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Origins and Expansion of the Ottoman state (1301-1402)

In their initial stages of expansion, the Ottomans were leaders of the Turkish warriors for the faith of 
Islam, known by the honorific title ghazi  (Arabic: “raider”), who fought against the shrinking Christian 
Byzantine state. The ancestors of Osman I (d. 1326), the founder of the dynasty, were members of the 
Kayi tribe who came into Anatolia (the peninsula that makes up most of Turkey today) along with a mass 
of Turkic nomads from Central Asia.

Before Osman’s time, two major events led to creation of the Ottoman Empire. The first event was the 
Battle of Manzikert (1071). The Turkic nomads as established themselves in Iran and Iraq in the mid-11th 
century as the Seljuk dynasty; in this battle, they defeated the Byzantine Empire, opening the way to ex-
pand into eastern and central Anatolia during the 12th century. The second event was the Battle of Kose 
Dagh (1243). In this battle, the Mongols defeated the Seljuqs of Rum (as the Turkish nomads in Anatolia 
called themselves). This pushed the nomads deeper west into Anatolia. These nomads set up indepen-
dent Turkic principalities (think city-states, like ancient Athens). A principality was called beylik because 
the leaders used the Turkic title “bey” (prince). 

One bey was Osman, and his beylik was in northwestern Anatolia, close to Constantinople. Osman 
was surrounded by more powerful beyliks, so instead of going after them he fought with the Byzantine 
Empire. In other words, the early Ottoman sultans focused on expanding their empire westward. Os-
man was a very successful ghazi, so many Muslims and even Christians came to fight for him. He really 
entered history after the Battle of Bapheus (1301); one of the years between 1299 and 1301 is generally 
used as the start of the Ottoman Empire. In this battle, the Ottomans captured the countryside around 
the city of Nicea (present-day Iznik). By 1324 Osman had also taken the important city of Bursa and its 
surrounding area; this was key to the rise of the empire because it gave the Ottomans the administrative, 
economic, and military means to expand (e.g. the ability to create siege equipment) and, more specifical-
ly, to create a professional army.

Osman passed away in 1326 and was succeeded by his son Orhan. Orhan began the military policy 
of employing Christian mercenary troops instead relying on the nomads/ghazis. He was able to defeat 
major Byzantine towns in Anatolia in the 1330s, as well as many rival beyliks in the 1340s. Because of 
the influence this gave him, he was able to become an ally to Byzantium. In the meantime, he also fol-
lowed in the footsteps of traditional Muslim rulers: he had coins minted and the Friday khutbah read in 
his name, he invited scholars into his territory, and in 1331 he established the first Ottoman seminary 
(madrassah). 

The Ottomans entered Europe in 1352, in their role as allies of Byzantium. But once they were there, they 
refused to leave. Orhan helped one potential Byzantine emperor defeat his rival, and in exchange he was 
allowed to raid Thrace (the European part of today’s Turkey) and to marry his ally’s daughter, Theodora. 
Orhan died in 1357, having developed the Ottoman beylik into a regional power surrounding Constanti-
nople on both sides of the Dardanelles Strait.

Orhan was succeeded by his son Murad I. Murad continued to solidify Ottoman control of Thrace. In 
1361 the Ottomans conquered Adrianople (Edirne), the second-most important city of the Byzantine 
Empire. Edirne was the main fortress between Constantinople and the Danube River, and Murad made 
it the capital of the Ottoman Empire. He then began to expand even further to the west, taking control 
of regions that had been the source of Byzantium’s grain and tax revenues. In desperation, Byzantium 
and other nearby European powers (especially Serbia, Bulgaria and Hungary) tried to unite in their effort 
against the Ottomans, but they were all defeated by the 1380s. Next, Murad incorporated many Europe-
an vassals into his empire.
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Being a vassal meant that local rulers of the conquered area could stay in control, as long as they ruled 
on behalf of the Ottoman sultan, paid annual tributes, and provided soldiers for the Ottoman army when 
asked to do so. That policy enabled the Ottomans generally to avoid local resistance by assuring rulers 
and subjects that their lives, properties, traditions, and positions would be preserved if they peaceful-
ly accepted Ottoman rule. It also enabled the Ottomans to govern the newly conquered areas without 
building up a vast administrative system of their own or maintaining large groups of soldiers to hold on to 
a region.

Murad expanded rapidly in Europe. He captured Macedonia (1371), much of Bulgaria (1380s), and Ser-
bia (1389); even today Serbians remember the disastrous Battle of Kosovo in which a European alliance 
was crushed by the Ottoman army. Only Wallachia (Romania), Bosnia, Albania, Greece, and the fort of 
Belgrade (Serbia) remained outside of Ottoman control. Through marriage or simply buying off his oppo-
nents, Murad had also expanded Ottoman territory in Anatolia, topped off by defeating the Ottomans’ 
main rival there, the Karaman beylik, in 1388. 

Murad himself was killed in the Battle of Kosovo, and was immediately succeeded by his son Bayezid. 
Bayezid had to deal with many opponents on different fronts. Despite being in a position to conquer the 
vassals the Ottomans had just defeated at Kosovo, he had to abandon that plan and come back to Ana-
tolia to deal with lingering troublemakers of the Karaman beylik. As he consolidated his rule in Anatolia, 
he had to once again abandon this plan and return to Europe to deal with an uprising. He put down the 
uprising in the early 1390s, occupied Bulgaria and brought it under direct Ottoman rule, and laid siege to 
Constantinople. 

In response, Hungary organized an all-out European crusade against the Ottomans. At the Battle of 
Nicopolis (1396), the Ottomans once again crushed the European force, this time so severely that they 
solidified their control south of the Danube River, and the Abbasid caliph in Cairo was compelled to 
recognize Bayezid as a sultan. Bayezid also earned the epithet yildirim, “the lightning bolt”.  He then re-
turned to Anatolia, conquering eastward all the way up today’s northern Syria and Iraq. 

This turned out to be a bad decision. Many of the rulers of defeated beyliks, and many of the Ottomans’ 
unhappy subjects in Anatolia, sought help from the ruthless Central Asian conqueror Timur (Tamerlane). 
Timur launched a major expedition into Anatolia, and crushed the Ottoman army at the Battle of Ankara 
(1402), taking Bayezid captive. Bayezid died within a year, and the Ottoman Empire seemed to be on the 
verge of collapse.
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Restoration of the Ottoman Empire (1402–1481)

Timur was not interested in conquering Anatolia, so after the Battle of Ankara he treated back into Asia. 
Bayezid was gone, but the Ottoman Empire survived. However, for the next decade internal conflicts be-
tween Bayezid’s sons threatened the empire. Four them competed for the right to succeed their father, 
and each found support in one region of the empire. Eventually, Mehmed I (r. 1413-20) defeated and 
killed his brothers to become the undisputed sultan. 

Mehmed I spent most of his reign re-establishing control of territory that had been lost since 1402. His 
son Murad II (r. 1421-51) also had to spend the early part of his reign doing this, as well as dealing with 
relatives who were trying to make their own claim to be sultan. By 1428, these challenges had been 
overcome. Murad II then turned his attention back to Europe, invading Hungary (1437) and occupying 
Serbia (1439). However, the Ottomans faced defeats in Hungary, and despite being in a position to de-
feat the Hungarians, in 1444 Murad II negotiated for peace. He did the same with the lingering beyliks in 
eastern Anatolia, as he preferred stable borders instead of more expansion. 

During his reign, Murad II introduced the devsirme system (administrative) and the Janissary force (mili-
tary), both of which were designed to take power away from Turkic ghazis and notables and put it in the 
hands of Christian slaves or recent converts to Islam, who were loyal only to the sultan. They were re-
warded for their services with land grants in newly-conquered territory, and would play an important role 
in the empire’s future. 

In 1444, Murad II stepped down from the throne, hoping to avoid conflicts over succession by establish-
ing his son Mehmed II as the sultan in his own lifetime. Mehmed II was only 12 years old at the time, but 
was a brilliant and promising young leader. However, he was too young to rule, and the Ottomans’ many 
opponents took the opportunity to revolt. Murad II had to step back and rule on his son’s behalf until 
his death in 1451. This included putting down yet another European alliance in late 1444, as well taking 
control of much of Greece and fully absorbing Bulgaria. His son Mehmed II was poised to take the grand 
prize: Constantinople. 

After careful planning, Mehmed II laid siege to Constantinople on April 6, 1453. The details of the siege 
have become famous, involving scenes such as the Ottoman navy carrying its ships over land to bypass 
Byzantine sea defenses or a powerful cannon that was designed to bombard the city walls until a section 
finally collapsed. The city fell on May 29, and immediately became the capital of the Ottoman Empire. 

In the 10 years that followed, Mehmed II expanded the empire faster than any sultan before him, with the 
sole exception of Bayezid, “the lightning bolt”. The Ottomans strengthened their grip on the Balkans and 
expanded north to the Crimea (modern-day Ukraine). In 1479 they signed a peace treaty with Venice, a 
long-time rival of the Ottomans, in which Venice recognized Ottoman rule over its former territories and, 
in exchange, was given permission to trade in the empire. Mehmed II was even able to conquer Otranto, 
a city on the Italian mainland, in 1480. He planned to expand further, but he died in 1481, having earned 
the epithet al-Fatih, “the Conqueror”.

But Mehmed II was much more than just a conqueror. He let go of the remaining elements of the Otto-
man beylik built around ghazi culture and turned it into a full-fledged, organized empire with a strong bu-
reaucracy. In Constantinople he built a university, a library, several mosques and waterways, and the Top-
kapi Palace. He allowed the Byzantine Church to continue functioning, and generally respected religious 
communities, organizing them according to the millet system in which they were semi-autonomous. He 
resettled Greeks, Italians, Armenians, Jews (including many Jews who were expelled from Spain), and 
others into Constantinople, creating a diverse and cosmopolitan city. 
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The Peak of the Ottoman Empire (1481-1566)

Mehmed II’s son Bayezid II did not expand the empire much, though he did start the Ottomans’ war with 
the Mamluks, a Egypt-based Muslim dynasty which held both the Abbasid caliph and the holy cities of 
Makkah and Madinah; these possessions were precisely what the Ottomans were interested in. How-
ever, the war came to a standstill. He also launched a war with Venice, a conflict that did little for the 
Ottomans apart from allowing them to develop their navy and ensuring peace at the empire’s European 
borders for the next two decades (i.e until 1521).

Bayezid II famously went to Rome in 1502, seeking an architect to design a bridge over the Golden Horn 
in Constantinople. One of the architects who met with him with a proposal was Leonardo da Vinci, but 
he rejected the proposal, thinking that Leonardo’s design was impossible. Modern-day engineers have 
confirmed that, technically, the design would have worked. However, Bayezid II stuck to his policy of 
“better to be safe than sorry”. 

The greatest threat to Bayezid II proved to be his own family. In 1512, his son Selim I deposed his fa-
ther (who died within a year) and then gradually killed off his brothers and any other contenders for the 
throne. Even at that point, he had earned the epithet yavuz, “the Grim”. In 1514 he led a massive army 
into Anatolia to crush an uprising of the Turkic nomads. He kept moving east, defeating the Safavid (Per-
sian) army of Shah Isma’il at the famous Battle of Chaldiran (1514). He also led a few skirmishes with the 
Mamluks, and in 1517 he achieved the Ottomans’ long-sought goal of defeating the Mamluks, thereby 
joining not only Egypt and Syria but also Arabia―including Makkah and Madinah―to the empire. It 
was at this point that the Ottomans took the title of caliph. 

Selim the Grim died suddenly in 1520, leaving behind the world’s most powerful empire at the time to his 
son, Sulayman. Sulayman has two epithets: qanuni, “the Lawgiver” in the Ottoman world and “the Mag-
nificent” to Europe. In the early years of his reign (1521-22), he conquered the fortress at Belgrade and 
the island of Rhodes. Taking control of Belgrade made the Ottomans important players in European poli-
tics, and they immediately found a rival in the Habsburg dynasty based in present-day Austria. Sulayman 
defeated the Habsburgs’ allies, the Hungarians, at the Battle of Mohacs (1526). In 1529, he laid siege to 
Vienna, the Habsburg’s own capital, but it failed. However, by 1533, the Ottomans firmly occupied most 
of Hungary. 

Sulayman then looked east, capturing Baghdad from the Safavids in 1534. This was a city with lots of 
historical and strategic significance. In 1538, the city of Basra (Iraq) recognized Ottoman authority, thus 
giving the Ottomans access to the Persian Gulf. Ottoman forces from Egypt took control of Yemen, and 
the Ottoman navy even attacked a Portuguese settlement on the west coast of India. The Ottoman navy 
also came to help of the Sultanate of Aceh (present-day Indonesia) in its struggle against the Portuguese 
in 1538 (and again in 1547).  

Sulayman “the Magnificent” eventually met his match in Ivan “the Terrible” of the rising Russian Empire 
in the 1550s. The Russian threat would become a constant thorn in the Ottomans’ side and eventually 
play a leading role in the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in the 1920s. Sulayman, however, still led an 
enormously powerful empire. In the 1550s Asmara (modern-day Eritrea in East Africa) was annexed. Of 
course, the Ottomans’ actual sphere of influence was even larger than the are they controlled. In faraway 
Iceland people prayed to God to protect them from the Turks.

Sulayman “the Lawgiver” introduced many administrative and legal reforms in the Ottoman Empire, es-
pecially with regards to finances and justice. He rearranged the entire bureaucracy and reduced corrup-
tion. Sulayman ruled the Ottoman Empire at its peak. Though the decline of the empire was very gradual 
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and his successors achieved many feats, after his death in 1566 it was generally a downward spiral for 
the Ottomans, until their collapse after the First World War. The first sign of this was the epithet given to 
the next sultan, Selim II: sarhos, “the Drunkard”. 

Culture in the Ottoman Empire
Food: Baklava

One of the first recorded mentions of baklava, “the king of sweets”, comes from the imperial kitchen of 
Sultan Mehmet II in 1473. At the time of this mention of baklava, Mehmed II was at war with both the 
Venetians in Europe and rival Turks in Anatolia. He was building the empire through which baklava would 
spread from the lands of its origins in the Middle East to the Balkans in Eastern Europe and beyond. 

Baklava had many precursors, but the form we know today most probably originated in Central Asia. 
The Ottomans made it famous by making it a significant part of their ceremonies, the most famous 
being the gifting of baklava to Ottoman Janissary soldiers on the 15th night of Ramadan—a tradition 
that lasted for over 300 years. It was traditionally also given to newlyweds on the first morning after their 
wedding. Even the Ottomans’ long-standing rival, the Habsburg Empire in Central Europe, could appre-
ciate baklava, which eventually became the inspiration for the strudel. In this way the Ottomans’ “king of 
sweets” continues to thrive from Istanbul and Belgrade to Budapest and Vienna. 

Sports: Oil Wrestling

In the summer of 2011, an oil wrestling tournament was held in the Turkish city of Edirne — for the 650th 
time. The Kirkpinar competition, as it is known, was already a time-honoured tradition when the first 
modern Olympic Games were held in nearby Athens in 1896. Unsurprisingly, in 2010 UNESCO recog-
nized this competition as one of the “Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity”. The 
Guinness Book of World Records recognizes it as the oldest continuously practiced sports tournament 
in the world.

The first Kirkpinar competition was held in 1361, about half a century after the founding of the Ottoman 
Empire. Kirkpinar is the name of the specific place on the outskirts of Edirne where this oil wrestling 
tournament was (and is) held. Oil wrestling, as the name suggests, involves the wrestlers dousing their 
bodies and attire with a mixture of olive oil and water. They are generally only wearing a kisbet, a type of 
leather trousers, and the objective is to get a firm hold of the opponent’s kisbet. This is difficult because 
the kisbet is very slippery, since it is covered in oil.

The Ottomans were very fond of wrestling in general, as they inherited the sport from many different tra-
ditions. They learned oil wrestling in particular from the ancient Greco-Romans, which was practiced by 
the Byzantines whose lands they were conquering.

The Ottoman sultans and elite were actively involved in organizing wrestling competitions. Virtually ev-
ery village, town and city had its champion. It was these local champions who would gather in Kirkpinar 
to compete, though for much of its history the Kirkpinar competition itself was a local affair. It has been 
suggested that the Ottomans built a specific lodge for training wrestlers in every town that they con-
quered, from the Balkans to North Africa and even in Makkah. Matches were often organized on Fridays 
or as part of ‘Īd celebrations. Wrestlers were invited from across the empire and even beyond it, includ-
ing some Africans and Indians. Sultans often sponsored the most impressive of these athletes; Sulayman 
paid his favourite wrestlers a daily wage. 
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The lodge that was set up across the empire to train wrestlers were known as tekke; the same name 
used to identify Sufi lodges. This is because athletic and spiritual training went hand-in-hand, in the same 
space. The tekke included a “gym” modeled after the traditional Persian zurkhaneh (“houses of strength”) 
where the wrestlers trained, often together with archers and cirit players. They were encouraged to 
abstain from sex and overeating as much as possible, since indulgence was thought to reduce physical 
strength. The wrestlers also learned about purity of the heart, selflessness, humility, and respect for oth-
ers from the Sufi scholars. They were taught to be graceful in both victory and defeat, and to respectfully 
kiss the hand of any older wrestler who they defeated in a match.

Learning: Math and Astronomy

One of the scholars that Sultan Mehmed II attracted to his new capital soon after 1453 was Ali al-Qushji. 
Qushji was born in Samarqand (in present-day Uzbekistan) in the early 1400s. He studied Islamic theolo-
gy, linguistics, mathematics, astronomy, physics, and other subjects at the famous Samarqand Observa-
tory of Ulugh Beg. In 1469 he moved to Tabriz (in today’s Iran), employed by one of the Turkic chieftains. 
The following year, the chieftain sent Qushji to Constantinople as his negotiator with Mehmed II. Mehmed 
was impressed by Qushji’s brilliance and immediately offered him a job, but Qushji declined to accept 
until he returned to the chieftain and informed him of his decision. Two years later, in 1472, Qushji moved 
with his family to Constantinople. Mehmed II arranged a group of scholars to welcome them into the city; 
Qushji immediately began to debate with them about physics of the flow of the Bosphorus.

Qushji was a very independent and original thinker. He challenged some of the widely-accepted theories 
of Aristotle and Pythagoras, especially asserting that Aristotle’s philosophy should not be used as the ba-
sis of astronomy or optics; he tried to explain the functioning of the human body using math; created a 
new model for the motion of Mercury; and became the first known person to provide empirical evidence 
that the Earth was in constant motion, hinting at a heliocentric model of the solar system. He is consid-
ered to be one of the greatest astronomers of the 1400s. 

Qushji (d. 1474) was already an elderly man when he came to Constantinople, and he lived for only a 
few more years. However, he taught at the university established by Mehmed II and influenced a large 
number of Ottoman students and many generations after them (including his own great-grandson, the 
famous mathematician and astronomer Miram Celebi). Thousands of early copies of Qushji’s works in 
different fields are available today because they became so widely used as textbooks in the Ottoman 
Empire. He also had a very good relationship with Mehmed II; he named one of his books after him, 
calculated the latitude and longitude of Constantinople with amazing accuracy, and built a sundial at the 
sultan’s request. 

The following video is to be studied for the National tournament. The content in 
the video (in addition to the content in the packet) is exclusively for the National 
tournament.
History of Ottoman Empire Video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xnIvxXnFPnI

