilija Birčanin, and clapped them in irons.

Valjevo was the centre of conspiracy among the Serb peasantry, and Fočić had in his possession a letter from Nenadović’s son that proved the chieftain’s complicity in the gun-running. The janissary commanders had agreed amongst themselves to strike against the leadership of the Christian revolt before it started, and the Nenadović clan was the first target. Aleksandar and Birčanin were hauled in front of a large crowd of onlookers, Christian and Muslim. ‘This letter has killed Aleksa’, cried Fočić, holding up the incriminating document. ‘He conspired with the Germans [Habsburgs] and denounced us, the janissaries, to our own sultan. It would be a sin to leave his head upon his shoulders. Cut it off!’1 After the decapitations, the bodies were dumped on an open meadow by the River Kolubara. Panic seized the Muslim and Christian populations of Valjevo. The Muslims locked their doors, fearing the reaction of Serb villagers; the Serbian men grabbed their weapons and took to the forest.

Many more heads rolled in the next few days. One outlaw, the Serbian monastic priest, Hadži-Ruvim, escaped Fočić’s squadron of executioners and sought refuge with the Greek bishop of Belgrade, Leontius. Under pressure the bishop handed him over to Fočić’s most sadistic colleague, Aganlia. In an attempt to extract details of the rebellion, Aganlia stripped the flesh from Ruvim’s body with a pair of pliers. When the priest still refused to talk, his head was cut off in a public ceremony at the city gate. This was the beginning of the ‘slaughter of the knezes’ (seć a knezova). The pre-emptive assault ‘precipitated what the Janissaries most hoped to avoid – a general uprising of the Serbs’.2 The rebellion marked the beginning of modern history on the Balkan peninsula.

In late 1801, the four janissary commanders had murdered the popular governor of Belgrade province, Haci Mustafa, a trusted lieutenant of the reformist Sultan, Selim III (1789–1807). His death was no isolated incident; the Sultan’s authority over the Empire’s peripheral territories had declined so dramatically in the second half of the eighteenth century that soldiers, governors and landowners had scrambled to fill local power vacuums as they appeared.

The Ottoman elite’s refusal to adjust its social and military structures to the economic and technological developments in other European empires had caused this sclerosis. Cocooned in privilege, the conservative majority – the ‘wise men’ of the Islamic hierarchy, the ulema; and the bloated officer classes in the army – resisted the encroachment of European ideas and administrative systems, seeing in them a threat to Ottoman tradition. Although the Empire was a well-established prop on the international stage, its sultans and viziers declined to play an active role in the drama. Watching from the wings as Spain, Britain, Holland and France developed their great commercial empires, they ignored the influx of large amounts of gold and silver into European markets. Such fundamental shifts in the global economy, they assumed, were of no concern to the protected markets of the empire. This was a serious miscalculation. In the two centuries since the colonization of the New World, the impact of European mercantilism promoted inflation, famine and political instability in the Ottoman Empire.

There were voices at the Sublime Porte* advocating modernization. They argued that if the leadership refused to adopt the latest advances in science and engineering, then the army, the key to Ottoman power, would corrupt beyond repair. In the last decade of the eighteenth century and the first six years of the nineteenth century, the young Selim III allowed these voices to be heard.

For much of his youth, Selim had been literally locked up in the Golden Cage at the Imperial Palace; but he was permitted contact with a few peers who convinced him of the need for reform and innovation. When Selim emerged from his seclusion, he had no practical experience of the world, but he was already a zealous proponent of change. He was determined to restore the domestic authority of the state and to rehabilitate it as a great power.

During the first four years of his reign, the Ottoman Empire was at war with the Habsburgs. This was not the time for Selim to introduce reforms. He waited until 1794 before revealing his plans to establish the Nizam-i-Cedid (New Order). This had at its core a small, modern army trained in the latest techniques, mainly by French officers. Led by the janissaries and senior army officers, the Empire’s privileged classes launched a sustained campaign to undermine the New Order. Western influence in the military, they believed, was the thin end of the wedge that would crack open and eventually destroy their privileged world.

The janissaries were the Sultan’s most resolute opponents. Three and a half centuries earlier, the military prowess of this imperial guard was the foundation upon which the great Ottoman Empire had been built. The janissaries, who were culled as boys from the Sultan’s subject peoples, were not permitted to marry or have children to ensure they remained loyal to the Sultan. But by the time Selim assumed the throne in 1794, the force had degenerated into a corporation dedicated to self-aggrandizement. Its members now took wives and built up minor dynasties. Friends, relations and hangers-on shared the privileges of a once exclusive organization. Of 12,000 names registered in the janissary rolls of Istanbul in 1790, only 2,000 rendered the military service that in theory entitled them to membership. The New Order directly threatened their interests; an efficient competitor would expose their indolence. To undermine the reform, they signed up new members in huge numbers, for which the Sultan was obliged to pay. By 1809, there were almost 110,000 registered janissaries in the Empire, a fourfold increase since the creation of the New Order.

Had the janissaries been the only problem facing Selim, the Sultan could have dealt with them. But at the turn of the century, he had to confront the pashas, a much more serious challenge to his authority. These regional governors formed the crucial link in the chain of command between Istanbul and the mass of imperial subjects. The Ottoman Empire stretched from Bosnia, Belgrade and Bucharest in the north to the Maghreb, Mesopotamia and Palestine in the south; the Sultan’s control over these enormous holdings had always been guaranteed by the pashas and the janissaries. At the turn of the nineteenth century, Selim III found he could no longer rely on either as they accrued ever greater autonomy at the expense of a weak Porte. Two men proved a particular threat – Paşvanoğlu Osman Paşa of Vidin (now in north-western Bulgaria) and Ali Paşa of Ioaninna (in the north-western Greek province of Epirus). On the surface, both Ali and Paşvanoğlu were despots whose unrestrained rule merely reflected the extent of Ottoman decay. But they also constructed proto-modern states that acted as a bridge between the Ottoman Empire and the nation states which eventually emerged on the peninsular.

Paşvanoğlu Osman was still in his teens when his father lost the family’s hereditary estates around Vidin in a vendetta. Paşvanoğlu saw service in the imperial army during the Austro-Turkish war of 1789–92 before returning to Vidin, determined to avenge his family’s loss. Within a year, he had built up an army of brigands, janissaries and disaffected imperial troops. When the governor of Vidin, who was loyal to Selim, sent a force to deal with them, Paşvanoğlu’s men routed it.

The rebellion at Vidin had an electrifying impact on the Ottoman Empire. Mercenaries and militants flocked to join Paşvanoğlu – Albanian irregulars, janissaries from Bosnia and Serbia, and perhaps the wildest units of all, the kircali, nomadic bandits who offered their services to the highest bidder. Their horses, decorated with gold and silver, and their female slaves, who dressed as men and were forced to satisfy their captors sexually as well as accompany them to the battlefield, added a touch of freakish theatricality to the Vidin enclave.

Paşvanoğlu organized raiding parties across the Danube from Vidin into Wallachia (now southern Romania) where the wretched population were already suffering the extortionate practices of their local prince. Paşvanoğlu’s proto-state penetrated into southern Bulgaria, where he disrupted the imperial collection of grain and tax; and in 1795, he declared his independence from the Sultan. This challenge provoked a swift response. Selim sent a powerful army to besiege Vidin, but just as he appeared to be restoring his grip on domestic affairs and preparing to consolidate his reform programme, Napoleon Bonaparte betrayed him.

The French invasion of Egypt in 1798 took most in Europe by complete surprise. For Selim and his circle of reformers, it was a psychological and practical disaster. The Sultan was a great admirer of France and its progressive intelligentsia, and had developed a warm relationship with the revolutionary government in the last decade of the eighteenth century to counter the territorial ambitions of Austria and Russia in the Balkans. Although the logic of the French Revolution undermined everything that the Ottoman Empire stood for, the Sultan and his advisers presumed that this far-away struggle between republicans and monarchists would have no impact on Ottoman power.

The invasion of Egypt, however, was a warning to Selim that France under Napoleon remained an opportunistic power. The Sultan diverted troops from Vidin to meet this new challenge. With the main Ottoman armies engaged in Egypt, Haci Mustafa could no longer enforce the expulsion order on the janissaries that he had proclaimed earlier, with Selim’s approval. They returned to Belgrade from their refuge in Vidin in 1798. For three years, the dahi attempted to undermine Mustafa’s authority, finally avenging themselves on the governor by murdering him.

The struggle that erupted in the Belgrade pashalik in February 1804 did not, as might be expected, set Muslim overlord against Christian peasant.* On the contrary, the peasantry and the sipahi, the established Ottoman landlords, cooperated openly with Selim’s modernizing agents against the violence of janissary reaction.

So close were the ties binding the Christian peasantry and the murdered reformer, Haci Mustafa, that he was known reverently as the ‘mother of the Serbs’. This trust extended so far that in 1799 Selim issued an unprecedented firman (imperial decree), permitting the Christians to carry weapons – a rifle, two pistols and a yatagan, a long, curved Turkish knife. The peasants then formed armed units to aid the sipahi and supporters of Selim against the janissaries. This landmark decision by Selim offended the theological establishment in Istanbul for whom religious affiliation defined moral and legal rights; the janissaries considered it a declaration of war. Their leaders, the four dahi, launched a counter-attack against the Christians, unleashing the slaughter of the knezes in 1804. (The dahi, strange as it might seem in the light of modern ethnic nationalism, were probably all Slavs themselves: Aganlia had started life as a bargee in Bosnia, while Kućuk-Alija came from Rudnik in the central Serbian region of Šumadija.)

The alliance between the Muslim landlords, the sipahi, and their Christian peasantry was strong at first. Indeed, relations between them were much better in the Belgrade pashalik than elsewhere in the Ottoman Empire. The Serbs were organized in extended family units, the zadruga. A group of families would elect a representative to the knežina, a kind of district council that in turn elected the knez or chieftain. The knez dealt with the landlords and Ottoman administrators. This did not amount to political or economic autonomy but it encouraged the development of a tolerably stable agrarian system based on the sipahi rights as the owner of a timar. On these large estates, the peasants enjoyed hereditary rights and even some protection in law. In exchange, they would render labour services and pay a fixed tax every year. Beyond this, the peasants were at liberty to keep the produce they farmed. This was a relatively enlightened arrangement, even by west European standards.

During the late eighteenth century, however, the timar system was eroded by the more ruthless form of estate management known as the čitluk, which reduced the peasant to the role of debt-ridden sharecropper. Vuk Karadžić, the father of Serbia’s literary revival, who was born in 1787, famously described the čitluk as ‘the worst Turkish institution in Serbia’. The sipahi in the Belgrade pashalik sought to retain the timar system against the janissaries who began increasing their profits by introducing čitluks.

The greed of the janissaries also impinged on the interests of a peasant aristocracy of pig farmers which had emerged among the Serbs during the late eighteenth century. The Belgrade pashalik had twice fallen under the control of Austria. The large Serb merchant community in Vojvodina (the mixed Serb/Hungarian province in the Habsburg Empire to the north of Belgrade) was a vital link in establishing this trade and satisfying the Habsburg Empire’s insatiable desire for pork. Even after the pashalik reverted to Ottoman control in 1791, the pig trade continued to flourish.

The election of the knezes was an egalitarian tradition, but during the eighteenth century a barely perceptible shift saw the wealthier families, especially those associated with pig-farming, assuming the function of the knez in many regions. The knezes were also responsible for tax collection, which could yield attractive profits.

The dispute between the established sipahi and arriviste dahi was bitter, but it was the Serbian peasantry that bore the brunt of janissarial wrath. The regular weapons searches made by the Muslim police inspectors were often violent. But the dahi’s most serious error was the imposition of draconian taxes on livestock, especially swine.

The dahi grew anxious as the flow of weapons coming across the Danube from the Habsburg Empire increased. By the end of January 1804, ‘cartloads of Christian weapons were reaching Belgrade’.3 Large numbers of the Serb bandits, the hajduci, had served in the Austro-Hungarian army during the Habsburgs’ war with Turkey of 1789–92. Contacts between these men and the Habsburg military and police remained close, ensuring logistical support for Serbs at the turn of the century even though the government in Vienna was trying to cut the supply of arms to avoid the accusation that it was interfering in Ottoman affairs.

The dahi’s pre-emptive strike did not go entirely according to plan. Although the janissaries succeeded in eliminating between 70 and 120 knezes and hundreds of hapless peasants, a large number of Serb notables escaped. One janissary unit failed to kill Djordje Petrović, or Karadjordje (Black George), who soon assumed military command of the First Serbian Uprising.

A former member of the volunteer Habsburg forces, Karadjordje took to the forests of his native Šumadija on his return from the Austro-Turkish war to become a hajduk. He then became one of the most successful pig farmers in the Belgrade pashalik. Thanks to his connections in the Austrian Empire, he grew rich, at least by Serbian standards. His profession, his greed, his military skills and his foul temper would all have an impact on the emergence of modern Serbia.

Following the janissaries’ attack, the Serbian Uprising assumed the form of a peasant rebellion. Its initial aim was to rid the countryside of the dahi’s armed police. Afterwards, the Serbs turned on the janissary strongholds – the fortified towns – a military operation that required much greater coordination. The coalition of the sipahi and Christians sought the restoration of imperial authority and a return to the benign rule epitomized by the late Haci Mustafa. From May 1804 to July 1806, the leaders of the Uprising repeatedly petitioned the Sultan, expressing their unquestioning loyalty to the Porte.

*

The dahi upset a social order in the Belgrade pashalik that had changed little during the previous three centuries. During this time, Christians and Muslims led separate lives, meeting only in the collection of taxes and tributes by the Ottoman ruling classes. The division between the two communities was stark. Almost all the 300,000 or so Serbs in the pashalik lived in the countryside whereas the 20,000 Muslim administrators, soldiers and tradesmen inhabited the towns.* Aside from the different ethnic characteristics of Slavs and Muslims, who were mainly Turks, they were each easily identifiable by their dress. The Christians were forbidden to wear brightly coloured clothing, which explains in part why to this day Serb villagers, especially women, prefer long black dresses. To challenge such regulations, the hajduci took to wearing blue or green jackets adorned with silver coins. They also rode horses in defiance of the Ottoman rule which denied Christians the right to mount ‘horses or dromedaries’.

Life in the villages was generally well ordered, patriarchal and monotonous. Men went out to work, while women stayed at home, although they were required to help in the fields at harvest time. The zadruge consisted of extended families who would share a central room used for work and recreation, with sleeping chambers leading off on all sides. Family ties were at the heart of Serbian society and the peasantry would be loath to break up a zadruga even when it became crowded, preferring to expand their dwellings so that it was ‘not unusual for one house to form an entire street’.4 The great nineteenth-century German historian of the Serbs, Leopold Ranke, summed up the central role of the family by noting how these households, ‘supplying all their own wants, and shut up each within itself – a state of things which was continued under the Turks, because the taxes were chiefly levied upon the households – formed the basis of Servian nationality. Individual interest was thus merged, as it were, in that of the family’.5

Aside from marriage, Serbs could enter into a familial relationship in two other ways. Most important was the institution of the kum, whose first function was as the bride or groom’s personal witness at the wedding. The kum immediately became an integral part of the new family and assumed special duties as a protector of the family’s interests. The betrayal of kumstvo was an unpardonable sin.

Slightly less authoritative a bond than kumstvo, but imbued with mystical properties for obvious reasons, was the forging of blood brotherhood. This involved the actual exchange of blood (usually from the wrists) of two friends whose relationship was thus transformed. Like kumstvo, the blood brotherhood could be found throughout the Balkan peninsula in both Christian and Muslim communities (it was not, however, common among the ruling Turks). The vendetta and blood feud, however, which were common in the southern Balkans, were rare in the Belgrade pashaliks. Here, the Christian peasants were poor, but they enjoyed a relatively stable social and political organization, partly for geographical reasons. The blood feuds of Montenegro, Albania and Greece prevailed in mountainous areas dominated by pastoral farming. The zadruge and the knežine of the Šumadija, the forest land of central Serbia, provided a framework for the arbitration of disputes. An additional disincentive to taking the law into one’s own hand was the hefty blood tax imposed by the Turkish authorities when a Christian murdered another Christian (murdering a Muslim brought swift and nasty capital punishment). Life was relatively less violent in the Belgrade pashalik than it was in some of the more remote areas of the Ottoman Balkans.

Above all, the zadruga preserved the social and cultural traditions of the Serbs and did so more effectively than the Orthodox Church. The Church is often erroneously assumed to have been the sole bearer of Serbian identity during the three and a half centuries of Ottoman rule that separated the collapse of the medieval Serbian empire and the First Serbian Uprising of 1804. In fact, its role was limited, especially since it did not use the vernacular but Slaveno-Serbian, a variation of Old Church Slavonic that none of the illiterate peasantry understood. The monasteries could at least lay claim to the guardianship of the iconic traditions of the medieval Serbian empire. But the senior hierarchy had been dominated by Greeks since the abolition of the Serb patriarchate in 1776, and the Greek hierarchy increased the alienation of Serbs from the official Church. During the First Serbian Uprising, the bishops, who were trapped in the besieged towns, supported the Turkish authorities, thus deepening resentment among Serbs.

The local priests in the pashalik were often uneducated appendages to the zadruge and kneževine, doing little more than officiate at weddings, funerals and baptisms. They were usually appointed by the local knezes to whom they owed what standing they had. They exerted little doctrinal influence on the peasantry, if indeed they had the slightest understanding of doctrine themselves.

The most highly developed cultural form among the Serbs was the epic poem. Sung or recited by itinerant performers and shunned by the Church, the poems dwelt on the great themes of Serbia’s pre-Ottoman history. The stories about the Serbian defeat at the battle of Kosovo Polje of 1389 and other events from the medieval period became the cornerstone of modern Serbia’s national mythology. (Kosovo Polje is frequently presented as the end of the Serbian medieval empire, its army vainly defending Christendom. In fact, Serbian power splintered and collapsed gradually over the next sixty years. The fortress of Belgrade did not fall under Ottoman control until the early sixteenth century.) The uprisings at the beginning of the nineteenth century were represented as the revival of the Serbs’ struggle against the all-conquering Ottomans at the end of the fourteenth century. Through these poems and songs, modern Serbia claimed a vital continuity with a romanticized past as a means of underscoring its claims to disputed territory. The singers were entertainers, but their tales also encouraged an imagined, mythicized historical consciousness. Rich in natural imagery, most of the songs contained stark moral messages. The epic poem bore evidence of cultural exchange, both in its musical base and as a literary form, especially with the literature of the Bosnian Muslims and to a lesser extent with the more stylized poetry of the Dalmatian coast and other parts of Croatia. The First Serbian Uprising signalled a change in the function of the epic poem. Singers such as the blind Filip Višnić, a Serb from Bosnia, used the medium to record and glorify the achievements of the rebels, most famously in The Beginning of the Revolt Against the Dahi which has been taught in Serbian schools ever since.

The Serbian peasantry at the beginning of the century lived, at least by modern standards, in a stable and self-contained society. When the janissaries disturbed it, they provoked a reaction so fierce that it swept away Muslim control of the countryside. By August 1804, the Serb rebels and a large army sent to Bosnia by the Sultan combined to destroy the armed resistance of the janissaries in the fortified towns. But the struggle had aroused new aspirations among the knezes, and in their leader Karadjordje in particular. With 20–30,000 men under arms, the Serbs had transformed themselves into an extraordinary anomaly – a powerful, Christian military force within the boundaries of the Islamic empire, fighting alongside the Sultan’s regiments.

Karadjordje’s soldiers were not organized as a regular army. They were made up of hundreds of small bands, herded together by the hajduci and the knezes, whose first operations involved burning and looting Turkish properties in the countryside and forcing the Turkish populations into the fortified towns. The brutality of this type of warfare was accentuated by the influx of Serb refugees from Bosnia and Vidin who were themselves the victims of reprisals in their home territories. They formed irregular units known as the beskućnici (the homeless), who, with nothing left to lose, became ferocious guerrillas.

Discipline was a permanent problem. The Serb commanders had difficulty motivating their irregular troops to sustain the sieges. Many regarded battles as moonlighting, a means of enriching themselves, albeit modestly: ‘One man would take a cauldron or something similar as booty, and go off home with it’, Vuk Karadžić observed during the siege of Šabac, a pivotal action during the first phase of the Uprising. ‘Someone else would capture a cow or mare from the Turks, and take that home; another would buy some of the booty and go away and sell it; yet another would get bored at just sitting with nothing to do, and go off home to reap the corn or look after the rest of the harvesting.’6

To counter indiscipline and the reluctance of many peasants to risk their lives and livelihoods by going to war, the rebel leadership opted for coercion. Those who were not for the Uprising were against it, as Prota Matija Nenadović described in his memoirs:


whatever knez does not stand firm and keep his army together that knez shall die in torments; and whatever soldier shall not be found in his place, that soldier shall be impaled before his door. So do not play with your lives; let each who can carry a gun go to his unit…Gospodar George * will send his men secretly through the villages and whomsoever they find at home they will kill him and break him on the wheel and burn his house.7



In an attempt to forge loyalty and cohesion, Karadjordje and his followers appropriated the symbols and icons of the Serbian medieval empire. In speeches exhorting his followers to battle, he invoked the spirit of Kosovo Polje. He had a seal made, bearing the inscription ‘With the mercy of God, Georgije Petrović, [in the name] of all the people of Serbia and Bosnia’. The cross decorated with four Cyrillic Cs – one of the symbols of the medieval Serbian – reappeared together with the double-headed eagle on Karadjordje’s coat of arms.

The Serb rebels captured and executed the dahis by August 1804. Janissary units resisted for another year while the Sultan became increasingly concerned at the growing strength and independence of the Serb forces. The Sultan insisted on a restoration of his authority but the Serb leaders first demanded guarantees to insure themselves against the return of misrule. By the summer of 1805, Selim decided to deal with the Serbs as rebels, dispatching a large army to Niş where the Serbs won an unexpected victory. Karadjordje and his allies were no longer fighting miscreant janissaries; they were at war with the imperial order.

For the first time in Ottoman history an entire Christian population had risen up against the Sultan. As the military confidence of the Serbs grew, so did their political awareness. The agricultural elite among the Serb rebels, as typified by Karadjordje, gradually encroached on the economic privileges of the Muslim sipahi. In petitions to Istanbul, Karadjordje requested that he be recognized as chief of the Serbs with an exclusive right to administer and tax the country. Turks would be permitted to settle only in Belgrade unless they received the express permission of both the nominal Ottoman governor and Karadjordje himself. The customs service and judiciary would be staffed only by Serbs, while the fortresses of the pashalik would be garrisoned by equal numbers of Ottoman and Serb troops.

By the autumn of 1806, the Sultan was prepared to concede almost all the Serbian demands. At this point, however, war broke out between Turkey and Russia. Until then, the outside world had shown little interest in this regional Ottoman dispute. Suddenly, the Serb cause was thrust into the maelstrom of the Napoleonic Wars. This internationalization of a crisis within the Ottoman Empire set the pattern for the next two centuries in the Balkans – great-power politics has almost always decisively influenced the course of state formation. As a recent historian has said:


The entrenchment of French troops in the western Balkans, the incessant political crises in the Ottoman Empire, the growing intensity of the Austro-Russian rivalry in the Balkans, the intermittent warfare which consumed the energies of France and Russia and the outbreak of protracted hostilities between the Porte and Russia are but a few of the major international developments which directly or indirectly influenced the course of the Serbian insurrection. The Serbs frequently were put in the position of reacting to events over which they had absolutely no control. In a very real sense the fate of the Serbian people was placed in the hand of capricious rulers in the major capitals of Europe.8



Napoleon’s victorious campaigns against the Third Coalition culminated in the battle of Austerlitz in December 1805. The peace treaty signed later that month in Pressburg (Bratislava) conferred on France the status of an Adriatic power for the first time. Austria was forced to hand over Venice and Istria, as well as the Dalmatian coast, including the bay of Kotor. As a result, Napoleonic expansion began to encroach on the Balkans, bestowing overnight a greater strategic importance on the pashalik of Belgrade.

In October 1806, Russia intervened in the Ottoman crisis. St Petersburg was unmoved by the struggle between the Serbs and the Porte – until the actual declaration of war in December 1806, the Russian Foreign Ministry was urging both Karadjordje and Selim to make peace within the framework of Ottoman sovereignty. Instead, the Russians were angered by events in the Danubian Principalities, Wallachia and Moldavia (roughly, present-day southern and eastern Romania and Moldova), where the Porte had engineered the dismissal of two Greek princes favoured by St Petersburg.

In the struggle for influence between Russia and Turkey in the Balkans during the nineteenth century, the Danubian Principalities played a key role. These border territories of the Ottoman Empire paid tribute to their sovereign, the Sultan, but enjoyed extensive administrative autonomy presided over by two princes. The princes, called hospodars, were drawn from the Greek Phanariot community, so-called because they originally hailed from the Phanar district of Constantinople. Elections to the office of Danubian prince were fiercely contested as the post invariably brought its holder rich rewards. Romania’s indigenous aristocracy, the boyars, were jealous of the hospodars’ political monopoly; the peasantry also loathed the Greek princes. Most Wallachians and Moldavians regarded them as self-seeking overlords, no better than the Turks.

Russia’s influence in the Principalities grew steadily in the second half of the eighteenth century. In 1774, the Treaty of Kuchuk Kainardji between Russia and Turkey granted St Petersburg an unprecedented role as spiritual protector of the Ottoman Empire’s Orthodox subjects, as well as increased diplomatic representation. A close relationship developed between the Russian Foreign Ministry and the princes of Wallachia and Moldavia. The Treaty of Iaşi (now in north-eastern Romania) in 1792 then gave Russia control of the territory between the Bug and Dniestr rivers (now in southern Ukraine), thus bringing the Ottoman and Russian empires face to face in the north-eastern corner of the Principalities.

When the Porte replaced the two Russian-backed princes in Wallachia and Moldavia in the autumn of 1806, Tsar Alexander ordered the invasion of the Principalities. In December, the Porte declared war and the Serbs exploited the situation by pressing home their advantage in Belgrade which had been under siege for much of the Uprising. France encouraged the Ottomans to resist both the Serbs and the Russian incursion into the Principalities. The Serbs now found themselves in the middle of a dangerous Balkan sideshow just when Napoleon was planning another major campaign in the main European theatre of war. Karadjordje forged an alliance with St Petersburg – not an unreasonable choice, but henceforth, the success of the uprising was dependent entirely on the presence of Russian troops in the Balkans. By throwing in their lot with the Tsar and declaring their determination to cast off Ottoman domination, they became vulnerable to the fragile position of Russia within the broader context of the Napoleonic Wars.

When the Tsar finally decided to withdraw his forces in 1812 to face the looming threat of Napoleon’s Grand Army, it was only a matter of time before the Serbians collapsed under attack from a reinvigorated Ottoman Empire. The end came in the autumn of 1813, when three mighty Ottoman armies converged on the pashalik. Karadjordje fled to Austria.

Karadjordje’s political authority had been sustained for nine years by military success and Russian support. But his role in the pashalik never went unchallenged by other regional strongmen. He had been elected by an assembly of knezes held at Orašac (central Serbia) in the middle of February 1804, following the ‘slaughter of the knezes’. Eye-witness accounts suggest that the assembly was a tense theatrical event. Two knezes turned down the leadership of the rebellion before Karadjordje himself rejected the offer twice. He argued that his bad temper rendered him ill-suited for the job as he would order the death of those who crossed him. Apparently this admission made him all the more popular with his fellow chieftains.

Although the Serbs had a large number of men under arms, these were organized in strong regional units whose primary loyalty lay with their local knezes. The strongmen did not challenge Karadjordje’s position as supreme military commander, but from the beginning, they resisted his attempts to centralize political and economic power. Jakov Nenadović, who had replaced his brother Aleksander as Valjevo knez following the latter’s murder by Mehmed-aga Fočić, told Karadjordje that he was not welcome in western Serbia. Eventually, in 1810, his four main rivals organized a conspiracy and in the same year, Milenko Stojković, who ran both eastern Serbia and an extensive harem, organized a rebellion against Karadjordje. Although no rebellion succeeded during the First Serbian Uprising, Karadjordje never felt safe. None of the Serb leaders was literate and their arguments frequently ended in shooting matches. Karadjordje himself had a terrifying reputation. He justified the warning he issued at the time of his election in Orašac, executing among others his own stepfather and brother, whose body was left hanging in front of Karadjordje’s house as an unambiguous reminder to others.

Behind the drama of intrigue, shoot-outs and murder lay a serious struggle concerning the constitutional nature of the Serbian proto-state. Karadjordje wanted to establish a system of monarchical centralism while his baronial opponents were fighting for an oligarchy in which each leader would reign supreme in his own locality. A third, weaker force was made up of tradesmen and intellectuals from Vojvodina in the Habsburg Empire. They argued for an independent judiciary and other institutions to curb the power of both Karadjordje and the regional commanders. The modernizing influence of the Vojvodina Serbs was restricted to the town of Belgrade where their brightest intellect, Dositej Obradović, a writer and educationalist, founded the first Serbian high school in 1808. Karadjordje made sure, however, that their political influence was strictly limited. This was not only because the indigenous Serbs were uninterested in the revolutionary ideas of the Enlightenment fostered by Obradović and his compatriots. The Vojvodina Serbs often alienated the Serbs of the pashalik who were risking their lives in armed conflict and had little time for the theorizing of intellectuals. As one of the most important writers on the Balkans has described:


The transriparian Serbs regarded themselves as distinguished bearers of Western culture, destined to administer the illiterate and ‘half-savage barbarians’ of the Principality. Dress, language and outlook divided them from the native Serbs. The new ‘men of the pen’ looked down upon agricultural or manual labour, demurred against teaching their sons a craft or marrying their daughters to a craftsman, and for several years wore ‘German’ clothes instead of the Serbian national dress. Instead of the ‘thee’ and ‘thou’ in the homespun manner of the Principality, they employed the German habit – ridiculous-sounding to Serbian ears – of addressing each other in the third person. Finally, they refused to call Serbians ‘brother’ in the customary fashion of the patriarchal society in Serbia.9



In 1807 the chieftains did bow to pressure from leading Vojvodina Serbs by consenting to a Governing Council. Like the new civilian courts, however, the Council never challenged the authority of the Serb military commanders, especially in time of war. In their own fiefdoms, the chieftains often ruled with unchecked brutality.

The peasantry began to view the squabbling knezes with contempt as having merely usurped the function of the dahi. The new elite adopted the dress style of the Turks, donning embroidered green silk and wearing turbans, and extracting profits just as their Turkish predecessors had. Building a strong, stable and balanced state out of such unrefined socio-economic material in a state of permanent warfare was to prove a daunting task.

After the failure of Milenko Stojković’s rebellion in 1810, Karadjordje, a year later, engineered what amounted to a constitutional coup d’état with tacit Russian support. But his decision to emasculate several of his rivals backfired. The exile or disfranchisement of these chieftains critically weakened the Serbs’ ability to resist the Ottoman army after St Petersburg and Istanbul assigned sovereignty over the pashalik of Belgrade to the Porte at the Treaty of Bucharest in 1812.

Within a few months, Ottoman forces had overrun the territory and many of the leaders of the Uprising had fled to Austria. The first attempt to build a Serbian state had foundered on a conflict between centralism and regional particularism. This would be a recurring problem for state-builders throughout the Balkans.

The Christian peasants of the Belgrade pashalık fought courageously when they could no longer tolerate the oppressive regime of the dahi. Despite the remarkable achievement of Karadjordje and his forces, the Uprising exposed the difficulties facing the backward and illiterate Christian communities of the Empire as they tried to invent new constitutional arrangements to replace the Sultan’s waning power.

The final defeat of the First Serbian Uprising was signalled by Karadjordje’s flight to Austria on 3 October 1813. Those of his peers who stayed in the pashalik were determined to make capital out of this apparent act of cowardice. At first the new Governor, Süleyman Paşa, favoured reconciliation with the Serbs. With the exception of the most wanted chieftains, a general amnesty was granted, and many thousands of peasants who had fled from the Ottoman army returned. But Süleyman then ordered the reimposition of a harsh feudal regime. Opposition to these measures soon grew among a Serbian peasantry that had developed new aspirations since 1804. The Governor’s attitude hardened and by the spring of 1814 the bad old days seemed to have returned:


Men were roasted alive, hanged by their feet over smoking straw until they asphyxiated, castrated, crushed with stones, and bastinadoed. Their women and children were raped and sometimes taken by force to harems…Outside Stambul Gate in Belgrade, there were always on view the corpses of impaled Serbs being gnawed by packs of dogs.10



So vindictive was the restoration of the Porte’s authority that within two years the Serbs launched the Second Serbian Uprising in 1815 under the leadership of Miloš Obrenović. The younger brother of one of Karadjordje’s fiercest rivals, Miloš was, like Karadjordje, an illiterate pig farmer. Born into extreme poverty in a village near Užice in west-central Serbia, as a teenager he moved east to Rudnik to assist his brother in building up a livestock business. After the death of his brother in 1811, he replaced him as chieftain.

In 1814, assuming that Serbian resistance had been broken, Selim III’s successor as Sultan, Mahmud II (1808–39), withdrew most of his army from the pashalik. Miloš took advantage of this to launch a new rebellion in spring 1815 and soon the chieftains controlled most of the pashalik. Miloš had learnt some important lessons from the course of the First Uprising. His political ambition was identical to Karadjordje’s – he sought absolute power over all other Serbs in the Belgrade pashalik. But his tactics were very different. In contrast to Karadjordje, he made every effort to avoid sustained military confrontation with the Ottoman armies, putting all his energy into striking a bargain with Istanbul. The agreement reached with the Porte in October 1815 guaranteed Miloš’s pre-eminence in Serbia in exchange for loyalty to the Porte. Any attempt by other Serbian chieftains to unseat Miloš was henceforth to be seen as an attack on the Sultan.

In 1817, Karadjordje returned to Serbia in secret. His presence was betrayed to Miloš, who ordered his execution and then sent his rival’s head to the Sultan to demonstrate his obeisance. The incident is often cited as an example of the Serbs’ fratricidal barbarity, but this interpretation obscures the cold political calculations behind Miloš’s action. Karadjordje was sent to Serbia as an agent of the Philiki Etairia (Friendly Society), the Greek revolutionary organization that aimed to destabilize Ottoman Europe in preparation for an armed rebellion. Karadjordje’s presence not only threatened the internal stability of the pashalik, but his role as a Friendly Society agent could have undermined the entire basis upon which Miloš was building an independent Serbia – in agreement with his unwitting partner, the Sultan himself.

For Miloš was engaged in a complex and clever game. He was steadily chipping away at the foundations of Ottoman power in Serbia by making Istanbul ever more dependent on him economically. By the agreement of October 1815, large parts of the administration of the territory were handed over to Miloš. He used his control of the Serbian economy to buy further political and economic concessions from Istanbul. Within a decade he had become the largest livestock exporter in the province, using his political power to guarantee a virtual monopoly on the trade. He raked off vast sums from the population, having bought the rights to all tax revenue in exchange for a paltry annual tribute to the Sultan. As Miloš became richer, the Porte, engaged in debilitating wars first against the rebellious Greeks and then against Russia, turned to him with ever greater frequency for financial help. By 1830, he bought the right to hereditary rule for his family in perpetuity, an important step forward in the struggle for independence and an even more important step forward for the Obrenović family. When he came to power in 1815, ‘Miloš didn’t have two pennies to rub together’, Vuk Karadžić noted in 1832. ‘He has enriched himself to such a degree that…he can pay the Sultan a ton of sovereigns for the hereditary principle…build palaces all over Serbia, and live like some God on earth.’11 He had become one of the wealthiest men in Europe.

Although Miloš professed obedience to the Sultan, he maintained close relations with Russia, the official protector of Orthodox interests in Serbia since Miloš’s agreement with the Porte in 1815. He also found he could use the relationship to put further political pressure on the Turks. The Russo-Turkish war of 1829 was fought to the east of Serbia in Wallachia, and along the Danube. The fighting cut off the rest of the Ottoman Empire from its main supply of salt in Wallachia. When Mahmud II asked Miloš to supply the Ottoman armies with grain, he did so in exchange for the exclusive right to import salt from Wallachia into the Empire. Because of his warm relations with Russia, he was permitted to load the barges that had carried grain to the Ottoman armies with salt from behind Russian lines for the return journey. This economic arrangement, which benefited both warring parties, permitted Miloš’s agents to travel throughout the theatre of war. As an additional favour to St Petersburg, he supplied the Russian army with detailed information about Turkish troop movements. ‘In this way, he was able to carry out his obligations to Russia, his protector, and his obligations to Turkey, his suzerain.’12

The great loser in Miloš’s dazzling diplomatic game was the Serbian peasantry. Although Obrenović’s rule restored order throughout the province, he was more systematic in his economic exploitation of the Serbs than the Ottomans had ever been. His reign, which lasted until his abdication in 1839, was punctuated by rebellions. At first these were organized by jealous chieftains like Karadjordje, but increasingly they attracted the support of the peasantry. The latter rose against Miloš for the first time under the leadership not of a chieftain, but of a trader, Miloje Popović Djak:


Djak’s rebellion…was a massive demonstration of peasant opposition to a new order that they detested…The Serbs were discovering that rule by their own leaders did not in itself bring liberty and well-being. Djak’s followers also discovered how weak a popular uprising could be when confronted by the organized power of a centralized state. Nor was the lesson lost on Miloš. As a result of this rebellion he devoted more effort than ever to the organization of a standing army and a larger state apparatus.13



This vigilance against the people, the enemy within, was to be a constant preoccupation of Serbian rulers down to the present.

After surviving the Second Serbian Uprising, the Porte had to face rebellion among the Greeks of Thessaly and the Peloponnese. This crisis led to the first major conflict between the great powers after the Congress of Vienna, and drew the excited attention of the most prominent representatives of European Romanticism. It also led to the establishment of the first new nation-state in Europe, albeit under great-power sponsorship, since the French Revolution.

The Greek War of Independence: Greece and the Ottoman Empire, 1821–30

Being Greek at the beginning of the nineteenth century was no simple matter. Greek-speakers were spread across the Ottoman Empire. They lived in the Empire’s Near Eastern territories in today’s Syria, Lebanon and Israel; they were settled in large areas of Anatolia, especially close to the Black Sea littoral. Istanbul and the west coast of what is now Turkey was teeming with Greek-speakers; Crete and the Peloponnese had large numbers of Muslims whose tongue was Greek. The Greek Phanariot notables were the hereditary administrators of the Danubian provinces, Wallachia and Moldavia. And the uprising of Greeks in 1821 began in what is now Romania.

The Orthodox Church, under the jurisdiction of a patriarch and a largely Greek hierarchy, extended to every corner of the Empire. Until well into the nineteenth century, non-Greek-speaking Orthodox Christians were habitually referred to in all western diplomatic communications and newspapers as ‘les Grecs’, because they were identified as members of the Orthodox Church, not as separate national groups. To complicate matters further, native Greek-speakers identified themselves as either Christians ([image: ]), Romans ([image: ]) or Greeks ([image: ]). It was only at the turn of the century that the word Hellenes ([image: ]) rapidly re-established itself after a long absence from active use.

This exceptional diversity gave rise to enormous differences in attitudes and circumstances. A much larger number of Greeks had a stake in the Ottoman Empire, as compared to their Slav co-religionists like the Bulgarians and Serbs. The Greeks of Constantinople were the beneficiaries of a rich cultural tradition associated with the Byzantine Empire. In particular, their skills as linguists afforded them special privileges as dragomans, the official Ottoman interpreters. Over the centuries, the office of chief imperial dragoman, invariably held by a Phanariot Greek, developed into what was effectively a Foreign Ministry. From Selim III’s reign onwards, it assumed a real political significance as the consuls of the great powers began to play a greater role in Ottoman politics. Throughout the Greek War of Independence (1821–30), the dragoman of the imperial fleet was a Greek, directing operations against the Greek insurgents. Like the Phanariot princedoms in Wallachia and Moldavia, these offices brought prestige and substantial opportunities for financial gain.

The island Greeks dominated maritime life in the Ottoman Empire. The bulk of the Ottoman military and merchant fleets were manned by Greeks and Albanians. From the seventeenth century onwards, some families built up large private fleets, acquiring considerable fortunes and laying the foundations for the Greek shipping lines of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The Turks excluded themselves from trade as it conflicted with both their sense of propriety and their religion; the majority of the Slavs and Romanians were firmly rooted in their modest peasant lives. This left the commercial market in the European part of the Empire open to the talents of Greeks, Jews and Armenians. The island Greeks and the seafarers from the coastal regions were distinguished by their peculiar ethnicity (many were of mixed Albanian-Greek origin); by their dialects and traditions; and above all by their industrious approach to commerce, which encouraged a greater understanding of the outside world than the continental Greeks displayed. Indeed, during the War of Independence, the military, economic and ideological influence of the maritime Greek community was to prove decisive in smashing Ottoman rule.

Greek merchants benefited substantially from the diaspora that stretched deep into the Caucasus, along the Black Sea coast of southern Russia and, in the other direction, through the Venetian territories into western Europe. These émigré communities provided the Greeks of the Empire with economic connections and a cosmopolitan source of knowledge and intelligence. As pressure built up inside the Empire in the first two decades of the nineteenth century, the ideas of the French Revolution affected a much larger and more influential segment of Greeks than could possibly have been the case among the Serbs of the Belgrade pashalik.

Of course, peasants as illiterate as their Slav counterparts made up a very large section of Greek society in the Empire. They lived lives of drudgery, generating income for their Turkish and Greek landlords. For many of the so-called notables or primates in the southern Balkans were Greeks who indulged in exploitative tax-farming. Like their Serbian counterparts, they would pay a fixed sum to Istanbul for the right to collect all taxes in a particular area. A notable was free to keep this income, so it was in his interest to extract as much money and as many goods as possible from the villages and towns in his catchment area. Known as the kocabaşi, these proto-aristocratic Greeks were deeply resented by the peasantry:


The khoja-bashi imitated the Turk in everything, including dress, manners, the household. His notion of living in style was the same as the Turk’s, and the only difference between them was one of names: for instance, instead of being called Hasan the Khoja-Bashi, he would be called Yianni, and instead of going to mosque he would go to church. This was the only distinction between the two.14



When imperial authority began its slow decline in the seventeenth century, the Porte granted ever greater policing powers to local notables. In Bulgaria and Rumelia, lawlessness seriously damaged transport and communications. To combat the problem, Istanbul established the office of the armatalos among the Empire’s Christian subjects. The armatoloi were recruited from local brigand groups and persuaded to exchange their criminal activity for a legal role in the Ottoman state. They received money for guarding roads and policed a number of villages which would also pay the armatalos protection money. This encouraged a complex and corrupt network of patronage. Combined with the exactions of the primates, this laid the foundations for a clientelist system that has plagued Greek society for most of its modern history. In the Ottoman Empire, however, the system functioned to the mutual advantage of both peasant and ruler. The chief opponent of the armatalos was the brigand, or klepht. In character and background, the armatolos and klepht were indistinguishable and there was a regular exchange of personnel between the two groups. The klephts and armatoloi were both experienced in small-scale armed warfare.

Following the fall of Selim III in 1806, his two successors, particularly Mahmud II, restricted the authority of the armatoloi in an attempt to restore central power. An apparently reasonable strategy, it backfired on two counts. First, it provoked a new wave of men leaving the Sultan’s service and taking to the mountains as klephts. Second, it bolstered support for Âli Paşa, the Sultan’s great enemy in Ioannina, who recruited many disaffected armatoloi into his army.

The Orthodox Church was the most important institution defining Greek identity but it was also the most conservative. The extent of Greek influence at the Porte became evident in 1766 and 1777 when the Sultan agreed to close down the autonomous churches of the Serbs and Bulgarians, so that the Greeks dominated not just the Greek-speaking Orthodox Christians but the Slavs as well. As far as the Orthodox Church and the Ottoman state were concerned, religion took precedence over culture in defining one’s Greekness.

In addition to the class and cultural differences among the Greek-speakers, different regions had developed distinct traditions by dint of the specific relationship they enjoyed with the Porte. In Rumelia, the collection of mountain villages known as Agrapha (Unwritten), for example, were so remote and difficult to subdue that they were not recorded for tax purposes and were more or less untouched by the Ottoman authorities. The Greek notables in the Peloponnese enjoyed extensive autonomy from Istanbul, encouraging administrative skills which were far in advance of those demonstrated by the Rumeliots to the north. Rumelia itself could boast the highest concentration of armatoloi and klephts and a tradition of guerilla warfare.

Throughout Rumelia, the Peloponnese and the islands, there were large Albanian communities – most of them Orthodox Christians although Muslim Albanians predominated in the Epirot centre of the rebel pasha, Âli Paşa. Many Albanians underwent a process of Hellenization that was accelerated by their participation in the War of Independence. The Koundouriotes, for example, the most powerful maritime family on the island of Hydra, who led a substantial faction during the war, were of Albanian origin.

Many of these Greek-speaking groups had grievances against the Empire. But most also reaped some benefits from their standing in society. The Phanariot Greeks, in particular, were deeply complicit in imperial corruption and resistant to radical change. The imperial Greeks’ combination of intellect, wealth and military prowess was of critical value to the insurgents once the rebellion broke out. Yet it frequently complicated matters. The Greeks suffered from the same local particularism that eventually destroyed Karadjordje’s leadership of the Serbian Uprising. Theirs was a more challenging ideological struggle than the Serbs’, as the Greeks were obliged to address the question of their historical and contemporary identity. For despite their intellectual and social wealth, the Greeks did not know who they were.

In 1814 a group of failed Greek merchants founded a secret society, the Philiki Etairia (Friendly Society), with a simple political objective – ‘the liberation of the Motherland’.15 None of the conspirators had the first idea of the geographical contours of the Motherland, or of who belonged in it. The Society was based not in the Ottoman Empire but in Odessa, the Russian Black Sea port.

The Society’s vague goals reflected the uncertain nature of Greek identity. But this uncertainty also allowed it to react quickly to developments, because the Society was not bound by a specific strategy. The Philiki Etairia became an excellent organizer. Its members were imbued with an invigorating Romantic passion but also well disciplined by conspiratorial rules. Within a few years, it had gained adherents throughout the Ottoman Empire and beyond. The majority of its members were Greek-speakers but its pan-Christian sentiment also attracted Russians (many of them working directly on behalf of the Tsar), Romanians, Serbs (Karadjordje, for example, went through the initiation ceremony), Albanians and even some disaffected Turks. Members were sworn to silence about their activity and gradually inducted into a complex hierarchy of secret signals. Any order from the mysterious Arkhi, or chief council, was disseminated in code with a seal displaying sixteen compartments and sixteen sets of initials. Members were forced to place their loyalty above any other tie, including kinship, committing themselves to slaying their closest relative if the Society so ordered. Many of the leaders of the War of Independence were Society initiates. Its first president was Alexander Ypsilantis, a Greek officer from a Phanariot family who was serving in the Russian army. Ypsilantis planned and led the first, disastrous rebellion in the Danubian Principalities.

In the decade prior to the rebellion, many klephts sought refuge on Corfu and other Ionian islands, which were at the time under British control. The majority served in British units through which membership of the Society spread rapidly, soon infecting the mainland Peloponnese and Rumelia. The majority of the Peloponnesian clergy joined the Society against the express wishes of the Orthodox hierarchy in Istanbul, which considered the organization subversive and dangerous. The Patriarch, Gregorias V, was not just a stubborn reactionary. With good reason, he feared retaliation against vulnerable Christians in the Ottoman capital if these revolutionary activities gained momentum.

The influence of the Friendly Society reflects a marked difference between the Greek War of Independence and other Balkan rebellions. The Greek rebellions of 1821 were not spontaneous reactions to deteriorating social and economic circumstances, like the First and Second Serbian Uprisings. They were the result of a conscious plan to destabilize the Ottoman Empire.

By 1820, Ali Paşa was no longer able to sit cross-legged because of obesity, but he ruled over pashaliks stretching from Elbasan in the north (now in central Albania) to Trikkala to the south of the Pindus mountains. This bizarre individual had come close to establishing his own independent state through a combination of butchery, extortion, an intelligent foreign policy and dynastic manoeuvring. Notwithstanding his use of terror, he also attracted a loyal following among his Ottoman subjects by dint of shrewd clientelist politics.

His political base was more diverse than his reputation for despotism would suggest. Although an Ottoman official, he never learnt more than a few words of Turkish, but was fluent in Greek and his native Albanian. Throughout his career, he demonstrated great skill in playing off the religious and class differences among his subjects and enemies against one another. Until the Greek rebellion launched by the Philiki Etairia in March 1821, Mahmud II, who had succeeded Selim III in 1806, and the Porte administration had dismissed the organization as inconsequential. According to them, the chief obstacle preventing the restoration of Ottoman authority in the Balkans was Ali Paşa. In contrast, Ali had realized the significance of the Greek revolutionary movement and had begun to explore possible cooperation with it. As the Sultan advanced preparations for a frontal assault on Ali’s stronghold in the town of Ioannina in southern Epirus, the Pasha underwent an opportunistic conversion to Hellenism. ‘The Greek revolution’, one historian has noted, ‘broke out because the Ottomans mistakenly decided to humble the one man – Ali Pasha – who could have prevented it.’16

In the early spring of 1820, some 20,000 Ottoman troops assembled before Ioannina. Bolstered by a growing number of Greek armatoloi, Ali’s forces offered tenacious resistance and held out until the following winter. The failure of the Ottoman commander prompted Mahmud to send garrisons from the Peloponnese northwards to Ali’s stronghold. Meanwhile, the leader of the Friendly Society, Alexander Ypsilantis, launched his disastrous uprising in the Danubian Principalities on 6 March 1821, by crossing the River Pruth from Russian territory. Three weeks later, the Greeks of the Peloponnese, exploiting the absence of the Ottoman garrisons, raised the revolt. The Greek War of Independence had begun.

The Ottoman Empire exploded. In Istanbul, Mahmud II accused Patriarch Gregorias of failing to restrain the Orthodox population in the Danubian Principalities, the Peloponnese, Rumelia, Macedonia and Thrace. In early April, the janissaries and the Turkish mob were let loose on the city’s Greek population. Robert Walsh, the chaplain to the British Embassy, witnessed how a young man ‘was forced upon his knees by two Turks pressing on his shoulders, and in that position a third came behind him with his kinshal…With a single horizontal stroke he severed his head from his neck; his body was thrown into the puddle in the middle of the street for passengers to trample on, and his head was laid contemptuously between his thighs. The executioners then hastily passed on, leaving both to be torn by the dogs who were gathering around’. On Palm Sunday, in a desperate attempt to halt the atrocities, Gregorias announced the excommunication of all Greeks rebelling against the Ottoman state. This did not satisfy Mahmud, and six days later the Patriarch was seized by a group of Ottoman police while celebrating Mass and hanged from the gate of the Phanar. The killing of Gregorias was the start of a murderous purge of the Orthodox hierarchy in several parts of the Empire. In Smyrna, the Greek population was decimated by the mob, which also slaughtered the city’s chief mullah and several Turkish notables when they attempted to intervene to save the Christians.

In the Peloponnese and Rumelia, meanwhile, a reciprocal orgy of violence had broken out. The Greek insurgents, who outnumbered the local Muslim population * by a ratio of ten to one, embarked upon a series of uncontrolled massacres; tens of thousands of Muslims died. This campaign culminated in the sacking of the main fortified town in the Peloponnese, Tripolis. George Finlay, the first great historian of modern Greece and a committed philhellene, was nonetheless appalled by the behaviour of the Greek rebels:


Human beings can rarely have perpetrated so many deeds of cruelty on an equal number of their fellow-creatures as were perpetrated on this occasion…Women and children were frequently tortured before they were murdered. After the Greeks had been in possession of the city for forty-eight hours, they deliberately collected together about two thousand persons of every age and sex, but principally women and children, and led them to a ravine in the nearest mountain where they murdered every soul.17



These outbursts of extreme violence were not restricted to intercommunal fighting. The weakness of the Ottoman forces in the Peloponnese, in particular, but also in parts of Rumelia, led to a power vacuum that sucked the rebels into a disastrous internecine struggle. The extreme diversity of interests among the Greeks was accentuated by the vagueness of the uprising’s goals. To be sure, there was the common cause of removing the Ottomans; but once this had been achieved, there was no clear vision of what should take the Empire’s place. Ironically, this civil conflict was alleviated by the swift defeat of the rebellion in Thrace and Macedonia.

To the north of the Peloponnese and Rumelia, Ali’s defences in Epirus were finally breached in February 1822. He met his death at the hands of a fellow vizier. It had taken almost two years of bitter struggle to remove one of the most extraordinary figures of the Ottoman Empire. But the political costs of the Sultan’s victory were high. The Peloponnese, the three islands of Hydra, Spetsai and Psara, and Crete had been liberated from Ottoman rule as had large parts of Rumelia in continental Greece. In addition, the klephtic and armatolic warriors had full or partial control over the strategic passes, Mikronos in the west and Thermopyles in the east.

Rebel authority was steadily eroded in Rumelia by the military advances of the Turks, which culminated in 1824 in the siege of Missolonghi, during which Lord Byron died of tuberculosis. But the Peloponnese, which enjoyed the naval protection provided by the islanders, was to remain in Greek hands until early 1825, when Ibrahim Paşa, the son of Mehmed Paşa of Egypt, landed with a crack force at Methóui in the south-west of the peninsula.

Between 1822 and 1825, the enormity of the task facing the Greeks in their aim of establishing an independent state revealed itself. The liberated areas slid into the quagmire of civil war. The illusions of Greek émigrés and of the growing number of Philhellenes arriving from Britain, France, Germany, Italy and the United States were often rudely shattered by the struggle between the competing factions.

The divisions stemmed from regional differences among the Peloponnese, the islands and Rumelia, although power bases also emerged in both eastern and western Rumelia. Very soon after the outbreak of revolution, three representative bodies emerged: the first was the council of primates in the Peloponnese, which was able to adapt existing power structures to secure the privileges they enjoyed under the Ottomans. The second, based at Missolonghi in western Rumelia, was the fiefdom of Alexander Mavrokordatos, a Phanariot Greek who had arrived there from the Danubian Principalities. Another Phanariot, Theodore Negris, established a council in eastern Rumelia. But within each geographical area, there were numerous other conflicts, some of them microscopic, others with far-reaching implications for the course of the Greek struggle. The tendency of the divisions to overlap makes it difficult to align the regional differences with the social and ideological splits separating the fighters. For the purposes of tracing an embryonic Greek national consciousness, however, it is important to focus on two aspects of the crisis.

The most significant operational dispute was the gulf separating the engine of the revolution, the klephtic and armatolik military leaders known as the kapoi, and the civilian leadership, whether primates or Phanariots. The primary concern of the kapoi, beyond the defeat of the Turks, was the consolidation and expansion of their local power. The kapoi had the vaguest notion of a Greek national identity and certainly no concept of a nation state. The klephts and the peasantry made up less than 10 per cent of the membership of the Philiki Etairia, even though they comprised the bulk of the population where the revolution actually succeeded. The main insurgent force was thus far removed from the conspiracy that had inspired the war. The kapoi were a long way, too, from the image of romantic heroes imposed on them by later Greek writers and historians. ‘The ordinary klepht was a wretched and hunted fugitive of law seeking temporary refuge in the klephtic band’,18 a revisionist Greek historian has written; the klephts were ready to dispense their own rough justice on rich Turks and Greek primates, but equally given to preying on the miserable Christian peasantry.

Having played the leading role in the massacre, expulsion and plundering of the Turks, the kapoi resumed a life of banditry or established local fiefdoms which they guarded jealously against rival colleagues and against any encroachment from the emerging regional governments in the Peloponnese or Rumelia. They wanted simply to take the place of the Turks or the Greek primates. The institutions of the Ottoman Empire – the pashas, the agas and the tax farmers – represented an immutable order for these largely uneducated men, especially those ignorant of the ideology unleashed on Europe by the French Revolution. They were equally unaware of the Hellenic revival inspired by the Greek diaspora and fostered by the philhellenes. The eighteenth-century Greek scholar, Koumas, tells of a visit he made to one of the most influential klephts, Nikotsaras. In order to show respect, Koumas addressed the klephtic leader as Achilles. Nikotsaras retorted angrily: ‘What rubbish are you talking about? Who is this Achilles? Handy with a musket, was he?’19

The bands were dependent on the flocks of goats and sheep which they tended and these herds were often the cause of serious skirmishes between various militia groups. The strength of each group depended on the ability of its leader to sustain its warriors and expand their numbers. One frequent method of recruiting new members was to operate a scorched-earth policy, depriving the peasantry of their livelihood and forcing the menfolk to join the band.

This fusion of terrorism and guerrilla warfare could operate on very different scales. A village, for example, might fend off marauders, especially when the villagers could use the mountains for cover. At the other extreme, men like Teodoros Kolokotrones or Petrobey, the leader of the feared Mavromichalis clan which controlled most of the isthmus of the Mani, could deploy hundreds or thousands of irregulars. Their tactics led to severe economic disruption in the regions under Greek control, especially in the production of food. Travelling across the Peloponnese in 1823, two British philhellenes, Edward John Trelawny and J. Hamilton Brown, recorded how there was ‘scarcely a vestige of habitation or cultivation’. Now and then, they would encounter a shepherd tending a small, emaciated herd of sheep or goats. Beyond Tripolis, instead of grazing land they found grouped ‘in a narrow space, five thousand or more skeletons of men, horses, mules and camels: vultures had eaten the flesh and the sun had bleached the bones’.20 In 1825, the Sultan dispatched Ibrahim Paşa’s army to crush the rebellion in a country already devastated by klephtic warfare.

The unsophisticated kapoi mirrored the political primitivism of Karadjordje and the hajduk armies of the Serbian uprisings. However, the Greek notables and intelligentsia were a more powerful force than their Serbian equivalents. They acted as a serious counterweight to the peasant military leadership. This had a paradoxical impact: on the one hand it deepened the rifts which plagued the Greek side in the war, but it also helped push the Greek revolutionary struggle beyond the confines that had hemmed in the Serbian insurgents and towards the formation of a nation state.

The second significant factor dividing the insurgents was cultural. This was the schizophrenia of the Greek heritage: oriental and byzantine on the one hand; occidental and romantic-revolutionary on the other. Each Greek would tend towards one of two different worlds although between the illiterate klepht and the French-educated revolutionary there was a large, less clearly defined population. Many contemporary observers dismissed all Greeks as stubbornly anti-western in the patronizing, oversimplified fashion that has become a hallmark of Anglo-Saxon commentary on the Balkans in the past two centuries. Here is William Mure, writing in 1842: ‘Politically speaking the Greeks were Asiatics, and all their oriental ideas, whether social or political, required to be corrected or eradicated, before they could be expected to form a civilized people upon civilized European principles.’21

Naturally, many travellers and philhellenes were shocked at the Greeks’ lack of sophistication, and the absence of a physical resemblance to the Hellenes of their classical imagination. ‘All came expecting to find the Peloponnesus filled with Plutarch’s men’, Colonel Leicester Stanhope explained, ‘and all returned thinking the inhabitants of Newgate more moral’.22 Yet Stanhope and the others failed to notice the steady erosion of backward social and political attitudes under the influence of the Greek diaspora. No other Christian nation in the Balkans could compete with the intellectual and mercantile resources at the disposal of the Greeks. Greek books and schools had proliferated across the Ottoman Empire; while there were but timid literary stirrings among the Slavs and Albanians. Byron remarked in 1811 that ‘it is impossible to discover any nation with so great a proportion of books and their authors as the Greeks of the present century’.23 Greek students and printing presses were to be found well beyond the borders of the Empire – in Padua, Paris, Venice and Vienna. The sailors of the Greek fleets had often acquired foreign languages. Due to the Russian, French and British influence in the Ionian islands, many refugees from Ali Paşa’s rule and from the Empire itself had come into contact with modern military techniques. After the rebellions broke out, many educated Greeks headed for the Peloponnese and Rumelia. Three of the most influential leaders to emerge were Phanariots – Mavrokordatos, Negris and Demetrios Ypsilantis. Due to the conservatism of both the primates and the kapoi, such educated, well-organized outsiders, had an opportunity to promote Enlightenment ideas.

They did, of course, meet resistance. The westernizers wanted four things: a written constitution; a secular state; a codified judicial system; and a regular army. All these threatened the vital interests of three groups: the Church; the primates; and the klephts. This common interest acted as a brake on the economic and social forces driving these three groups apart. To this must be added a powerful, indignant xenophobia among the peasantry, and confusion among the westernizers as to how they might achieve their aims. Under such conditions, the task of directing the independence war away from a peasant rebellion with fratricidal undertones, and towards the creation of a functioning republic, appeared formidable. What force would be powerful enough to turn the Greek insurgents into heralds of modern European nationalism?

The event that secured the ultimate success of the Greek War of Independence was the battle of Navarino on 20 October 1827. The destruction of the Ottoman fleet, anchored in a bay in the south-western corner of the Peloponnese, left Ibrahim Paşa in an unwinnable military situation. The support of the British, French and Russian navies for the Greek insurgents violated the Treaty of London of July 1827 by which the three great powers had committed themselves to securing an armistice between the Ottomans and the Greeks ‘without taking part in the hostilities between the contending parties’. Egged on by the philhellenic sentiments of Stratford Canning, the British consul in Istanbul, Vice-Admiral Sir Edward Codrington, the commander-in-chief of the British fleet in the Mediterranean to whom the French and Russian commanders were subordinated, had little choice but to use his guns when Ibrahim Paşa and the Sultan refused to implement the Treaty. In three and a half hours of a ‘hard pounding, gentlemen’,24 as the Duke of Wellington later put it, Ottoman naval power was brought to an abrupt end, and with it effective control over a large swathe of the Empire’s original European territories.

The finest hour of the philhellenic movement, it would seem, had come. This was surely a noble culmination of the selfless toiling by hundreds of young idealists who had forsaken the comforts of home to revitalize the corrupted Greek nation with the forgotten spirit of Hellenism; and to expose the indifference of their own governments to the suffering of the Greeks. Had their heroism and their moving appeals not finally persuaded cynical governments to act? Was not the battle of Navarino the final admission of the three great European powers that they could no longer stand by as the despotic Turk oppressed a Christian nation?

Until well into the twentieth century, this was how the philhellenic intervention in the Greek War of Independence was understood, obscuring both the real nature of that intervention and the key role played by a single section of Greek society. In fact, the philhellenes’ contribution to the Greek cause was questionable. Just five months before the battle of Navarino, Lord Cochrane, more a mercenary than a professed philhellene, almost wrecked the Greeks’ military prospects in a campaign which resulted in the loss of the Acropolis to the Turks. Most of the philhellenes’ activity was characterized by incompetence, personal greed and witless pontificating. All observers, Greek and non-Greek, exempt Lord Byron from this criticism. Aside from the fact that Byron was in a league of his own as a writer and poet, he demonstrated a rare understanding of the complexity of the Greeks’ nascent modern nationalism and the problems of identity associated with it. Byron did not expect the Greeks to conform to a mythical image of antiquity. He was open in his disgust at Greek treatment of Turkish prisoners, particularly during the siege of Missolonghi. He was also adamant that the Greeks would have to solve their internal disputes before they could expect any substantial aid from outside. He had understood, however, that Turkish rule over parts of Greece was no longer viable.

In the five months which he spent on the Ionian island of Kefalonia before his final journey to Missolonghi in late 1823, Byron was inundated with requests from the leaders of the various Greek factions, who were about to plunge into civil war, to give his support to their particular cause. Some factions, like the Souliots and the Mavromichalis clan from the Mani, merely wanted to get their hands on his money, but most considered the approval of the legendary ‘Veeron’, as they called him, to be of great symbolic significance.

Byron’s death inspired a wave of sympathy both for his contribution to the liberation of Greece but also for the Greek cause itself. The tributes paid to him by politicians and literary figures throughout Europe galvanized the flagging cause of philhellenism, pressuring the British government in particular to adopt the more interventionist stance that eventually culminated in Navarino. Byron’s influence was significant in a further respect. His support for the London Greek Committee, which was formed in March 1823 and included a large number of prominent public figures, provided a link between the Greek westernizers and British reformers and radicals, whose politics was henceforth partly defined by solidarity with the Greeks. But the London Greek Committee was formed long after similar bodies in several major European cities, and it was a poor fundraiser – within six months of the American Committee’s foundation, the city of New York alone secured more money than the London Committee had raised in a year and a half.

The motives of the most active members of the London Committee were pragmatic. Some, like the philosopher, Jeremy Bentham, and the economist, David Ricardo, were clearly convinced of the justice of the Greek cause, but a majority of members saw the Committee merely as a way of embarrassing the British government. Given that only five of the first eighty-five members had been to Greece and that most of the others demonstrated no particular knowledge of the Greek struggle, it has reasonably been argued that most of the Committee were simply involved in furthering their political ambitions in England.25 The Committee distinguished itself in two respects – it was the motor behind the international loan, initially suggested by Byron, which was raised on behalf of Greece’s revolutionary government. In addition, it persuaded the British government in 1823 to respect the blockade that the insurgent naval force had imposed on Turkish supplies to its army in Greece. This conferred de facto recognition on the insurgents as legitimate combatants. The loan also established Greece as an independent international subject, ensuring that Britain, France and Russia would eventually intervene, however reluctantly, in a dispute that began the break-up of the Ottoman Empire. The Eastern Question was no longer a hypothesis. A grand rehearsal for one of the great nineteenth-century power games had begun.

All the European powers had shunned the Greek war when it first erupted. In 1820, rebellions in Spain and Naples had disturbed the symmetry of the European concert, composed in Vienna in 1815. Having expended so much military and diplomatic energy on restoring a reactionary balance of power, the allies who had defeated Napoleon had no wish to see it unsettled by the impetuous Christians of the Ottoman Empire. The British government was especially unwilling to aid the Greeks until the battle of Navarino. (The Duke of Wellington, appointed Prime Minister immediately after the battle, was infuriated by Vice-Admiral Cochrane’s action at Navarino and never let the commander forget it.) Britain’s commitment to the Ottoman Empire was born of fear of Russian expansionism, which might disturb Britain’s trade routes to the East. In addition, several members of the London Greek Committee were successful merchant adventurers who had made substantial fortunes trading with the colonies. In their judgement, the emerging Greek state was set to become the most influential maritime force in the Mediterranean, and so they considered support for the Greeks a sound business investment.

This highlighted an aspect of the Greek War of Independence that has not always been given due weight – the importance of the maritime Greeks. Time and again, the navy of the three islands, Hydra, Spetsai and Psará, saved the Greek rebellion when it teetered on the brink of collapse – either because of Ibrahim Paşa’s superiority on land or because of the internecine struggles on the mainland. The tactical ingenuity of the Hydriot naval leadership when engaging the better-equipped vessels of the Ottoman fleet was remarkable. Although Spetsai and Psará both fell in 1826, Hydra remained unconquered throughout the war. The Greek maritime families played a key economic role as well. Profits from their commercial and piratical activities financed the war effort when the mainland population was no longer able to feed itself. The maritime force also provided intelligence from abroad as well as maintaining links with the diaspora and sympathizers in the rest of Europe. The authoritative historian of early modern Greece, John Petropoulos, has written that ‘without their naval and financial contribution, the Revolution could not have succeeded’.26 Although the three great powers were the guarantors of the Greeks’ final success, they would not have become involved in the first place had the Greek islanders not sustained the struggle for as long as they did.

Navarino may have won the war for the Greeks, but it did not solve their political problems. For now, in addition to the regional, social, personal and philosophical splits among them, they were also burdened by a new crisis, encapsulated in the names of three groupings, the ‘English’, ‘French’ and ‘Russian’ parties. For some time, the various factions had been courting and been courted by London, Paris and St Petersburg in a struggle for influence in the new Greece. In February 1830, the three foreign mentors established an ‘independent’ Greece at the London Conference. The new state, although it was obliged to pay Istanbul an indemnity, would rely on the guarantee of the three contracting powers, who had still to define the borders of Greece and elect a monarch. There were no Greek representatives at the London Conference and the country’s leaders were not consulted about the Treaty. The constitutional heart of the new state was non-Greek, an ominous beginning that would have far-reaching consequences. The reliance of domestic parties on competing foreign powers has remained a congenital weakness of Greek politics. It also set a dispiriting precedent for other Balkan nationalisms as they emerged during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries – success was only guaranteed if a powerful foreign sponsor could be found. In the absence of consensus within a particular national group as to which power should play that role, domestic strife and, on occasion, civil war have followed.

The civil strife that engulfed Greece at its birth in 1830 and degenerated into civil war after the murder of the country’s first President, Ioannis Kapodistrias, was an early and violent example of this tendency. After Navarino, Kapodistrias, a Greek nobleman who had served for many years as Russia’s Deputy Foreign Minister, embarked on a programme of centralizing political power with the aim of lending some coherence to the new state. His motives were sound: the country was devastated and needed political stability if it was to carry any credibility in the outside world. Kapodistrias, however, was accustomed to the delicate intrigues of the Vienna Congress and not the more brutal world of the Peloponnesian vendetta. Although he attempted to integrate the various factions into his system of authoritarian government, he underestimated the strength of particularism. All sides distinguished themselves by their appalling behaviour. The Hydriots, who had excelled themselves during the war, mounted an insurrection in August 1831 so bitter that they preferred to scuttle their entire fleet, the only real source of independent Greek power, rather than see it come under central government control. By imprisoning Petrobey, the Maniot leader of the Mavromichalis family, Kapodistrias sealed his own fate. The President was shot dead in October 1831 while leaving the church in Greece’s first capital, the pretty harbour town of Nauplio.

The civil war that followed the assassination and ended in 1834 has been described as ‘the longest and most damaging of any yet known in Greece’.27 It was cynically exploited by the great powers vying for greater influence in their newly born protectorate. The immaturity of Greek political consciousness was demonstrated by the willingness with which the political factions subordinated national interests to those of their foreign patrons. The bloodshed ended when the Russians, French and British agreed to impose on the Greeks the young Bavarian prince, Otto (1832–62), son of the philhellenic Ludwig. He would guarantee the controlling interest of the great powers over the young state. The autocratic Bavarian bureaucracy he brought with him was determined to impose its will on the factions. But the formally liberal constitution failed to diminish the jealous traditions of clientelism. ‘The grafting of the forms, but not the substance, of western constitutional government onto an essentially traditional society’, Richard Clogg has remarked, ‘was to create within Greece a fundamental political tension that has continued for much of its post-independence history.’28

The First Serbian Uprising began over half a century before the unification of Italy; the first modern Greek state was proclaimed forty years before the unification of Germany. But the national identities of Serbs and Greeks were ill-defined. Both national movements owed their success more to Ottoman decay than to their own inherent strength. To compensate for their political and economic weakness, the national elites sought support for their aspirations from the European powers. Herein lies the start of the Balkan tragedy – these were peasant societies poorly equipped to assimilate the ideas of the Enlightenment, and located at the intersection of competing absolutist empires. The result was a stunted constitutional development whose shortcomings would inevitably be exploited by the great powers as competition between them intensified in the region in the second half of the nineteenth century.

Two faiths, one blood: Croatia, Vojvodina, Austria, Hungary, 1848

On 5 June 1848, excited crowds lined the streets leading to Zagreb’s baroque town centre to cheer the entrance of Baron Josip Jelačić of Bužim. They had high expectations of this respected commander of the imperial forces which were stationed in the Banija region of the Habsburg’s Military Frontier Zone, thirty miles south of the Croatian capital. Since Kaiser Ferdinand had appointed him two months earlier, Baron Jelačić had stiffened the resolve of Croatia’s growing national movement by issuing a forcefully worded proclamation: ‘Until the parliament of the united Croatian kingdom meets, every region and every district should administer its own affairs. They shall accept official orders from nobody and from nowhere but from me, His Majesty’s representative.’29 At last, his supporters thought, a leader with imperial authority and military power had rejected the pretensions of the Hungarian national movement. In March 1848, a new, revolutionary Hungarian government had effectively thrown off the rule of the Kaiser in Vienna. Since then, it had strengthened its control throughout the Hungarian crown lands of St Stephen, including Croatia and Slavonia. Jelačić, as the Kaiser’s Viceroy (or Ban) and as the political embodiment of the Croatian cultural awakening, was determined to resist the Hungarian programme.

Mounted on a tall white horse, Jelačić was dressed in a white braided waistcoat, a thick red overcoat, blue breeches, short Croatian boots and a Turkish sabre tied by a silken sash. For the ceremonial installation of the new Viceroy of Dalmatia, Croatia and Slavonia, Imperial Adviser, Field Marshal and General Commander in Croatia, the recently invigorated Croatian parliament was meeting under a pavilion on Catherine Square. As Jelačić took the oath, he held the hand of the Patriarch of Sremski Karlovci in Vojvodina, Josip Rajačić, the highest spiritual dignitary of the Serbs in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Rajačić had been invited to the ceremony at the express wish of Jelačić. In order to underline his commitment to the ‘single-blooded nation of two faiths’, Jelačić celebrated his investiture first with a Holy Catholic Mass and then with a service of thanks in the Orthodox Church.

In a memorable address, Jelačić, flushed with the spirit of revolution and liberalism, occasionally broke from the text prepared by Ivan Mažuranić, to the delight of the assembled deputies:


Our homeland has had its heroic and celebrated Viceroys. History has testified to this and now I testify to it. But I doubt that any Viceroy was more joyous than I…Brothers! Freedom has become the truth; for can anyone now doubt that freedom is not our property?…For let any danger descend, the whole nation will be one hand, one heart and one invincible hero…[I] am obliged to tell and warn you that with regard to our relations with Hungary we stand by the principle of an alliance with the king of Hungary…But in the unhappy case that the Hungarians continue to prove themselves to act not as brothers to us and our people in Hungary but as oppressors, let them know…that we are ready with sword in hand!30



The Viceroy was lifted high by the delirious crowd. The same honour was extended to the Serb, Rajačić. In a matter of months, Jelačić had been transformed from middle-ranking officer in the Military Frontier to a beacon of hope, not just for Croats but for many Serbs as well. ‘In those days’, one of Jelačić’s closest confidantes recorded,


Zagreb looked just like an eastern city for you could not only see Croatian national dress but Serbian and Turkish as well. St. Mark’s Square and the gates of the Viceroy’s palace were permanently full of deputations from all corners of the land, from Bosnia, from Bulgaria and from the other Slav regions of Austria. They all came to greet the beloved popular Viceroy. Prince Petar Petrović II sent the Viceroy two Montenegrin senators and offered to supply him with weaponry. Because all awaited an armed march on Hungary.31



On his deathbed, Jelačić spoke of that period: ‘the Slav peoples expected me all the way to Istanbul’. Almost half a century after the outbreak of the First Serbian Uprising, the Croats had risen against their Hungarian overlords in their own right but also in the name of their fellow Slavs, in particular the Serbs.

Modern nationalism in Croatia and Slovenia emerged from a curious sideshow of the Napoleonic Wars. In 1809, Napoleon created the ‘Illyrian Provinces’ from territory ceded by the Austrians. This French foothold in the far western Balkans comprised a part of Slovenia, a part of Croatia, a part of the Military Frontier* and Dalmatia. Napoleon introduced the legal code and administrative practices of the French Republic into the Provinces. This gave the Croats and Slovenes first-hand experience of the new economic and political liberties that had inspired western Europe. In addition, the French allowed people to use the Slovene and Croatian languages (for official purposes the language of political communication at the time was still Latin).

The ‘Illyrian Provinces’ referred back to ‘Illyricum’, the name of the western Balkans in classical antiquity. Building on the Napoleonic Illyria, the movement of Croat national awakening assumed the name ‘Illyrianism’. The heart of the Illyrian movement was Zagreb. Its followers were mostly Croats. Nonetheless, the choice of name underlined the pan-Slav and pan-Yugoslav (or southern Slav) sentiments that informed the Illyrians’ writings. They did not claim the superiority of Croats over other parts of the south Slav community. The name also helped to elide problems posed by the regional differences among the Croats themselves, although in some instances this did not always succeed, notably in Dalmatia where people considered themselves Dalmatians rather than Croats.

The Croats were beset by peculiar problems of identity born of language, geography and history. The medieval Triune Kingdom of Croatia comprised Dalmatia, Croatia (roughly the regions around the capital Zagreb) and Slavonia. But jurisdiction over these three regions was divided under the Habsburgs. The Empire was split into the Habsburg crown lands and the Hungarian crown lands of St Stephen. In theory, the Czech crown lands and the Croatian crown lands were also entitled to their own administration but this right had atrophied. Croatia and Slavonia came under the domination of the Hungarian kingdom. After the Habsburgs had wrenched Dalmatia from Venice, it was placed under the direct control of Vienna. Furthermore, the Military Frontier, which included parts of all three Croat provinces and was inhabited by a mixture of Serbs and Croats, also lay under the immediate jurisdiction of Vienna. The Illyrians considered the Croats to be unfairly divided even within the Empire.

As the Illyrians emerged in the 1820s and 1830s, Hungary’s vigorous national movement sought to establish complete autonomy for the lands of St Stephen. As these included Croatia and Slavonia, the Illyrians were ipso facto an obstacle to these plans and, furthermore, a tool that Vienna might use in its struggle against the Hungarians. Austrian absolutism itself was, of course, also a determined opponent of the growth of national movements anywhere in the Empire. Metternich realized that to maintain his system, confirmed at the Congress of Vienna in 1815, he had to play one national group off against another. So it suited Metternich to encourage the Illyrians when he wished to intimidate the Hungarians. He also used the Croat national movement as a counterweight to the Italian risorgimento, since the Venetians nurtured a claim to Dalmatia.

The outstanding figure of the Illyrian movement, Ljudevit Gaj, symbolized some of the Croats’ identity problems. He was the son of a first-generation German father and second-generation German mother, and as an adolescent his Croatian was so poor that his high-school professor in Varaždin permitted him to write his homework in German. Gaj nonetheless identified himself entirely with Croatian culture and became a fluent Croatian speaker, adopting the local dialect known as kajkavština.* In 1835, however, he made a decisive move towards the creation of a literary Croatian by adopting štokavština as the standard dialect in his newspapers, Horvatzke novine and Horvatzka danica (Croatian News and Croatian Dawn. A year later, he succeeded in replacing the adjective ‘Croatian’ with ‘Illyrian’). This meant that both the Serb and Croat national movements had adopted roughly the same dialect for their literary language.

Croatian nationalism had begun its oscillation between two extremes. The first, pan-Slav, pro-Serb (or rather pro-Yugoslav), would periodically give way to its pro-Austrian, anti-Serb and central European alter ego. The multiple cultural and civilizational influences that had influenced the Croats over many centuries were inevitably reflected in Croatian political nationalism.

Illyrianism represented one of the high points of the Yugoslav stream of Croatian nationalism that claimed the unity of all south Slavs. Carried away by his vision of south Slav brotherhood, Gaj announced in December 1835 that the land of Illyria would be ‘a harp fashioned between three corners’, northern Albania, eastern Bulgaria and southern Hungary. ‘The unbreakable strings on this harp’ would encompass all of today’s Bulgaria, parts of Austria, Italy, Albania and all that was Yugoslavia until 1991.

This was the ambitious romanticism that fired the idealism of young Croats, especially those studying at the high schools and university of Vienna. They were destined to play a significant role in the Revolutions of 1848, strengthening the solidarity that emerged among Polish, Czech, Serb and Slovak nationalists in the Habsburg Empire. But Gaj’s pan-Slav vision did not fit easily with the aims of the main political class in Croatia and Slavonia, the lesser gentry, who had supported Illyrianism since the 1820s. Its primary concern was to reassert the economic and administrative influence lost during the eighteenth century to the landowners of Hungary.

In 1841, the Illyrians formed their own political party, the Narodna stranka (National Party). Its programme paid rhetorical homage to the unity of the south Slavs, but the Party’s vision focused ever more narrowly on the goal of autonomy for Croatia and Slavonia and the unification of these provinces with Dalmatia, within a reformed Austro-Hungarian Empire. Gaj also attempted to spread his pan-Slav message among the Empire’s Serbs. He had some success in the Military Frontier: in Banija, Kordun, Lika and Kninska Krajina, where Serbs and Croats mixed closely, interest in Illyrianism and the National Party grew quickly. Cut off from mother Serbia and nurturing a range of grievances against their overlords in Vienna, the Serbs of the Military Frontier became enthusiastic supporters of the Croatian national movement in 1848.

Until the explosion of that year, however, the Serbs of the Habsburg Vojvodina had little use for the new national ideology of the Illyrians. Their national consciousness was already further developed than that of the Croats. Although notable differences existed between the Vojvodina Serbs and the Serbs in the Principality of Serbia, the politics and territorial aspirations of the latter exerted much greater influence in the Vojvodina than the vague romanticism of the Illyrians, since the Serbs already claimed a tradition of statehood before the Croats had properly charted the contours of any future nation state. The irredentism of the Vojvodina Serbs was actually discouraged by the government in Belgrade which was at pains not to offend the imperial government in Vienna, despite the cultural and economic links that had flourished between Novi Sad (the principal town of Vojvodina) and Belgrade since the First Serbian Uprising.

The Croats were the first nationality to experience the disadvantages that the uneven development of national consciousness imposed on the Balkan peninsula. The idealistic Illyrian movement had only just been born when statesmen from Serbia and Greece were already formulating their hardheaded plans for the expansion of their respective states.

In January 1844, the Greek Prime Minister, Ioannis Kolettis, addressed the constitutional assembly in Athens:


The kingdom of Greece is not Greece; it is only a part, the smallest and poorest, of Greece. The Greek is not only he who inhabits the kingdom, but also he who lives in Janina, or Thessaloniki, or Seres, or Adrianople, or Constantinople, or Trebizone, or Crete, or Samos, or any other country of the Greek history or race…There are two great centers of Hellenism, Athens and Constantinople. Athens is only the capitol of the kingdom; Constantinople is the great capital, the City, I Polis, the attraction and the hope of all the Hellenes.32



Until it came crashing down after a disastrous war with Turkey in 1922, the Megali idea (the Great Idea), as outlined by Kolettis, became the ideology above all others driving the Greek state. The geographical boundaries of the Megali idea were drawn freely from an imaginative reconstruction of Byzantine and classical Greek polities. As a programme for territorial expansion, it contained the potential for conflict not just with the Turks of the Ottoman Empire but with the Bulgarians, Albanians and even the Serbs. The Greek claim was ‘historicist’, in that it referred back to earlier Greek states. As the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires began to fragment, historicist arguments such as the Megali idea and plans to resurrect the medieval Serb and Bulgarian empires came into conflict ever more frequently with the modern demographic, linguistic and cultural realities of the peninsula.

A few months after Kolettis’s announcement, Ilija Garašanin, the most capable and influential Serbian politician of the mid-nineteenth century, secretly sketched out his ambition for the expansion of the Serbian state. The načertanije or Plan, as Garašanin’s project was known, was informed by a historicist approach, recalling the supposed halcyon days and territorial boundaries of Tsar Dušan’s medieval Serbian empire, and by a linguistic-cultural criterion. The sentiment underlying the načertanije seemed to imply that where there was any doubt, it could be assumed that a south Slav was a Serb, whether he knew it or not.

Garašanin had good cause to concentrate on the future territorial development of the Serbian state. Although independent in all but name, Serbia still had to pay close attention to the Ottoman Empire. Politically, the Serbs were dependent on the Porte’s goodwill and overdependent on the protection of Russia. Economically, the country relied on the transit routes and markets of the Ottoman Empire. Like most Serbian notables, Garašanin’s family had extensive interests in the pig-farming trade, and although a supporter of the free-trade agreement struck between Serbia and the Habsburg Empire in 1837, he was worried about the leverage this deal gave Vienna over Serbia. He was convinced that land-locked Serbia needed an outlet to the sea. One large obstacle stood between Serbia and its dream of a port – the vilayet (province) of Bosnia. In order to guarantee Serbia’s economic independence, Bosnia needed to be incorporated into Serbia. The idea of a Greater Serbia had been born.

If Serbia were to attempt to expand northwards into the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Garašanin knew that Vienna and Budapest would crush the challenge. Bosnia and Hercegovina, attached to a declining Ottoman Empire and home to a large, disgruntled Orthodox Christian peasantry, offered a much greater prospect of success. As one of Garašanin’s closest aids put it in conversation with Ban Jelačić, ‘The entire future of Serbia lies in the Balkan peninsula while events in Austria affect her only indirectly.’33 This was in April 1848. Two weeks later, events forced Garašanin to think differently.

After Louis-Philippe fled France for England in February 1848, revolution ripped eastwards through Europe, touching first Frankfurt and the German Confederation before heading south to Vienna. Within days, revolts in Saxony, Berlin and Bavaria forced princely or kingly rulers into concessions or collapse. On 24 March, Sardinia promised Lombardy armed assistance against the Habsburgs. The Vienna system, designed to protect both absolutism and the balance of power, was in ruins, and its architect, Prince Metternich, joined Louis-Philippe in English exile. The Holy Alliance that bonded Prussia, Russia and Austria in their crusade against liberalism was paralysed.

Revolution seized Vienna on Monday, 13 March. The city descended into chaos. In a desperate effort to stabilize the situation, Kaiser Ferdinand V announced a series of concessions, including full freedom of the press and the right of regions to form their own militias. The Hungarians were swift to exploit Ferdinand’s weakness. In a state of political and psychological shock, the Kaiser immediately granted demands for the creation of a Hungarian cabinet to rule the lands of St Stephen. Count Lajos Batthyány was appointed Prime Minister. He and his progressive colleagues, notably Lajos Kossuth, seized their moment and implemented a wide range of social and economic reforms.

Ferdinand did, however, counter the Hungarian push towards autonomy with one key decision – the appointment, on 23 March, of Josip Jelačić as Ban (Viceroy) of Croatia, thereby establishing an alternative centre of authority inside the Hungarian crown lands. The choice of Jelačić was disputed at the court in Vienna. He was not a general and had to be promoted two ranks in order to assume the title of Ban, which angered senior officers in the Habsburg military. The conservatives in Vienna viewed him as a dangerous revolutionary, but thanks to Archduchess Sofie, Ferdinand’s conspiratorial aunt, the Kaiser agreed to his appointment. In fact, as Sofie and her clique had hoped, he turned out to be the ideal candidate. Although sympathetic to the Croatian national movement, Jelačić was absolutely loyal to the Kaiser and his Empire.

The initiative to appoint Jelačić had originated in a petition to the Kaiser, signed jointly by representatives of Croatia’s gentry and its aristocracy. They had been prompted to do so by the vigorous peasant rebellion that swept through Croatia and Slavonia in March 1848. They saw Jelačić as a guarantor both of greater autonomy and of law and order against a restless peasantry, potentially the most powerful revolutionary force in Croatia during 1848. His appointment was also the first move in a complicated game played by the court in Vienna to set Hungarian and Croatian nationalism against each other. The resulting collision played a key role in the defeat of revolution in the Empire.

Ferdinand’s decree on the press and the national guard was insufficient to halt the breakdown in authority. Instead, a variety of ideological and professional groups began pressing their demands through a series of mass meetings. One of the most radical organizations was the Croat student body. Ljudevit Gaj, who had raced to Vienna from Zagreb as soon as the news of revolution reached Croatia, made contact with these revolutionary students. They were, however, still unclear whether to agitate on behalf of Croats or Slavs in general. At their opening assembly, they issued a proclamation to the people, called Greetings to our Brothers in Croatia, Slavonia and Dalmatia. The title suggested an appeal to Croats. But its content proposed a broader pan-Slav, and specifically anti-Hungarian, agenda:


Half the Empire is made up of Slavs but time and again we are squeezed and tortured like no other people…The self-seekers will tell that you already have freedom of the press and a national guard so stop making a fuss. Do you know what freedom is without nationality? A body without a soul. A dead thing. We want living freedom! Do you not realize that in Pozsony [Bratislava, where the Hungarian parliament met] they wanted to annihilate you in the name of that dead freedom, to annihilate the name of our people, our national colours, our national heraldry and our language?34



Croat students believed reaction was already defeated. Yet Metternich’s political demise signalled the beginning of a bloody and self-destructive competition between the new liberal elites of the Empire. At the centre of this struggle lay Hungary.

Liberals and progressives throughout western Europe and the United States welcomed the Hungarian revolution as the crowning moment of that momentous year – and there is no doubt that the Hungarians offered the most serious challenge to the anciens régimes of the Holy Alliance. Kossuth and the Hungarian government played their cards with great dexterity, especially in building wide political support for their programme among Hungarians.

After the appointment of Batthyány as Prime Minister, the new government had to overcome three hurdles. First, it had to strike a political bargain with Vienna. It did not even raise the possibility of separating from the Empire; the Kaiser was to remain as monarch, and Vienna would be able to call on the services of the Hungarian army. Second, it had to establish a strong social base among Hungarians in support of the reformist programme. The Hungarian Liberals around Kossuth were wary of the revolutionary potential of a peasantry still locked in feudal penury. ‘We could either crush the revolution’, explained Ferenc Deák, one of the leading rebels, ‘or we could place ourselves at its head thereby preventing civil war between us and the peasantry.’35 One of the first reforms enacted by the Hungarian parliament immediately after the revolution was the abolition of all feudal obligations. The landowners were to be paid compensation and a new, more equitable tax system introduced. Mutual suspicion between the landowners and the peasantry was still strong but the land reform, combined with the developing sense of Hungarian national identity, was sufficient to limit social unrest.

The third obstacle was formed by the national minorities. Freed from Habsburg rule, the minorities immediately acquired a new oppressor in the Hungarian administration. The modernizing and centralizing aspects of the reforms were underpinned and reinforced by nationalism – it could hardly have been otherwise. Nonetheless, although Hungarian historians generally insist that efforts were made to induce the minorities to cooperate with the Revolution, the Liberals’ offers fell far short of what was needed to prevent a revolt against Hungarian rule.

And a general revolt is what they got. Instead of wooing Jelačić, Battyhány attempted to have him dismissed on 10 June. The challenge to the Hungarian government duly came – not from the Croats, but from the Serbs.

Novi Sad was the largest and most influential urban centre of the Serbs. Its economy and culture were far in advance of Belgrade’s. Until the early 1840s, the Serbs of Novi Sad and the Banat region had enjoyed rising living standards due to their role as middlemen in the trade between Serbia and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. As the Hungarian Liberals encroached on Vienna’s authority during the 1840s, the influence of the Serb population on public affairs was marginalized. By 1848, the policy of exclusion had degenerated into arbitrary repression.

In March of that year, the Serbs presented a petition to the Hungarian government, demanding the restoration of autonomy for the Orthodox Church and the recognition of Serbian as a state language. In exchange, the Serbs said they would back the Hungarian struggle against Vienna. Kossuth dismissed their demands with a brusque warning that ‘only the sword would decide this matter’.36 In doing so he sealed the unspoken alliance between Serbs and Croats – the ‘one-blooded nation with two faiths’ – and, as a result, the fate of the Hungarian revolution.

On 2 April, a Serb delegation in Vienna appealed for the unification of the Banat and Bačka (two provinces within Vojvodina) with Croatia, Slavonia and Dalmatia. With the approval of Serbia’s Prince Alexander Karadjordjević, who had come to power in 1842, and Ilija Garašanin in Belgrade, Serb leaders in Novi Sad decided to convene a Serb National Assembly. At the beginning of May, Serbs from all over the Banat streamed into Sremski Karlovci, the former seat of the Orthodox Church in the Habsburg Empire. Joined by Croats, Czechs, Poles and Slavs, they gathered in the streets and began chanting ‘Rise up, Rise up, Serbs!’ Through popular acclamation, the government of the Serbian Vojvodina was proclaimed, headed by Colonel Josip Šupljikac, the supreme Vojvoda (Military Leader or Duke).* Rajačić was named Patriarch of the restored seat in Karlovci. Conspicuously, the new assembly did not rescind allegiance either to Vienna or to the Kingdom of Hungary. But the concluding words of the proclamation breathed life into the Yugoslav idea for the first time: ‘Before all else, we demand resolutely a true and genuine union with our brothers of the same blood and tribe, the Croats. Long Live Unity! Long Live the Triune Kingdom!’37

At the same time, the Hungarian government envoy in Vojvodina, Petar Čarnojević, himself a Serb, established summary courts throughout the region, sentencing many Serbs to death and hanging dozens of them. They were allegedly preparing an uprising although the evidence against them was often very slim. Serbs in the town of Kikinda rose in protest, sparking off a series of small but gruesome conflicts. The Serbs lynched both Hungarians and those Serbs who declared their loyalty to the government in Pest. * Units of the Hungarian army responded by launching counterattacks on the towns and villages.

On 12 June, the Hungarian commander, General Hrabovsky, mobilized his forces in the garrison of Petrovaradin and began to bombard the patriarchal seat of Sremski Karlovci. In response, Djordje Stratimirović, the operational commander of the forces of the Serbian Vojvodina, mobilized all Serb males in the province. The Hungarians dispatched Čarnojević for talks but, as Stratimirović later wrote, ‘with this fervour that had gripped both Serbs and Hungarians, all these attempts at peace had become academic. In Novi Sad…bloody fighting had broken out; Serbs and Hungarians took up arms’.38 The Revolution of 1848 was transformed into civil war. Thus began


the most curious of all wars, in which troops on both sides flew the same flag, claimed loyalty to the same ruler, and treated their opponents as traitors and rebels…Many officials believed sincerely that his majesty was on their side; others were Magyar or Serbian nationalists; the majority were desperate and confused. The mutual reluctance of many combatants did not prevent the war in the South from deteriorating into general brutality. In the extraordinary ethnic mosaic of the Banat…where Serbian, Hungarian, Romanian, German, Slovak and Bulgarian settlers of the Catholic, Orthodox and Protestant faiths had lived in peace for centuries, people were massacring one another in the name of nationality [emphasis added].39



This was a modern conflict, triggered by imperial collapse and the nationalist rivalry of two liberal bourgeoisies. It was not an explosion of ancient tribal hatreds, as is so often claimed. And the Serbs and Croats, after all, were fighting side by side as brothers.

The struggle in the Vojvodina was passionate and confusing. Units of the Military Frontier, whose job in theory was to defend the border against the Turks, were pulled in every direction. Some Serb and Croat units fought with the Hungarians. Others, which included Hungarians, fought with the Serbs. In Budapest, Batthyány and the Hungarian Catholic Church advanced the theory that the Serbs were luring the Croats into an alliance in order to impose the Orthodox faith on the Catholic Croats. In some areas, this Hungarian ploy succeeded and battles broke out between Serbs and Croats.

In general, however, the outbreak of war provoked a great wave of sympathy for the Serbs in Croatia and Slavonia. Dozens of patriotic songs and poems were written praising the brotherhood of Serbs and Croats, poems like Vojnica (War Lament) which describes how Patriarch Rajačić immediately appealed to Ban Jelačić for support after the outbreak of civil war:


The fire was lit in Kikinda,

The wild Magyars are hanging my sons.

Vukovar and Petrovaradin

Are in their hands; a knife is in our back.

And Hrabovsky, the man of the hornbeam head:

The fiend, the plague of the Slav people*

Has led the charge on Karlovci.

The Serbs respond in kind.

I handed weapons to our children,

For our people is soaking in blood.

We cannot resist alone.

Help from the Croats is needed forthwith.40



On 11 June, the day before Hrabovsky’s artillery assault on Sremski Karlovci, the people of Prague rioted in support of the creation of an independent Czech army. Students and workers joined together and fought running battles with imperial grenadiers in the centre of the Czech capital. A week later, Prince Alfred Windischgrätz, the imperial commander in Bohemia and Moravia, issued orders to bombard Prague to force the closure of the pan-Slav congress, which was meeting there. Prague’s beautiful baroque façades took a heavy pounding while bloody skirmishes between the Czechs and the imperial army resulted in over 350 deaths.* The Czechs surrendered their capital city after a few days.

The outcome in Prague represented the first success of a reactionary group at the imperial court. These conservatives believed the time was ripe for counterrevolution. Like Windischgrätz, most were senior commanders of the Austrian army. At the end of July, their confidence grew still greater with the victory of General Radetzky over the Piedmontese at Custozza.

By the late summer of 1848, the following, stupefyingly complex, military and political situation obtained in the Austro-Hungarian empire:

1 In the Vojvodina or southern Hungary, the Serbs of Vojvodina and Hungarians were at war.

2 The Croats, under Jelačić, were preparing to invade Hungary.

3 The Hungarians faced outbreaks of rebellion among the Slovaks in the north of their crown lands.

4 After the Pest government proclaimed the Union of Transylvania with Hungary, the Romanians of Transylvania organized a rebellion.

5 In Italy, military errors and political disunity resulted in the collapse of the Piedmontese-led war to liberate Lombardy and Venice from the Austrian Empire.

6 In Vienna, the liberal revolutionaries were demanding unification of the Austrian Empire with the Germans of the Frankfurt parliament to create a Greater Germany under a constitutional monarchy. This was fuelled by German nationalism, putting the Viennese revolutionaries at odds with their Czech and Hungarian counterparts.

7 With the exception of the Italians, none of the nationalist movements actually supported the dismissal of the Kaiser as their monarch.

8 The imperial court, resident in Innsbruck, had meanwhile approved the suppression of the Czechs and backed Radetzky’s campaign in Italy. It also gave tacit support to the Croats and the Serbs in their struggle against Hungary. This move was a key component in the imperial strategy of ‘divide and rule’.

9 Under pressure from the political and intellectual elite in the principality of Serbia, Ilija Garašanin permitted the formation of volunteer units from Serbia proper to fight in the Vojvodina. Serbia was also supplying weaponry to the Vojvodina Serbs, and offering money and logistical support to the Croats.

10 Russia had assembled a substantial army on the River Pruth. Tsar Nicholas I was ready to attack the Hungarians in defence of the Holy Alliance with Vienna.

11 The following active or tacit alliances existed:

The Italians and Hungarians supported each other’s movements.

The Croats and Czechs attempted to coordinate their activities.

The Serbs of Vojvodina and the Croats formed an informal military alliance with the aim of south Slav unification.

Serbia proper discreetly supported this alliance.

The imperial court gave apparent backing to the Serbs and the Croats but secretly remained resolutely opposed to either group’s national demands.

Tsar Nicholas supported the Kaiser.

Serbia feared an alliance between Hungary and Turkey.

Hungary was confident it could defeat Jelačić, but feared, with good reason, the Tsar’s army on the Pruth.

If Windischgrätz were to defeat the court’s main enemy, the Hungarians, he needed to channel Croatian and Serbian nationalism against Budapest. It was time to reap the benefits from Jelačić’s appointment. With the Hungarians facing challenges on so many fronts, Jelačić elected to march on Hungary, hoping that this would secure autonomy for Croatia. But above all, he wanted to demonstrate his loyalty to the imperial court and therefore allowed himself to be co-opted by Windischgrätz’s counterrevolution. The Croats, poorly equipped and lacking sufficient forces for the campaign, were halted by the Hungarians at the battle of Pákozd on 29 September. The imperial military leadership had promised Jelačić reinforcements, but they never came, and some Croatian historians have argued convincingly that Windischgrätz withheld this support intentionally.41 In this way, the leader of the counter-revolution steadily drained Jelačić’s authority within Croatia while sapping the strength of the Hungarian military. Jelačić’s Achilles’ heel was his devotion to the monarchy. After Pákozd, he retreated not to Croatia but to Vienna where he assisted Windischgrätz in the campaign to drive the revolutionaries out of the imperial capital. Though he may have appeared weak and indecisive he faced a difficult dilemma and one cannot be too harsh on him. His illusions about the imperial court were shared by many Croat patriots. Indeed, only a small group on the left of the Narodna stranka articulated the need for an alliance with the Hungarians, which would have been a formidable challenge to Vienna. But the government in Pest contributed substantially to the collapse of the revolution by refusing to accommodate the Croats or other minorities.

The second factor that undermined the Croats was the failure of their leaders to resolve the question of the peasantry. The Croatian Sabor had been very reluctant to abolish the peasants’ feudal obligations, and even when they did, much later than the Hungarians, Croatia’s landowners were reluctant to implement the new regulations. Throughout the summer of 1848, spontaneous peasant uprisings broke out in Croatia and Slavonia and were suppressed by the Zagreb authorities. The peasantry’s attitude towards the Croatian political reform was therefore ambivalent at best. Some Croatian landowners were even inclined to support the imperial counter-revolution to re-establish their authority over their peasants. This division was conspicuously absent in Hungary where the revolution had a wider social base.

The Hungarian revolution assumed still more radical forms. In December, Windischgrätz forced the abdication of the weak Kaiser Ferdinand, who was succeeded by the eighteen-year-old Franz Joseph. The Habsburg authorities had already abolished the Hungarian government and warned all who refused to submit to imperial rule that they would be considered traitors. The Hungarians countered by withholding recognition of Franz Joseph and establishing instead a revolutionary National Defence Committee under the leadership of Kossuth.

The Hungarians drove the imperial forces out of the country. At this point in the summer of 1849, Tsar Nicholas I offered his services to Franz Joseph in the name of the Holy Alliance. Two Russian armies, one stationed east of the Pruth in Bessarabia, the other east of the Vistula in Russian-controlled Poland, swept across and down into Hungary and finally smashed the revolution in August.

Reaction had triumphed throughout the Habsburg Empire. In Hungary, the newly restored Austrian authorities exacted a terrible retribution against the rebels. Elsewhere in the Empire, the demands of other national communities, especially the Croats and Serbs, who had contributed significantly to the exhaustion of the Hungarian forces, were simply ignored by the Kaiser. Liberal nationalism had apparently suffered a catastrophic defeat.

In one respect, the Hungarian claim to primacy in the challenge to Habsburg absolutism is justified – it almost succeeded in destroying half an empire. But the emphasis that many western historians have placed on the path-breaking role of Kossuth’s movement has obscured the debilitating impact of mutually exclusive national claims on the events of 1848. In its drive for modernization, liberal constitutionalism had too often become inseparable from national intolerance.

The war in Vojvodina, in particular, demonstrated the grim potential for violence that exists when power vacuums emerge in a region where two or more nascent national groups compete to replace the retreating authority. This has been the most common cause of war in the Balkans since the beginning of the nineteenth century. Serbia’s response to the conflict in the Vojvodina is also instructive. Garašanin neither wanted nor expected the Serbs in Vojvodina to rebel. Like most others, he was convinced that the conditions for an uprising were riper in Bosnia-Hercegovina. For this reason, Garašanin invested time and money in establishing a network of secret agents in Bosnia. Should unrest break out there, he intended to direct the course of revolution. The Serb rebels in Vojvodina deflected attention in Serbia proper away from Bosnia towards a region in which Serbia was reluctant to get involved. Serbia was now a de facto state; as such the responsibilities and calculations of its political elite had changed. Its primary aim was to guarantee the security and economic well-being of the state and to develop the mechanisms and institutions of a constitutional monarchy. Expansionist adventures would only be embarked upon if there was a good prospect of success. There was little chance of victory in Vojvodina. Serbia’s involvement indicated that in this age of maturing nationalism a community on the periphery, like the Vojvodina Serbs, could exert an influence on the policy of a mother state disproportionate to its value. Ultimately, however, the interests of state, rather than the struggle of the community outside its borders, were paramount.

The events in Croatia of 1848 demonstrated that the Croats faced an uphill struggle for liberation. In addition to the divisions and weaknesses in Croat society, Croatia faced a serious topographical problem. The Triune Kingdom – Croatia, Slavonia and Dalmatia – had a weird shape. The Ottoman strategic bastion of Bosnia-Hercegovina jutted into the Kingdom like an intrusive arrow. This made the journey from the port of Split in Dalmatia to eastern Slavonia unnecessarily long and awkward. The early leaders of the Illyrian movement all recognized this anomaly by proposing that any future Croatian state should include, at the very least, Bosanska Krajina in north-western Bosnia or preferably the whole of Bosnia-Hercegovina. The Serbs assumed that Bosnia belonged to them. In 1848, the Muslim landowners and administrators of Bosnia still thought it was theirs. Given that the Serbs were well advanced in their project of state-building, the Croats were faced with an awkward dilemma. Either they would need to cooperate with the Serbs, and accept a subordinate role, or oppose them and face the consequences.

Despite the importance of 1848 for the northern Balkans, it remains a short, ferocious storm in a long period of relative calm. After the storm had subsided, the new Balkan elites returned to the problem of state-building. In this they demonstrated a surprising degree of energy and enterprise.

In the grip of progress: the Danubian Principalities, 1820–66

Romania’s road to independence was marked by such unexpected twists and turns that it might have been drawn by M.C. Escher. In January 1821, Tudor Vladimirescu, a minor boyar and former soldier in the Russian army, led an uprising of militiamen whose primary aim was to depose the Greek prince, the hospodar, and banish Phanariot rule from the two Principalities, Wallachia and Moldavia. Throughout the eighteenth century the hospodars had sucked the cultural and economic lifeblood out of the Principalities, as illustrated by the mutation of the Greek word kiverneo, meaning ‘to govern’, into its Romanian derivative chiverniseala, which means ‘to get rich’.42 Subordinate to the Porte, the hospodars administered an economic regime that forced Romania’s indigenous aristocracy, the boyars, to sell a large part of their produce to Constantinople at prices fixed below the value of the goods in western Europe. At a time when the Ottoman Empire’s ability to harvest declining resources was under pressure, the hospodar system, which ensured the steady flow of annual tribute, commodities and tax revenue, was extremely useful.

The Vladimirescu uprising was driven by hostility to Greeks. Herein lies a bizarre paradox: carried out by Romanians in the heart of Wallachia, the uprising was conceived and executed as the first act of the Greek Revolution. It was intended to soften up the Principalities’ defences to facilitate Alexander Ypsilantis’s invasion from Russia into Moldavia. The affair was planned by the Philiki Etairia whose leadership hoped it would trigger a wave of instability through the Empire, leading to the eventual liberation not of the Romanians but of the Greeks.

Vladimirescu and Ypsilantis failed to ignite a broader revolution because they did not receive the expected support from Russia. St Petersburg and Istanbul were old enemies, but Tsar Alexander was deeply conservative and felt obliged to resist revolution wherever it occurred, whether in Russia or in neighbouring empires. While it was legitimate to beat the Turk on the battlefield, it was not done to subvert him from within. Thus the first lesson from the débâcle was that no revolutionary movement in the Principalities could succeed without the backing of a great power. Between 1711 and 1829, seven major wars were fought on the territory of Moldavia and Wallachia. The Principalities stood at the intersection of the Russian, Austrian and Turkish empires, and acted as the land bridge which Russian armies had to cross into the Balkan peninsula. In the eyes of St Petersburg, their strategic importance among the proto-states of the Balkans was unparalleled. The fate of such a crucial region could not possibly be left to the people who happened to live there.

Disillusioned with Ypsilantis and the Etairia, Vladimirescu nonetheless found himself in control of Bucharest. Here he assumed the role of revolutionary Prince to replace the hospodar who had been poisoned by Vladimirescu’s co-conspirators. But Vladimirescu soon found himself in trouble with his own people. The peasants around Bucharest seized this revolutionary moment to make their own demands, mainly to abolish the hated feudal obligation, the clacă, which obliged the peasant to work an unlimited number of days for his landlord every year. When the Turkish army crossed the Danube to restore order, the Romanian landowners were greatly relieved.

The Turks did agree to do away with the hospodars, who had become too unreliable. The boyars were happy to continue collecting the tribute for the Porte while augmenting their economic power with political influence. For the peasantry, however, a greedy Romanian oligarchy had replaced a Greek kleptocracy. Landowners did not pay taxes, peasants did. In Greece and Serbia, the peasants had formed the backbone of the military force that shook Ottoman rule, and while this did not eliminate tension between the emerging elites and the peasantry, it did mean that peasant interests were not ignored. In Wallachia and Moldavia, it never entered the boyars’ heads that the peasants had any legitimate demands whatsoever.

Nonetheless, French revolutionary ideas were transmitted to Romania more swiftly than to anywhere else in the Ottoman Empire because of the close linguistic affinity between Romanian and French. The sons of rich boyars, especially from Wallachia, were sent to study in Paris where they quickly adopted French political culture as their own. During the reign of the hospodars, the hitherto hereditary title of boyar had been devalued by regulations allowing its sale. The proliferation of noble titles created a new type of boyar, less wedded to the countryside but eager to exercise political influence. This urban boyar became first the agent of western ideas in the Principalities and later the backbone of the Liberal party, just as the landowning boyar would later support the Conservatives.

The works of Montesquieu, Voltaire and Rousseau flooded into the private and public libraries of the Principalities, particularly Wallachia. Boyars, intellectuals and merchants from Bucharest and Iaşi made the pilgrimage to Paris. The appearance of Romanian cities was transformed over a twenty-year period from the mid-1820s. The boyars embarked on the large-scale cultivation of wheat, which was sent up the Danube to western markets. The barges returned loaded with clothes, furniture and cigars. Fashion changed dramatically, as the Ottoman robes of the east were discarded in favour of the hats and suits of St Petersburg and Vienna. One contemporary commentator noted in 1829 how Bucharest had been struck by ‘the disease of love’. Divorce, affairs, elopement and rape appear to have been part of the staple culture of the Wallachian capital’s nobility.

With their awakened passion for national revival, the boyars established the principle of joint citizenship for the people of Wallachia and Moldavia. The idea of being Romanian, with a common heritage, was invented in its modern form. The demand for the unification of the Principalities was heard ever louder, especially in Bucharest where people regarded the city as the natural centre of power in a future Romanian state. Although dramatic, these changes affected a small proportion of society. As the leading historian of modern Romania puts it, the boyars had listened to only one part of the revolutionary messages from France, ‘the foreign policy and the revival of nationalism, completely ignoring its democratic aspect, social equality’.43

Four peculiar circumstances – an absentee landlord, the Sultan; an indigenous landlord class; proximity to Russia and Austria; and the growing influence of Enlightenment ideas – allowed the Principalities to stumble into autonomy in the late 1820s. Unlike the Serbs and the Greeks, the Wallachians and Moldavians did not have to run the gauntlet of full-scale armed insurrection against the Muslim overlord. The boyars continued much as before, accommodating themselves to the vagaries of great-power politics.

The decisive event came in 1829 with the Treaty of Adrianople, which concluded the Russo-Turkish war and drove the Ottomans from the Principalities in all but name. Although the Principalities were still obliged to pay an annual tribute to the Porte and recognize the Sultan as sovereign, Russia now dominated Wallachia and Moldavia, creating a quasi-constitution, known as the Organic Regulations, for each Principality. The boyars were no longer restricted to the Ottoman markets – they could sell their produce wherever they wanted.

The Regulations did not transform the Principalities overnight into a paradise of laissez-faire commercial activity. Having lost a substantial chunk of its European territory in the Greek War of Independence, the Ottoman Empire was still determined to milk both the Principalities and Serbia within the framework of their new autonomous status. So although the boyars could choose their markets in principle, they still had to trade under a punitive tariff regime; and their new-found autonomy was seen as a threat by Russia to its own economic interests. Austria-Hungary, for its part, regarded the loosening of ties between the Principalities and the Porte as an excellent opportunity to extend its commercial influence in the region. Thus, Moldavia and Wallachia had sailed out of the Empire’s stagnant economic lake into the turbulent sea of great-power strategic and commercial interests.

Despite these difficulties, Romanian trade expanded. In accordance with the Treaty of Adrianople, the Ottoman army had evacuated its three fortresses defending the Danube basin in Turnu-Măgurele, Giurgiu and Brăila. This extremely fertile area was now open to cultivation, providing the foundations for a boom in cereal production. In 1831 the amount of land under cultivation stood at only 370,000 hectares, which was roughly the same as it had been a century earlier. By 1865 this had grown to 1,415,000 hectares while in 1912 the figure stood at 5,180,000. This astonishing growth also saw a sharp rise in the cultivation of wheat and a relative decline in corn production, so that on the eve of the First World War, the Principalities had become the fourth largest wheat producer and exporter in the world after the United States, Canada and Russia. Such a mighty achievement was not always advantageous: wheat production rocketed throughout the world during the nineteenth century, leading to a drastic fall in prices, so that even though Romania was producing a great deal more wheat, the growth in its income was relatively low.

Before the landowning boyars could exploit the country’s growing agricultural potential, they had to overcome the problem of transport. Road-building did not begin until the 1840s, creating great difficulties for the transport of perishable goods. It was more expensive to send grain 320 kilometres from northern Moldavia to the Black Sea coast than it was to ship it from the Black Sea to Britain. Russia saw wheat cultivation in Romania as a threat to its own harvests in southern Russia, much of it sold on to Britain and France. If the Principalities were able to modernize the port facilities on the Danube and the Black Sea, they could begin to undercut the price of Russian wheat on world markets. To throttle this competition, Russia exploited its position as protector of the Principalities by allowing the mouth of the Danube to silt up. Russia’s interest in the Principalities was essentially strategic. St Petersburg wanted a pliant satellite, not an economic competitor.

The period of Russian domination in the 1830s and 1840s left both the landowning boyars and the growing urban elite unhappy. The former resented Russian foot-dragging on the economy, while the latter was frustrated by the slow progress of political reform and the obstacles it faced in developing the country’s industrial base, especially in Wallachia where the greatest concentration of factories lay. The Russians, however, had created an important constitutional voice through which the boyars could articulate their dissatisfaction, namely the assemblies of Wallachia and Moldavia. Democracy this was not. The assemblies were elected by about 800 boyars, who were hostile to any hint of liberal reform. The assemblies were in turn subordinate to a prince who was also elected by an extremely limited franchise. The prince ruled for life and although the assemblies did not have the right of recall, they were able to make their influence felt through control over the budget. The Principalities were thus ruled by a reactionary oligarchy. Their opposition to Russia was not born of hostility to absolutism but to the specific economic restrictions which Russia imposed on them.

A perennial grievance was the continuing separation of the two Principalities, an issue taken up by the rising class of lesser boyars. They shared the landowners’ antipathy to the Russian protectorate, and they resented their exclusion from political life. Tired of floating in this constitutional purgatory, liberal Romanians exploited the European wave of discontent in 1848 by mounting their own revolution – the only uprising that year in territories under Ottoman suzerainty.

The rebellion began in the Moldavian capital, Iaşi, but soon petered out there. Then, in late June, a group of young liberals deposed the ruling prince in Wallachia, Gheorgiu Bibescu, and established a revolutionary government in the capital, Bucharest. The victorious conspirators were dominated by a new and impressive breed of Romanian intellectuals and politicians. Many were the Paris-educated sons of rich boyars. The events of 1848 were a stormy baptism for this young and inexperienced group, which later became the most forceful proponent of liberalism in Romania. Paradoxically, the revolution was not a carnival of anti-Ottoman sentiment. The rebels realized that the Ottoman Empire was politically impotent in the Principalities. Indeed, they showed imagination by securing the backing of the Ottoman government for their revolutionary constitution. This support was only withdrawn under extreme pressure from Tsar Nicholas.

While wooing the Porte, the revolutionaries vented their wrath against the oligarchy and the Russians by publicly burning the Organic Regulations. The boyars were the chief beneficiaries of the Regulations while the Russians were their main sponsors. It was Nicholas I who persuaded Sultan Abdülmecid (1839–61), and not the other way round, to join his forces in occupying the Principalities in September 1848 and suppressing the revolution.

A central goal of the revolutionaries had been unification of the two Principalities, but they faced internal opposition. A broad political division separated the Moldavian and Wallachian elites, symbolized by the different intellectual influences in their two capitals, Iaşi and Bucharest. Among intellectuals in the Moldavian capital, the influence of German Romantic nationalism, especially the ideas of J.G. Herder, was paramount. Herder’s work suggested that the essence of national identity was transmitted through popular language and culture. During the nineteenth century, his theories were adopted by conservative nationalists who believed that national identity could not be learnt, but only transmitted through blood. In contrast, the Bucharest intellectuals had imbibed the French conception of nationhood which saw commitment to a particular culture as the central requirement in establishing a person’s national identity. (Everyone could be considered French provided they accepted French culture – unless, of course, they had yet to attain ‘civilization’, like the Algerians.) For this latter group, anyone, regardless of origin, could join the Romanian national struggle by accepting its goals (but, as we shall see, Romania’s Jews were excluded from this liberal embrace).

Bucharest intellectuals, like Ion C. Brătianu and C.A. Rosetti, who established the revolutionary government of 1848 and would later inspire the founding of the Liberals, were the first to advance the theory that Romanians formed the last outpost of western culture in south-eastern Europe. Their ethnic identity and autonomous traditions, they believed, meant that they shared much more in common with French and English culture than with the ‘Asiastic’ values of the other regions of the Ottoman Empire.

Of course, the lines separating these two intellectual trends in Romanian nationalism were hazy, particularly where they overlapped with political allegiance. The regionalist sentiment in Moldavia dovetailed with the interests of the dominant landowning boyars in the Principality. Many rejected unification as they feared, with good reason, that a centralizing government might interfere with their comfortable economic arrangements in the countryside. The Moldavian boyars and intellectuals tried to scupper the union of the two Principalities in 1866. That year saw the establishment of a Romanian monarchy which effectively secured the country’s unification and marked an important step on the road to full independence. But before the supporters of unification were able to find a foreign prince willing to take on the task of running an obscure Balkan proto-state, they needed one of their regular strokes of luck. This came in the form of the Crimean War, one of the most futile wars of the nineteenth century, which greatly benefited the Romanians even though they did not participate in it.

Such an outcome did not seem likely in July 1853 when Russian troops occupied the Principalities, allegedly to protect Christian shrines in the Holy Land. The usual abuses accompanied the Russian occupation. The two princes of Moldavia and Wallachia were forced out of office and fled to Vienna. The Russian authorities introduced a harsh military regime and suppressed political organizations. In October, the Porte declared war on Russia, citing the occupation of the Principalities as the casus belli. In fact, the occupation was a mere symptom of the conflict and not a substantive issue. Nonetheless, it was serious enough to provoke the Austrians into forming a coalition with the Turks and forcing out the Russians. The Russians were prepared to go to war with Turkey but not with both Turkey and Austria. The Romanians were overjoyed at the departure of the Russian troops, but less pleased with the immediate occupation of the Principalities by Austrian and Ottoman forces, which were to remain until the end of the conflict.

The defeat of Russia in the Crimean War was serendipitous for Romania. Nicholas I was forced to relinquish his role as protector of the Principalities. No great power considered restoring the Ottoman Empire’s authority over them, not even the Porte itself. Romania’s future status was to be guaranteed by an international coalition. Wallachia and Moldavia found themselves in a peculiar power vacuum, and a majority of the boyars, including a substantial number of the conservatives, decided to exploit the situation by pushing for unification. They received considerable support for the idea from Napoleon III who supported the Romanians’ maximalist programme – unification of the two Principalities under a foreign prince.

Piedmont, eagerly trying to establish its credentials as an embryonic great power, offered the Romanians full support, partly out of ideological solidarity and partly because it knew that a united Romania would create an extra security problem in a region of the Habsburg Empire far away from Italy. Franz Joseph was worried that unification would exert a powerful attraction on the large Romanian population of Transylvania and so he, together with the Porte, resisted all attempts to extend the Principalities’ autonomy. Vienna and Constantinople received backing from London which regarded unification as a threat to the Ottoman Empire, whose tottering status Britain had, after all, been defending in the Crimean War. This provoked a rift between Britain and France which Russia decided to encourage by warming suddenly to the idea of Romanian unification.

During this manoeuvring by the great powers, the politicians and intellectuals of the Principalities displayed a sensitive touch, considering their lack of experience in the labyrinthine game of great-power diplomacy. Given how little leverage they enjoyed, they achieved a remarkable success when in 1859 they persuaded their guarantors to permit the election of a single prince, Alexander Cuza, a rather dull army officer from Moldavia, to reign over both Principalities for his lifetime.

The triumphant Romanian elite then turned upon itself in a series of damaging internal squabbles. The Liberals and the Conservatives, two nascent political parties, were emerging from the confusion. Cuza, the new prince, was beset by exasperating conspiracies and peculiar coalitions. These brought Liberals and Conservatives, Moldavians and Wallachians, pro-western and pro-Russian factions together in brief, querulous alliances.

Cuza was a reformer who had been active in the 1848 revolution in Bucharest. He was frustrated not just by Conservatives, who were suspicious of his political programme, but by his jealous Liberal allies. This created a dilemma for him – and he soon concluded that if he were to succeed in his reforms, he would have to assume autocratic powers.

Matters reached a climax over the crucial issue of agrarian reform. Throughout the 1850s, peasant dissatisfaction with the ever increasing clacă obligations was growing. The landowners, however, remained intransigent, and Cuza, appreciating that something had to be done about the plight of the peasants, decided to overrule the landowners by force. In 1864, he mounted a military coup, and then issued a decree on agrarian reform.

Unfortunately, the agrarian reform was hastily executed and would exercise a malign influence over Romanian society in the course of the next century. The decree abolished feudal relations in the countryside, but it also destroyed any protection that the peasants had enjoyed. Some 30 per cent of the cultivated land (over 2 million hectares) was distributed to 511,896 peasants. It was not long before the peasants discovered that their small plots were not sufficient for them to turn a profit, so they were forced to enter into ruinous contracts to work the boyars’ lands. In order to maintain profit levels, the boyars imposed devastating conditions on the peasants and the gulf between the two classes widened still further. Although the reform actually benefited the landowners in the short term, they nonetheless considered Cuza’s decree an outrageous incursion on their privileges. The most honest attempt of the nineteenth century to remove the causes of social tension in the Romanian countryside had merely sowed the seeds of future discord.

Part of the opposition to Cuza coalesced around the growing belief that if the Principalities were to secure both unification and independence, it was essential to establish a constitutional monarchy headed by a foreign prince. The preoccupation with the establishment of a royal line drawn from one of Europe’s principal dynasties was intensified by the relative success of the experiment in Greece. Although riven by clientelism and intrigue, Greece’s independence was never in doubt. Not only was its status backed by a great-power coalition, there was an instinctive reluctance on the part of the great powers to tamper with a recognized monarchy. Looking to their immediate neighbour, Serbia, the Romanians saw a fragile Principality that had not succeeded in gaining full independence. In addition, Serbia could not boast the prestige of a prince connected to a great imperial house of Europe. Worse still, they had two princely lines, the Obrenović and Karadjordjević, who were in permanent and sometimes bloody competition. Factional disorders at the court infected the country much more than in Greece, exposing the Serbs to manipulation by foreign powers.

In February 1866, the Romanian conspirators, gathered in what was called ‘the monstrous coalition’, made their move and sent a group of disaffected army officers to arrest Cuza in his bed. He abdicated without resistance to seek solace in the bottle and the arms of his mistress.

The search for a foreign prince turned out to be a delightful mix of daring and farce. Agents were sent to scour Europe for unemployed princes. Some of these were offered the job and turned it down, but eventually Carol of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen, a sub-branch of the Prussian royal family, was chosen. He accepted in principle, but he and his backers in Bucharest had to overcome resistance inside the Principalities and abroad.

Whether by chance or guile (nobody knows who suggested Carol be offered the throne), the choice of a German prince was particularly advantageous. The Romanians believed that Napoleon III would support both unification and the establishment of a constitutional monarchy. Austria-Hungary, Russia and Turkey, the Principalities’ immediate neighbours, would doubtless object and might have prevented a foreign prince’s accession to the throne; but Carol had the support of Germany.

Resistance to the project in Moldavia was spawned by a combination of regional patriotism, conservatism in political and religious circles, and fear of invasion by the 60,000 Russian troops mustered on the border. As plans for Carol’s appointment accelerated in the spring of 1866, there was talk of the peculiar prospect of civil war among Romanians before they were united in a single state. Moldavians warned that Carol would erode the national character of any future state by placing his German bureaucrats in key positions. Carol’s Catholicism fired the wrath of Moldavia’s Orthodox hierarchy while the forced abdication of Cuza, who was from Moldavia, was regarded as a further attempt to diminish the power and significance of Iaşi in favour of Bucharest. In April 1866, the Moldavians took to the streets of their capital to demonstrate against Carol and unification. ‘Down with Union’, ‘Long Live Moldavia’ and ‘Revolution: Fear Not, Hold on a Few Hours, the Russians Are Coming to Our Aid.’ For half a day, civil war reigned in Iaşi. However, the demonstrators were unable to persuade the army units to join their ranks. Seventeen protestors were killed and four wounded. Although many Moldavians believed the events signalled a general uprising against Wallachia, it proved to be a last stand against Bucharest. Although opposition to the King by no means collapsed, it was too weak to resist the growing logic of centralization in the embryonic nation state.

The army’s commitment to unification was crucial and well understood by Carol. He was elected by the joint assembly of Moldavia and Wallachia on 13 May and took office a week later, the day he arrived in Bucharest. With creditable diplomacy, Carol immediately made moves to placate Moldavian hostility to his election; but with an eye to future security, he began reforming the army and establishing close ties with its leadership. Balkan armies in general were aware that they could have little impact in conflicts involving the great powers, but most politicians appreciated how important their role was in the domestic political balance.

The great powers watched the process of Romanian unification closely. At first glance, it is perhaps astonishing that the Romanians achieved this union without being crushed by foreign intervention. Their three great neighbours, Russia, Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire, were in principle opposed to it taking place. But Istanbul’s desire to restore its authority in the Principalities, which after all still owed fealty to the Porte, was cancelled out by Russia’s determination to exclude the Turkish army from the region.

Austria had considered intervening in Romania unilaterally. But the move towards union and the enthronement of Carol matured during one of the most fateful periods of European history. In the summer of 1866, Prussia, under the guiding hand of Otto von Bismarck, the most accomplished European politician of the nineteenth century, humbled the Habsburg Empire at the battle of Königgrätz. In the same year, with the blessing of Napoleon III, Italy exploited Vienna’s weakness by absorbing Venetia into the new kingdom. Bismarck had allotted a minor role to Romania in this enormous upheaval in the European balance of power. Through private channels, he encouraged Carol to accept the throne. A unified Romania with a German royal line represented a distinct setback to Austria-Hungary’s plans for expansion in south-eastern Europe. In addition, a Romanian state was likely to become a magnet for the Romanian population in Transylvania, further unsettling the Habsburg borderlands.

The exclusion of Austria from the politics of north-central Europe and the success of German unification were to have a decisive impact on the development of nationalism and nation states in the Balkans. Although the German state created in 1871 was an empire and its creator a political conservative, it seemed profoundly modern, successful and attractive. It represented a threat to the imperial structures of the Romanovs and Habsburgs, not to mention the military power of France and the industrial superiority of Great Britain. The victory of a centralizing state with a clear Teutonic identity in northern Europe was seen by politicians and intellectuals throughout the Balkans as a vindication of their struggle to establish constitutional monarchies based on the aspirations of a single nationality. Among the southern Slavs, the question of what actually constituted a single nationality was still extremely confused; but this was not yet the main cause of conflict in the Balkans. The 1860s and 1870s saw the Ottoman Empire slide into deep financial crisis. The ever more uncertain balance of power in the Balkans ensured that even minor uprisings of Christian peasants, which had proliferated since the late 1850s, could have momentous consequences for the European balance of power.

* The Imperial Palace in Istanbul whose name became synonymous with the government.

*See chapter 2 for a discussion of the relationship between Muslims and Christians.

*While this pattern is now barely visible in Serbia, it was a central feature of the war in Bosnia-Hercegovina which began in 1992. The strategy pursued by the rural Serbs of besieging towns where Bosnian Muslims were concentrated, and then expelling or murdering the population once the defences were breached, was identical to that developed by Karadjordje in the First Serbian Uprising.

*Karadjordje.

*The majority Ottoman population in the Peloponnese and Crete were Greeks who had converted to Islam. Their mother tongue was Greek.

*This special militarized zone stretched from southern Croatia in the west as far as Transylvania in the east. It was governed directly by Vienna and policed by garrisons who could both defend the Austro-Hungarian Empire from attack by the Ottomans and operate as an offensive force.

*There are three main dialects in Croatia named after the word for ‘what’. Kajkavština is spoken in Zagreb and the surrounding regions; čakavština, the least widely spoken, is heard in Rijeka and the Istrian peninsula; štokavština dominates to the east of Zagreb, in Slavonia and Bosnia. Importantly, most Serbs speak the third form.

*Although a much liked figure, Šupljikac was at the time serving with the Habsburg forces in Italy. The Serbs lost crucial time in organizing their forces awaiting his return.

*In the Vojvodina, Slavonia and Croatia, significant numbers of gentry, Serb and Croat, keenly supported Hungarian rule. Known as Magyarons, they considered the Hungarians to be more reliable as patrons of their class.

*Hrabovsky was himself a Slav.

*These included Windischgrätz’s wife who the Prince had rather injudiciously left in their Prague apartments. A mob broke into the residence and murdered her.
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