
Welcome to our May book Historians! 
Our final meeting for the spring semester is on 

Tuesday, May 1 at 6:30 to discuss Empires of 

the Sea:  The Final Battle for the 

Mediterranean 1521-1580 by Roger Crowley 

published in 2008.  The book is the story of 

three battles: the siege of Malta, the battle for 

Cyprus, and the defense of Southern Europe at 

the battle of Lepanto.  Together these battles 

will determine the future of Europe.  Will 

Europe be Turkish or Christian?  The Mediterranean is the center of civilization, and these are the battles for 

its mastery.  Empires of the Sea is both military history and cultural history—something for everyone.  It is a 

story of sailing technology and the money to fund naval warfare.  And it is a story of political daring and 

military courage.   

Empires of the Sea is narrative history at its best.  Often this time period is covered in separate histories of the 

countries involved and in separate accounts of political and military history.  Crowley pulls all this history 

together into one sweeping story of the battles and the sieges and of the political dynamics and the larger-

than-life personalities involved.  By treating the history as narrative, Crowley allows us to see the connections 

between the political and the military and the effect of the decisions made on the ordinary people.  Make no 

mistake.  For the ordinary people living along the Mediterranean, this was a terrifying time to live.  Crowley 

tells the story of Christian galley slaves on the ships of Christian nations who chose a better life by deserting to 

the Ottoman Turks—the enemy.  Orthodox Greek Christians preferred life under the Muslim Turks to life 

under Catholic Popes.  Crowley reads Turkish and so can tell us these stories from the Turkish perspective to 

enrich the western Christian accounts found in our Western Civilization texts.   

Crowley puts his 16th century story within the larger story of the centuries of conflict between the Habsburgs 

and the Ottomans and the fractious Christian alliances that were barely holding together under the Popes and 

other threats.  And of course, there is the on-going expense of war, an expense that is fueled by Inca gold.  

Empires of the Sea is a snapshot of the 16th century world within this larger history. 

As you read, take note of the dynamics of power between the various rulers.  What role does religion play in 

all of this?  What role does the political power of the religious leaders, on both sides, play in this?  Among the 

supposed allies, where are the intersections of policy and where are the “allies” actually in secret, or not so 

secret, conflict?  And what is the role of economic policy?  Funding wars is beginning to have a look that we 

are familiar with today.  What do you see that connects economic policy then and now? 

Certainly the Mediterranean continues to be a strategic and trading prize.  There is a reason that the British 

hung on to Malta until after WWII.  Crowley illuminates the importance of the region and the reasons that 

countries fought so bitterly for this prize.   An eye-witness to this history, Cervantes, called this “the greatest 

event witnessed by times past, present, and to come.”  How can you not read it?   

I look forward to seeing you on Tuesday, May 1 at 6:30 to discuss Empires of the Sea:  The Final Battle for the 

Mediterranean 1521-1580 by Roger Crowley.  This is our last meeting for the spring, so prepare for a lively 

discussion as we embark on our Mediterranean cruise. 

Donna McBride 


