
from THE FALL OF CONSTANTINOPLE 
about 1453 

 
Critobulos of Imbros 

 
In the 1400s, the Crusades ended, and the Christians’ long struggle against the Muslims 
changed. Rather than trying to retake the Holy Land, now the Christians were defending 
Europe. The year 1453 marked the fall of the ancient city of Constantinople, the capital 
of the Eastern Christian world. The Ottoman leader Mehmed II (Mehmed the Conqueror) 
used brilliant tactics to break the city’s heavily fortified defenses. First, the Turks laid 
siege to Constantinople; then they hauled their fleet over land to get into the harbor; and 
finally, Mehmed’s elite forces breached the city wall. The following account, written by a 
Greek official, begins with Mehmed’s rallying speech to his troops. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
What reasons did Mehmed give for attacking Constantinople? 
 
 
 
§66. “We are famed among all peoples for our courage and strategy and valor, and until 

now have been considered, and rightly so, as unconquerable. But now we are 
defeated by one city, and that one no longer daring to trust to itself but almost 
emptied of all its inhabitants and entirely cut off from and deprived of all the good 
things it previously enjoyed by the long-continued and repeated attacks and sieges 
of our forces, so that it is no longer a city but survives only in name. As for the rest, 
it is only farm land and an enclosure of plants and vineyards, as you see, and 
worthless houses and empty walls, most of them in ruins. And you see how it is 
located in the midst of our realm, finely situated by land and sea, how many great 
difficulties it has given us from the beginning, and still gives us now—always 
fighting against us, lying in wait for our goods and battening on our misfortunes and 
injuring us as much as possible.” 

 
The Plan of the Castle 
 
§86. “Let us not then delay any longer, but let us attack the City swiftly with all our 

powers and with this conviction: that we shall either capture it with one blow or 
shall never withdraw from it, even if we must die, until we become masters of it. 
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§87. “And I myself will first of all be with you and gladly share your travails, and will 
direct everything in the best way. I will reward the brave with appropriate gifts, each 
after his worth and valor, according as each is conspicuous in danger or 
distinguished for some special exploit.” 

 
A Surprising Plan and Decision 
 
§172. Sultan Mehmed considered it necessary in preparation for his next move to get 

possession of the harbor and open the Horn for his own ships to sail in. So, since 
every effort and device of his had failed to force the entrance, he made a wise 
decision, and one worthy of his intellect and power. It succeeded in accomplishing 
his purpose and in putting an end to all uncertainties. 

 
§173. He ordered the commanders of the vessels to construct as quickly as possible 

glideways leading from the outer sea to the inner sea, that is, from the harbor to the 
Horn, near the place called Diplokion,1 and to cover them with beams. This road, 
measured from sea to sea, is just about eight stadia.2 It is very steep for more than 
half the way, until you reach the summit of the hill, and from there again it 
descends to the inner sea of the Horn. And as the glideways were completed sooner 
than expected, because of the large number of workers, he brought up the ships and 
placed large cradles under them, with stays against each of their sides to hold them 
up. And having under-girded them well with ropes, he fastened long cables to the 
corners and gave them to the soldiers to drag, some of them by hand, and others by 
certain machines and capstans. 

 
§174. So the ships were dragged along very swiftly. And their crews, as they followed 

them, rejoiced at the event and boasted of it. Then they manned the ships on the 
land as if they were on the sea. Some of them hoisted the sails with a shout, as if 
they were setting sail, and the breeze caught the sails and bellied them out. Others 
seated themselves on the benches, holding the oars in their hands and moving them 
as if rowing. And the commanders, running along by the sockets of the masts with 
whistlings and shouting, and with their whips beating the oarsmen on the benches, 
ordered them to row. The ships, borne along over the land as if on the sea, were 
some of them being pulled up the ascent to the top of the hill while others were 
being hauled down the slope into the harbor, lowering the sails with shouting and 
great noise. 

 
§175. It was strange spectacle, and unbelievable in the telling except to those who 

actually did see it—the sight of ships borne along on the mainland as if sailing on 
the sea, with their crews and their sails and all their equipment. I believe this was a  
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          much greater feat than the cutting of a canal across at Athos by Xerxes, and much 
stranger to see and to hear about. Furthermore, this event of but yesterday, before 
our very eyes, makes it easier to believe that the other also actually happened, for 
without this one, the other would have seemed a myth and sounded like idle talk. 

 
§176. Thus, then, there assembled in the bay called Cold Waters, a little beyond 

Galata,3 a respectable fleet of some sixty-seven vessels. They were moored there.  
 
§177. The Romans, when they saw such an unheard-of thing actually happen, and 

warships lying at anchor in the Horn—which they never would have suspected—
were astounded at the impossibility of the spectacle, and were overcome by the 
greatest consternation and perplexity. They did not know what to do now, but 
were in despair. In fact they had left unguarded the walls along the Horn for a 
distance of about thirty stadia, and even so they did not have enough men for the 
rest of the walls, either for defense or for attack, whether citizens or men from 
elsewhere. Instead, two or even three battlements had but a single defender. 

 
Position and Orders Given the Generals 
 
§217. The hour was already advanced, the day was declining and near evening, and the 

sun was at the Ottomans’ backs but shining in the faces of their enemies. This was 
just as the Sultan had wished; accordingly he gave the order first for the trumpets 
to sound the battle-signal, and the other instruments, the pipes and flutes and 
cymbals too, as loud as they could. All the trumpets of the other divisions, with the 
other instruments in turn, sounded all together, a great and fearsome sound. 
Everything shook and quivered at the noise. After that, the standards were 
displayed. 

 
§218. To begin, the archers and slingers and those in charge of the cannon and the 

muskets, in accord with the commands given them, advanced against the wall 
slowly and gradually. When they got within bowshot, they halted to fight. And first 
they exchanged fire with the heavier weapons, with arrows from the archers, stones 
from the slingers, and iron and leaden balls from the cannon and muskets. Then, as 
they closed with battleaxes and javelins and spears, hurling them at each other and 
being hurled at pitilessly in rage and fierce anger. On both sides there was loud 
shouting and blasphemy and cursing. Many on each side were wounded, and not a 
few died. This kept up till sunset, a space of about two or three hours. 

 
§219. Then, with fine insight, the Sultan summoned the shield-bearers, heavy infantry 

and other troops and said: “Go to it, friends and children mine! It is time now to 
show yourselves good fighters!” They immediately crossed the moat, with shouts  
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           and fearful yells, and attacked the outer wall. All of it, however, had been 
demolished by the cannon. There were only stockades of great beams instead of a 
wall, and bundles of vine-branches, and jars full of earth. At that point a fierce 
battle ensued close in and with the weapons of hand-to-hand fighting. The heavy 
infantry and shield-bearers fought to overcome the defenders and get over the 
stockade, while the Romans and Italians tried to fight these off and to guard the 
stockade. At times the infantry did get over the wall and the stockade, pressing 
forward bravely and unhesitatingly. And at times they were stoutly forced back and 
driven off. 

 
§220. The Sultan followed them up, as they struggled bravely, and encouraged them. 

He ordered those in charge of the cannon to put the match to the cannon. And 
these, being set off, fired their stone balls against the defenders and worked no 
little destruction on both sides, among those in the near vicinity. 

 
§221. So, then, the two sides struggled and fought bravely and vigorously. Most of the 

night passed, and the Romans were successful and prevailed not a little. Also, 
Giustinianni4 and his men kept their positions stubbornly, and guarded the stockade 
and defended themselves bravely against the aggressors. . . . 

 
§226. Sultan Mehmed saw that the attacking divisions were very much worn out by the 

battle and had not made any progress worth mentioning, and that the Romans and 
Italians were not only fighting stoutly but were prevailing in the battle. He was 
very indignant at this, considering that it ought not to be endured any longer. 
Immediately he brought up the divisions which he had been reserving for later on, 
men who were extremely well armed, daring and brave, and far in advance of the 
rest in experience and valor. They were the elite of the army: heavy infantry, 
bowmen, and lancers, and his own bodyguard, and along with them those of the 
division called Yenitsari [Janissaries]. 

 
§227. Calling to them and urging them to prove themselves now as heroes, he led the 

attack against the wall, himself at the head until they reached the moat. There he 
ordered the bowmen, slingers, and musketeers to stand at a distance and fire to the 
right, against the defenders on the palisade and on the battered wall. They were to 
keep up so heavy a fire that those defenders would be unable to fight, or to expose 
themselves because of the cloud of arrows and other projectiles falling like 
snowflakes. 

 
§228. To all the rest, the heavy infantry and the shield-bearers, the Sultan gave orders to 

cross the moat swiftly and attack the palisade. With a loud and terrifying war-cry  
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          and with fierce impetuosity and wrath, they advanced as if mad. Being young and 
strong and full of daring, and especially because they were fighting in the Sultan’s 
presence, their valor exceeded every expectation. They attacked the palisade and 
fought bravely without any hesitation. Needing no further orders, they knocked 
down the turrets which had been built out in front, broke the yardarms, scattered 
the materials that had been gathered, and forced the defenders back inside the 
palisade. 

 
§229. Giustinianni with his men, and the Romans in that section fought bravely with 

lances, axes, pikes, javelins, and other weapons of offense. It was a hand-to-hand 
encounter, and they stopped the attackers and prevented them from getting inside 
the palisade. There was much shouting on both sides— the mingled sounds of 
blasphemy, insults, threats, attackers, defenders, shooters, those shot at, killers and 
dying, of those who in anger and wrath did all sorts of terrible things. And it was a 
sight to see there: a hard fight going on hand-to-hand with great determination and 
for the greatest rewards, heroes fighting valiantly, the one party struggling with all 
their might to force back the defenders, get possession of the wall, enter the City, 
and fall upon the children and women and the treasures, the other party bravely 
agonizing to drive them off and guard their possessions, even if they were not to 
succeed in prevailing and in keeping them. 

§230. Instead, the hapless Romans were destined finally to be brought under the yoke of 
servitude and to suffer its horrors. For although they battled bravely, and though 
they lacked nothing of willingness and daring in the contest, Giustinianni received 
a mortal wound in the breast from an arrow fired by a crossbow. It passed clear 
through his breastplate, and he fell where he was and was carried to his tent in a 
hopeless condition. All who were with him were scattered, being upset by their 
loss. They abandoned the palisade and wall where they had been fighting, and 
thought of only one thing—how they could carry him on to the galleons and get 
away safe themselves. 

 
§231. But the Emperor Constantine5 besought them earnestly, and made promises to them 

if they would wait a little while, till the fighting should subside. They would not 
consent, however, but taking up their leader and all their armor, they boarded the 
galleons in haste and with all speed, giving no consideration to the other defenders. 

 
§232. The Emperor Constantine forbade the others to follow. Then, though he had no 

idea what to do next—for he had no other reserves to fill the places thus left 
vacant, the ranks of those who had so suddenly deserted, and meantime the battle 
raged fiercely and all had to see to their own ranks and places and fight there—still,  

 
 
Copyright © Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company. All rights reserved.  

5 



from THE FALL OF CONSTANTINOPLE 

          with his remaining Romans and his bodyguard, which was so few as to be easily 
counted, he took his stand in front of the palisade and fought bravely. 

 
§233. Sultan Mehmed, who happened to be fighting quite near by, saw that the palisade 

and the other part of the wall that had been destroyed were now empty of men and 
deserted by the defenders. He noted that men were slipping away secretly and that 
those who remained were fighting feebly because they were so few. Realizing 
from this that the defenders had fled and that the wall was deserted, he shouted 
out: “Friends, we have the City! We have it! They are already fleeing from us! 
They can’t stand it any longer! The wall is bare of defenders! It needs just a little 
more effort and the City is taken! Don’t weaken, but on with the work with all 
your might, and be men and I am with you!” 

 
Capture of the City 
 
§234. So saying, he led them himself. And they, with a shout on the run and with a 

fearsome yell, went on ahead of the Sultan, pressing on up to the palisade. After a 
long and bitter struggle they hurled back the Romans from there and climbed by 
force up the palisade. They dashed some of their foe down into the ditch between 
the great wall and the palisade, which was deep and hard to get out of, and they 
killed them there. The rest they drove back to the gate. 

 
Death of Emperor Constantine 
 
§235. He had opened this gate in the great wall, so as to go easily over to the palisade. 

Now there was a great struggle there and great slaughter among those stationed 
there, for they were attacked by the heavy infantry and not a few others in irregular 
formation, who had been attracted from many points by the shouting. There the 
Emperor Constantine, with all who were with him, fell in gallant combat. 

 
§236. The heavy infantry were already streaming through the little gate into the City, and 

others had rushed in through the breach in the great wall. Then all the rest of the 
army, with a rush and a roar, poured in brilliantly and scattered all over the City. 
And the Sultan stood before the great wall, where the standard also was and the 
ensigns, and watched the proceedings. The day was already breaking. 
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Great Rush, and Many Killed 
 
§237. Then a great slaughter occurred of those who happened to be there: some of them 

were on the streets, for they had already left the houses and were running toward 
the tumult when they fell unexpectedly on the swords of the soldiers; others were 
in their own homes and fell victims to the violence of the Janissaries and other 
soldiers, without any rhyme or reason; others were resisting, relying on their own 
courage; still others were fleeing to the churches and making supplication—men, 
women, and children, everyone, for there was no quarter given. 

 
§238. The soldiers fell on them with anger and great wrath. For one thing, they were 

actuated by the hardships of the siege. For another, some foolish people had 
hurled taunts and curses at them from the battlements all through the siege. Now, 
in general they killed so as to frighten all the City, and to terrorize and enslave all 
by the slaughter. 

 
Plunder of the City 
 
§239. When they had had enough of murder, and the City was reduced to slavery, some 

of the troops turned to the mansions of the mighty, by bands and companies and 
divisions, for plunder and spoil. Others went to the robbing of churches, and others 
dispersed to the simple homes of the common people, stealing, robbing, 
plundering, killing, insulting, taking and enslaving men, women, and children, old 
and young, priests, monks—in short, every age and class. 

 
Entry of the Sultan into the City, and His Seeing of It All, and His 
Grief 
 
§256. After this the Sultan entered the City and looked about to see its great size, its 

situation, its grandeur and beauty, its teeming population, its loveliness, and the 
costliness of its churches and public buildings and of the private houses and 
community houses and of those of the officials. He also saw the setting of the 
harbor and of the arsenals, and how skilfully and ingeniously they had everything 
arranged in the City—in a word, all the construction and adornment of it. When he 
saw what a large number had been killed, and the ruin of the buildings, and the 
wholesale ruin and destruction of the City, he was filled with compassion and 
repented not a little at the destruction and plundering. Tears fell from his eyes as he 
groaned deeply and passionately: “What a city we have given over to plunder and 
destruction!” 
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1. the Horn, near the place called Diplokion: one of the bodies of water that surrounds 
Constantinople; also called the “Golden Horn” 
2. eight stadia: almost one mile 
3. Galata: a town neighboring Constantinople 
4. Giustinianni: one of the Roman leaders 
5. Emperor Constantine: the leader of Constantinople and the Byzantine Empire 
 
 
Excerpt from History of Mehmed the Conqueror by Kritovoulos, translated 
by Charles T. Riggs (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1954). Copyright 
1954 by Princeton University Press. Included here by permission of Princeton 
University Press. 
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