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A war in which two chrigtian countriesfighting a third daimed Idam astheir ally

MODERN mechanised warfare, with soldiers and avilians aike struck down in huge
numbers by indudrid killing machines, is often said to have darted in the fid ds of
Handersin 1914. But it can dso be argued thet it had its ghedtly birth 60 years earlier,
on the north coagt of the Black Sea. For its protagonists—the leading European powers
of the day—the Crimean war was certainly the mog sgnificant conflict of the second
half of the 19th century. If desths from disease are induded, it cod at least 750,000
lives two-thirds of them Russian, and it triggered big sodid and culturd changesin dll

the countries affected.

Its defining event, the year-long assault on the Russan fortress of Sebastopal (depicted
above), was conducted with high-tech effidency: the besegersfired up to 75,000
atillery roundsaday in an early verson of “shock and awve’. And the human
consquences of war were rdlayed to the public a home with speed and unsparing
honedty by journdigs such as William Russl| of the Times who blazed atral for
generaions of war reporters. When the Russans findly abandoned Sebastopal, they
left about 3,000 wounded whaose condition Russl described in harrific detal: injuries
infested with maggoats, broken limbs protruding through raw flesh.

Ye for dl itsmodernity, the fighting was dso a“holy war” for each bdligerent power.
Leaders usad religious rhetoric and ordinary soldiers and sallors sad their prayers as
they tried to make sense of what they were doing. That, presumably, isthe point
Orlando Fges ahigorian a Birkbeck Callegein London, is making with his British
auntitle, “The Last Crusade’. Hisbook reveds the strange mixture of meaningsthe
war hed for its combatants. He puts the conflict into its broader context: the
determination of Britain (and with some resarvaions, France) to dem Russan
expanson and to balger Idam in itsfight withesstern Chridianity.

No, that lagt point is not amisiake. The greet historica paradox of the Crimean wa—
and of the longer-term Russo- Turkish conflict of which it was one episode—is thet
Anglican England and Romen Cathalic France were digned with Idam’s sultan-cliph
agand thetsarswho saw themsdves asthe world' sladt truly Chridian emperors.
Abovedl, the western Chrigtian powers were determined to avoid any reversd of the



Mudim conquest of Igtanbul: “The Russians hdl not have Condantinople’ chorused
an Engishmusc-hdl song.

How did the various playersin this srange rdigious game explain themsdves to their
own pious subjects? For the theocracies of Russaand Turkey, and therr God-fearing
ldiers things were farly sraghtforwerd: they were fighting, respectively, for
Chridianity and Idam.

It was harder, you might think, for the Church of England and the Cathalic
establishment in France to explain ther support of the cdiphate. In fact, they found it
essy enough to condruct the necessary arguments. FHrgt, British and French derics
demonisad Russan Orthodoxy as a semi-pagan creed. Second, they maintained thet in
some peculiar way the Ottoman empire was more friendly to its Christian subjectsthen
the tsar was. (The Ottomars tolerated Protestant missonaries, o long asthe
evangdisarslimited ther search for soulsto Orthodox Chrigians)

In the soring of 1854, as the Crimean fighting began in eamest, an Anglican deric
dedared that Russan Orthodoxy was as “impure, demordising, and intolerant as
popery itdf”. What could be more naturd,, then, than to teem up with Idam and
popery to deanse that terrible impurity? A French newspaper, meanwhile, gave
warning thet the Russans represented a gpecid menace to dl Catholicsbecausethey
hopeto convert usto their heresy”.

AsMr Fgesrecdls, thetacticd friendship between Western Chridians and Ottoman
Mudims hed its limits. To be sure, British envoysto the Holy Land probably found
more in common with lordly Ottonen adminidrators then with the exuberant faith of
Orthodox Chridian pessant-pilgrims But not al Mudim Turkswere overjoyed &
being embraced, and hailed as Chridian+-friendly, by Western powers. When in 1856
the sultan yid ded to Western pressure and granted Chrigtians some equdity, there was
abacklash from the Idamic establishment across the empire

Itisacomplex tde, told vividly by Mr Figes. Perhgpsit should sarve as a hedithy cold
shower for any modern aivilisationa warrior who sats out to present the course of
higory as asmple tug-of-war between Chrigtianity and Idam.



