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Battle of Vienna

72

1. Crashing wave
The Christian cavalry charge at Vienna is believed 
to be the largest in history. Despite having been 
forced to pick their way down the slopes of a 
mountain under heavy fire, the cavalry maintained 
its formation superbly, lining up on the flatter 
ground before crippling the enemy. 

4. Defenceless
Despite being aware that a relief force was on its 
way and having the time, timber and manpower to 
erect some form of defence, Kara Mustafa made no 
attempt whatsoever to impede the Christian cavalry 
with barricades or spikes. 

3. Put to flight
Having been on the cusp of taking Vienna and 
securing immortality in the eyes of their sultan, the 
panicked Ottoman soldiers desperately attempted 
to flee from the onrushing Christian cavalry, having 
abandoned their redoubt. Many were cut down as 
they sought the high road to Hungary. 

2. Metal on robes
While a lack of armour had no doubt aided 
their mobility during the fierce fighting 
that had raged along the walls of Vienna, 
when the Janissaries were confronted with 
a seething mass of sharp iron they were as 
vulnerable as lambs before lions. 
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B 

y the summer of 1682 the Ottoman 
Empire was at its peak. Since its 
foundation in 1299, it had proved 
an insatiable predator, consuming 
territories spanning three continents. 

Yet one extremely tempting prize had always 
eluded it: Vienna. 

Many sultans had salivated over the prospect 
of snatching the ‘golden apple’, yet none had 
managed to, with Suleiman the Magnificent’s 
failure in 1529 still rankling. Now two men 
determined to achieve this goal. 

Adopted into the royal House of Köprülü as a 
child, Kara Mustafa, Sultan Mehmed IV’s Grand 
Vizier, was desperate to claim a glorious victory, 
while the sultan was keen to secure a triumph 
to rival those of his predecessors, particularly 
Mehmed II, who had taken Constantinople in 1453.

With this malign plan in place Mustafa 
embarked on the path to war, and by May 1683 
the Ottoman army – numbering 170,000 – was 
encamped outside the walls of Belgrade, under 
400 miles from Habsburg territory.   

The coming of this host did not go unnoticed, 
and panic soon rippled throughout Vienna. While 
the city would prove a formidable obstacle, its 
upkeep had been neglected. In fact, so well known 
were its inadequacies the Ottomans had already 
identified its weakest point: Emperor Leopold I’s 
palace. As the citizens hurriedly erected a series of 
spikes and dug numerous ditches to impede the 
enemy, the owner of this grand building prepared 
to abandon them, which he did on 7 July. 

Exactly one week later the Ottomans arrived, an 
army of (by now) 140,000 ready to attack a city 
defended by 15,000. Over the next two months 
the defenders fought valiantly, but Ottoman 
sappers gradually undermined the defences. 

Battle of Vienna
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The Ottomans pulled out all the stops, but still 
failed to capture the coveted city of Vienna

Battle of
Vienna

Written by Charlie Ginger

Vienna’s capture seemed imminent. But then, 
salvation arrived. 

On the morning of 12 September, a relief army 
drawn from the corners of the Holy Roman Empire 
fanned out across the Kahlenburg Mountain 
overlooking Vienna. Numbering around 40,000, 
it was led by two hardened warriors: King John III 
Sobieski of Poland and Charles V, Duke of Lorraine. 

Ignoring the siege behind him, Mustafa 
manoeuvred his army to face them, and it would 
be his skirmishers who would open fire first. As 
the initial salvos rang out the army sent to save 
Vienna advanced. Perhaps overconfident in his 
troops’ ability to hold out in the villages adorning 
Kahlenburg, Mustafa had made no attempt to 
defend his encampment.

Having hauled up their guns, Habsburg and 
Saxon soldiers blasted away at the villages of 
Nussdorf and Heiligenstadt, taking both before 
noon. By this stage Mustafa had committed his 
reserves, and while a brief halt in proceedings 
brought respite, the Ottomans were soon once 
again under attack, this time directed at the 
Türkenschanz (Turk’s Redoubt). If this bluff fell, 
Mustafa’s janissaries would have nowhere to go, a 
thought that undoubtedly occurred to him as 120 
Polish hussars smashed into his exposed ranks. 

The coup de grâce was not long in coming. 
With the Ottomans ejected from every stronghold, 
Sobieski readied his riders. At 6.00 pm his force 
of 9,000 horsemen rushed the Ottoman camp, 
slamming their lances into a crush of bodies. 

In the chaos that ensued the Ottomans not 
only lost Vienna – they also suffered a fatal blow 
to their ambitions. With the capital of the empire 
secured, the Christian warriors would soon invade 
Hungary. Kahlenburg would prove to be the 
graveyard of Ottoman dreams.  
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Holy 
Roman 
Empire

KOPIA 
KEY WEAPON 
Draped with a silk banner, this 
16-foot lance had an iron point, 
with metal strips layered below it to 
support the head and protect the top.

STRENGTHS: In the steady hands of 
a hussar this lance was an unstoppable 
length of razor-sharp metal, capable of 
dealing a swift and fatal blow. 

WEAKNESSES: This heavy pole would 
have been little use in a close-quarters 
fight as it was designed to ram into the 
enemy at speed while mounted.

POLISH HUSSARS 
KEY UNIT 
The fabled ‘winged’ hussars of the Polish cavalry 
were an elite shock force built to charge the 
enemy and pave the way for their comrades to 
sweep in behind and finish the job. 

STRENGTHS: These heavily armoured riders 
were utterly devastating against infantry and 
cavalry alike, smashing into the enemy en 
masse like a wave of human missiles. 

WEAKNESSES: Despite their armour, the 
hussars were extremely vulnerable when 
faced with concentrated enemy gunfire. 

CHARLES 
V, DUKE OF 
LORRAINE 
LEADER 
Experienced in battle, this 

courageous Austrian statesman convinced 
the relief army to take the shortest route and 
devised the approach to battle. 

STRENGTHS: Took the initiative and lead his 
troops over difficult terrain to secure the high 
ground above the Ottoman encampment. 

WEAKNESSES: Misled by old maps, Lorraine 
risked breaking up his forces as they forded 
rivers and navigated treacherous vineyards en 
route to the outskirts of Vienna. 
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01 The relief force arrives
Emperor Leopold I’s desperate pleading for 

aid finally manifests in a well-armed and superbly drilled 
army – drawn from across his empire – cresting the 
slopes of Kahlenberg Mountain to look down upon the 
bloody siege of the Habsburg capital. The miracle that 
the citizens of Vienna have been praying for has arrived 
two months after the Ottomans began pounding its 
walls. The army will liberate them or die trying. 

02 Opening salvos
Having crept forward in the 

shadows before sunrise, a detachment of 
Turkish skirmishers suddenly opens fire on 
the Habsburg lines at 5.00 am, mowing 
down a host of startled Christian fighters 
before they can reply in kind. The day’s 
fighting has begun without either side’s 
commander giving the order. 

03 Habsburg 
infantry 

descend 
Understandably irked by the 
surprise attack, the Habsburg 
troops begin to descend the slopes 
of Kahlenberg Mountain, quickly 
dispatching their attackers as 
they go. Their Saxon comrades 
now follow, much to the Duke of 
Lorraine’s horror. In a last-ditch 
attempt to keep the army intact, 
Lorraine orders his dragoons 
and the last remaining Saxons to 
clamber down after them while 
sending riders ahead to slow the 
Habsburg’s march. 

04 The Vizier plays 
his hand 

With the Saxons concentrating their fire on the 
village of Nussdorf as their infantry closes on 
the Turkish defenders, Kara Mustafa decides 
the critical moment has come. At around 10.00 
am he orders his bodyguards and household 
troops to advance to a steep crest known as the 
Türkenschanz (Turk’s Redoubt). 

05 Cometh the king
Sobieski now prepares to 

send his cavalry into the fray. Meanwhile, 
Lorraine urges his men towards the 
Türkenschanz, where Mustafa has 
planted the Standard of the Prophet in a 
bid to rally his men. 

09
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TROOPS: 20,000
CAVALRY: 20,000
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Ottomans
TROOPS: 

137,000 approx.
CANNON: 300 

YATAGAN 
KEY WEAPON 
This curved sword was the 
signature weapon of a Janissary 
and proved to be an effective 
weapon in the hand-to-hand fighting 
that the Ottomans specialised in. 

STRENGTHS: Ideal for close quarters 
combat, the length of this strong steel 
short sword would range from 60 to 
80 centimetres, perfectly adequate for 
eviscerating enemy soldiers.

WEAKNESSES: The size of this weapon 
would have been a major disadvantage when 
the Janissaries were confronted with a wave 
of cavalry aiming 16-foot lances at them.

JANISSARIES 
KEY UNIT
Formed into ortas (battalions) of 300 men, 
these superbly trained soldiers would have 
been forcibly recruited as children. Each man 
was tattooed with the number of his unit and 
entitled to a salary for life. 

STRENGTHS: Often equipped with a rifle 
that outranged those used by the enemy, 
janissaries were deadly sharpshooters and the 
pride of any Ottoman army. 

WEAKNESSES: Clad in robes and felts, 
these dedicated troops stood little chance 
against a well-protected adversary. On top of 
this, Janissaries were notorious for refusing to 
follow orders they didn’t agree with. 

GRAND 
VIZIER KARA 
MUSTAFA
LEADER
Adopted into the family of 

Sultan Mehmed IV as a child, the loyal Mustafa 
was hell-bent on plucking the ‘golden apple’ of 
the Habsburg capital for his ruler.

STRENGTHS: Ruthlessly ambitious and 
absolutely dedicated to his cause, Mustafa had 
systematically ground the defences of Vienna 
down over two months. 

WEAKNESSES: Grossly underestimated his 
enemy, turning his back on the fight below 
Vienna’s walls to face the relief army without 
making any effort to defend his position. 
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06 A foothold
After hours of bitter fighting the 

Habsburgs finally take the heavily defended 
village of Nussdorf. Their Saxon allies soon 
follow suit, ejecting the Turkish from the 
nearby settlement of Heiligenstadt. 

07 Halt! 
With two villages secured and aware 

that his men are struggling to maintain their gradual 
advance on empty stomachs and weary feet, Lorraine 
commands the Christian army to stop some time 
just after noon. An eerie silence descends over the 
battlefield as both sides halt beneath the beating sun. 

08 Resuming 
the attack

At 3.30 pm the Christians restart 
the action, progressing steadily 
under a torrent of gunfire. Away 
from the centre of the fighting 
the Polish horsemen line up 
west of the village of Gersthof, 
having ridden down the mountain 
in three columns. Keen to test 
the enemy’s mettle, Sobieski 
orders 120 hussars to charge 
them. Nearly all of them die, but 
Sobieski is encouraged that a full-
scale charge will secure victory. 

09 Charge!
In what is still today 

regarded as the largest cavalry 
charge in history, Sobieski leads 
9,000 horsemen (flanked by 
musketeers and backed by 
swordsmen) in a thunderous charge 
towards the exposed Ottoman line. 
The panic-stricken Ottomans are 
no match and are scythed down in 
swathes. Gathering up his personal 
treasure, Mustafa orders the men 
still laying siege to Vienna to 
abandon their posts before making 
his own hurried escape.

10 Inside the 
Vizier’s tent

As his men continue to harass the 
fleeing Ottoman troops, Sobieski 
enters the elaborately decorated 
tent of Kara Mustafa, who by 
now is scuttling back along the 
road to Hungary. It is here that 
various documents pertaining to 
the Ottoman’s strength before the 
Siege of Vienna are recovered. As 
for the Grand Vizier, he will soon be 
strangled with a piece of silk on the 
orders of Sultan Mehmed IV.
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The Ottoman Legacy

Written by Hareth Al Bustani

From snacks to cities, the world continues to 
revel in the heritage of the Ottomans

Legacy
 The Ottoman

Turkish
Delight
According to popular 
legend, the 18th-century 
Sultan Abdul Hamid 
summoned the empire’s 
most renowned 
confectioners to produce a 
sweet delicious enough to 
appease his various wives 
and mistresses. The result 
was the jelly-like lokum 
– made with flour, honey 
or grape molasses and 
nuts, heated in an open 
vessel and dripped into a 
tray, before being cut into 
smaller pieces. In 1777, a 
confectioner known as 
Haci Bekir opened a sweet 
shop in Istanbul. After 
the discovery of starch, 
he swapped this into his 
lokum recipe instead of 
flour, adding sugar. The 
result was an instant hit, 
spreading to London via a 
British traveller, and later 
debuting at the Vienna 
Fair in 1837.
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Kebab
Kebabs have long remained an 
international staple – with Greeks 
cooking meat on skewers almost 2,000 
years ago. Ottomans cooked mutton 
or goat cag kebabs on a horizontal 
skewer in front of a wood fire. Served 
at weddings and private functions, 
these would be left to rest for up to 24 
hours before roasting, then cooked on 
a rotated skewer, sliced into smaller 
pieces and served on lavash flatbread 
with tomato, onion, and green pepper. 
In the 19th century, a vertical rotisserie 
was invented in Bursa, paving the way 
for the popularisation of Doner kebabs 
in 1970s Berlin, as well as the Arab 
shawarma and Greek gyros sandwiches. 

Yoghurt
Nomadic Central Asian Turks produced yoghurt 

as far back as the 11th century, and used it 
to treat a variety of medical symptoms, from 

indigestion and cramps to sunburns. It remained 
a popular staple throughout the Seljuk and 

Ottoman eras – and was even gifted to King 
Francoise I of France, who suffered with severe 

diarrhoea, later dishing it out to his own troops. 
In the early 20th century, during the Balkan 
Wars, a doctor called Isaac Carasso living in 

Thessaloniki, fled to Barcelona – where he 
started selling yoghurt to treat mass 

indigestion among the local children. 
His son, Daniel, founded Danone, a 

company in France, creating the 
first yoghurt factory in 1932.
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Coffee
First discovered in Ethiopia, by the 14th century 
coffee had become immensely popular in Yemen. 
However, the 16th century Turks devised a 
unique, elaborate way of preparing the drink, 
by grinding up Arabi ca coffee beans, adding 
water and simmering it to a boil in copper coffee 
pots three times. Under the reign of Suleiman 
the Magnificent, Istanbul developed into a 
world-leading coffee hub, as the once-palatial 
custom worked its way down to the masses. 
Connoisseurs would either buy coffee from a 
market vendor, drink it in mosque courtyards 
or visit atmospheric coffee houses, to watch 
theatrical performances. From here, coffee very 
quickly worked its way to Europe, via Italy.
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Mostar’s 
Old Bridge
The Ottomans developed the 
frontier town of Mostar in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina’s valley of the 
Neretva River in the 15th and 16th 
centuries. With a healthy mix of 
Muslims, Christians and Jews living 
side-by-side, it blossomed into a 
dynamic Ottoman urban centre 
– where mosques, churches and 
synagogues intersected, alongside 
Ottoman neighbourhoods, houses 
and bazaars. The pinnacle of the 
city’s architectural and cultural 
confluence was the Old Bridge, a 
masterpiece of engineering linking 
two parts of the city over the river. 
Though this symbol of Mostar’s 
unity was deliberately destroyed 
during the bloody Croat-Bosniak 
war, it was later reconstructed 
– a rare example of UNESCO 
encouraging the reconstruction of 
destroyed monuments.

The Mosques 
of Athens
Built as a temple to Athena in the 5th 
century BCE, the Parthenon sat atop 
the ruins of the Acropolis. When the 
Ottomans conquered Athens in 1456, 
they converted it into a mosque, adding 
a minaret atop. Elsewhere, in the Roman 
Agora, they built Fethiye Mosque over 
the ruins of a Byzantine basilica, in 
dedication to Mehmet the Conqueror. 
After Greece secured independence, 
they destroyed the Ottoman additions 
to the Parthenon. Fethiye Mosque, 
meanwhile, was converted into a 
military bakery, before being used to 
safeguard antiquities. It has since been 
restored and opened to the public. 
Another Ottoman addition, Tzistarakis 
Mosque (left), is now the Museum of 
Greek Folk Art.  
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Turkish Carpets
Long before their conversion to Islam, the Turks of Central Asia 
pioneered the knotted pile carpet, sold across Western Asia and 
as far as Spain. During the Ottoman era, rugs were made with 
exquisite craftsmanship, adorned with meticulous explorations 
of colour and form, complete with floral motifs. The empire’s 
16th-century military exchanges with Persia also introduced it 

to Safavid medallion patterns, inspiring designs such as the star 
of Ushak. Others incorporated geometric patterns, or abstract 
floral motifs resembling birds, usually in red and blue, over a 
white background. Italian nobles often had Ottoman rugs made 
for palaces and churches, bearing their coat of arms, sparking a 
fascination that continues to this day.  
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Ottomans
An Ottoman is the armless and backless seat, generally 

upholstered and padded, which was introduced from 
the Ottoman Empire into Europe in the 18th century. 

Invented as a large piece of furniture, stretching across 
three walls, they were later made small enough to fit in 

a corner, and then the centre of a room. They became 
a staple of private members’ clubs, with increasingly 

creative designs; circular or octagonal, sometimes 
with arms dividing the piece into sections, or a central 

padded column to lean on, with a plant or statue atop. A 
hinge was also fitted, to create storage space – a feature 

built into many modern divan bed sets.   

Ebru
Ebru is the Ottoman art of paper marbling, developed in 
the 16th century, which involves sprinkling and brushing 
colour pigments into a pan of oily water, before transferring 
the design to paper. It was traditionally used to produce 
decorative inner-covers in bookbinding. Artists extract 
the colours from natural pigments, before mixing them 
with ox-gall, a natural acid, using them to create elaborate, 
hypnotic designs. Popular imagery includes flowers, foliage, 
latticework, mosques and moons. The art is transferred from 
master to student orally, regardless of gender or ethnicity, 
and it takes two years to reach a basic level of skill. Brushes, 
combs and awls – stainless steel devices made of needles, 
nails and strings – are all used to different effect.
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While some claim the red felt Fez, also 
known by the Arabic Tarboosh, is of 
ancient Greek design, tradition dictates it 
was invented in its namesake city of Fez, 
in Morocco. In the early 19th century, 
Sultan Mahmoud II began importing the 
hats from North Africa, before building 
factories of his own – adopting the fez 
in an attempt to modernise Ottoman 
national dress and uniforms. Previously, 
headgear had been a clear indication 
of social class, with elites and royals 
wearing enormous turbans, and colour 
symbolising religious beliefs. While the 
fez had an equalising effect across social 
strata, ironically, Ataturk later outlawed it 
as a symbol of traditionalism. Regardless, 
it remains popular in Morocco to this 
day, and has spawned similar designs, 
such as the Southeast Asian Songkok.

Fez

At the start of the 19th century, 
Ottomans considered it improper for 
women to dance in public. However, 
Istanbul alone boasted around 600 
male belly dancers, who performed 
in women’s clothing. Considered a 
degrading profession, most of these 
were of Greek, Armenian or Jewish 
descent. While older dancers toured from 
Syria to Egypt, performing in taverns, 
young boys danced in the palace. 
When Ataturk formed the modern 
Turkish nation in 1923, he outlawed the 
practice, paving the way for the instantly 
recognisable form of heteronormative, 
orientalist belly dancing – pioneered by 
Egyptian club owner Badia Masabni. 
However, the boys continued to dance 
in rural areas, and have enjoyed a recent 
renaissance in modern Istanbul. 

At the start of the 19th century, At the start of the 19th century, At the start of the 19th century, At the start of the 19th century, 

Zenne 
Dancers
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Circassian 
Diaspora
In 1864, the Russians defeated the 
Circassians of the Caucasus Mountains, 
expelling them. The Ottoman Empire 
welcomed hundreds of thousands of 
settlers, with many dying along the way. 
However, the Circassians were uprooted 
from their new homes and scattered across 
the empire. One of the more curious 
settlements to arise from this policy 
was the resettlement of the caves and 
Roman amphitheatre of the Jordanian 
city of Amman. Formerly called Rabbath 
Ammon by the ancient Ammonites and 
Philadelphia by the Greeks and Romans, 
it had been repeatedly abandoned. While 
most Jordanian Circassians, like the 
man in this image, have forgotten their 
native language, they still constitute the 
ceremonial royal guard. 
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