Backward glances ...

Mehmetthe Conquerorvs. Dracula

Everyone knows Mehmet the
Congqueror and Vlad Dracula but
Rich Carriero explores how two of
the most dramatic figures of the
15th Century knew each other.
1462. The Ottomanarmy advances
through the Romanian countryside
toward Térgoviste. They find a desert-
ed capital and make their way through
the town until, frozen in horror, they
find impaled corpses lining the road for
miles: men stuck through the abdomen;
others killed by poles forced up
throughanus. They aremostly Turks.
Hamza Pasha, a Turkish general, rots
onthe highest stake, Sultan Mehmet I,
notanaturally squeamishman, turns
over command to his generals with
orders to withdraw. He’s had enough of
Vlad Dracula.

Since 1453 the only serious threat to
Ottomanhegemony is the Kingdom of
Hungary. Walachia’s flat groundand
location between the powers make the
country anunwilling battleground.
The Walachianruling family, howev-
er, isaccustomed to this precarious
niche. Dracula’s father, VladlIl, allied
with the Turks in 1444, sending his two
sons, Raduand Vlad as hostages, proof
of vassalage to Sultan Murad II. Vlad
Draculawas 13when he wastaken to
Egrigozin western Anatolia.

Though theirlives depended on
their father’s loyalty, the princes were
tutored nlogic, fighting, Islamic theol-
ogyand Turkish. They met figures of
the Ottoman court—most importantly,
Mehmet I, When he wasborn Mehmet
wasnoone’s pick to become Sultanata
time when one could reign only after all
other heirs were dead. Muratdidn’t
havemany sons, however and Mehmet
waselevated toSultanin 1444. Hewas,
however, twiceremoved from power
by warand the intrigues of his viziers.

It must have heen a bizarre introduc-
tion, Both men had anaxeto grind:
Mehmet because he had been deposed,
Vladbecause he was aprisoner of an
Ottoman state that his father wasnot
strong enough tofight, From the first
they loathed each other.

Radu, however, enjoyed Ottoman
life. Heand Mehmet became fast
friends and heeven converted toIslam.
In1447 Vlad Il was executed by pro-
Hungarian boyarsand the hoys were
released. Dracula waselevated by
Murat toPrinceof Walachia while

Raduchose toremain with the
Ottomans. Prince Vlad would never
forgive his brother for this defection,
The Hungarians immediately
deposed Dracula. Heregainedagain
the throneby going to the Hungarians
and proving 1}hehated the Ottomans
and 2) he knew their wayswell enough
todefeat them in battle, particularly
their new Sultan, MehmetII. The
Hungarians launched a joint expedi-
tiontooust the Turks from Serbiaand
‘Walachia in 1456 and after nine years
Vladregained thethrone,
Hemovedrestlessly abouthisrealm,
inflicting punishment. His cruelty is
infamous. Inaddition toimpalinghe
considered boiling, blinding, flaying
androasting asacceptahleand effec-
tivemeans toadminister justice. He
neverstayedinone place for long.
“Dracula’s Castle” isa stately edifice
overlooking one of the most pic-
turesque mountain passes in Romania.
Justaboutall historians, however,
assert that Draculaneverlived there.

Hispreferredhomein Targovisteisa
farless accessible ruin.,

For thefirstthree yearsof hisreign
Draculamaintained anicy peace with
the Ottomans butin 1459 he stopped
paying tribute to the Sultan.
Retaliations quickly escalated and war
became imminent. In the coming fight
Dracula’s leadership would prove his
greatestasset. Hegrasped the terrain
onwhich he was fighting. Heunder-
stood the Ottomans, Once, when
attacking the Ottoman stronghold of
Giurgiu, he captured the town by order-
g thedefenders toopen the gatein
flawless Turkish.

In 1461 hekilled every Turk and
Muslim he could find. Tna 1462 letter he
claimed, “Wekilled 23,884 Turksand
Bulgars withoutcounting those whom
we burned in homes or whose heads
werenot cutbut our soldiers. . .thus1
havebroken the peace...”

Mehmetbrought the largestarmy
assembled since the fall of
Constantinople to deal with the upstart.
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Dracularesisted by burning crops and
poisoning wells to deprive the Turks of
any forage. Draculahad hismen dig
pitfallsand divertstreams. Heeven
tried hishand at bio-warfare, sending
sick menamongstthe Turks. Still
Mehmetadvanced and finally cornered
Dracula ina mountain hideout near
Targoviste.

Dracula’sresponse wouldbe the
highlight of his career. He onceagain
donned a Turkish disguiseand slipped
into theenemy camp atnight. Hewas
able todiscover the size and organiza-
tionof Mehmet's army and most impor
tantly that Mehmet had ordered his
troopsnotto leave their tentsatnightin
the unfamiliar and dangerous terrain.
Returning to hisown camp, Dracula
formulated a plan still remembered for
thehavocit created.

Hestruckafter sunseton June
17th,1462. The Walachians
approached silently and then, coming
upon thecamp, shrieked, blew bugles
andbrandished torchesas they came
outofthedarkness, They setfireto
tentsand defensive fortifications,
killing anyone who ventured out into
thenight. They disappeared,
égroupedand attackedallnight. No
one 191&73 how many werekilled but

psychologically the Ottomans were ter-

giied. The following day Mehmet pur-
““sted but when the Ottomans encoun-
tered the gruesomespectacle left for

“ themin Térgoviste they promptly

gaveup thechase.

Tired of guerilla war, Mehmet decid-
ed to defeat Dracula through diploma-
cy. Dracula was deposed by hisbroth-
er, Raduand imprisoned by the
Hungarians, first in Branand then later
inthe Hungarian town of Visegrad,a
breathtaking hilltop citadel overlook-
ngabendin the Danubeabout thirty
milesnorth of Budapest.

After 12 yearsinirons Draculawas
abletosweet-talk the Hungariansinto
releasing himand seized the throne of
‘Walachia a final timein 1476. The
Turkisharmy sweptinimmediately
andeveryone abandoned Draculato
hisfate. Nooneknows how Vlad
Draculamet hisend. Somesay hefell in
battle while others maintain that the
Turks captured and beheaded him.
Regardlessofhow it happened, when
Mehmet learned of Dracula’s fatehe
musthavebeen relieved.




