
 

 

(23) CHAPTER 2 cont. 

I HASTENED back to the Küçüksu Palace to tell my sister of 
these strange events. Raymond, when he joined us, looked 
gloomy and perturbed. Perdita’s greeting did nothing to 
improve his mood.  

“The decrees of heaven,” she exclaimed, “are wondrous, 
and inexplicable beyond all our imagining!”  

“Foolish girl,” he retorted, “are you like my valiant soldiers, 
then? Panic-struck? What is so inexplicable?  Pray, tell me. We 
know the plague is rampant across Asia; we know it strikes 
Istanbul every year. To what would have been high numbers 
anyhow, you add siege, shortage, extreme heat and drought—of 
course the death toll looks worse than usual. But it’s not 
plague—by the God that lives! It’s neither pestilence nor 
impending danger that makes us abstain from the ready prey, 
like birds in harvest-time, terrified by a scarecrow. It is only the 
Greeks’ base superstition.” 

He began walking to and fro in the seraglio’s marble hall. His 
very lips were pale with rage and quivered while they shaped his 
angry words; his eyes shot fire as he went on:  “And thus the 



valiant lose the field to fools, and high-souled worthy ambition 
is made the plaything of tame rabbits! Istanbul shall be ours yet, 
though. By my past labors, I swear it; by my torture, by my 
imprisonment, by my victories, by my sword, I swear; by my 
hopes of fame, and by whatever I’ve earned of eternal reward, I 
deeply vow—with these hands to plant the cross on the first 
mosque I reach inside those city walls!” 

“Dearest Raymond!” Imploringly, my sister tried to 
interrupt.  

“Perdita,” he overrode her. “I know what you want to say; I 
know that you love me, that you are good and gentle; but this is 
not your field. You have no conception of how strong a 
hurricane is tearing me to pieces!” Looking half afraid of his 
own violence, he dashed from the hall. Perdita signaled me to 
follow.  

I found him with his passions in a state of inconceivable 
turbulence. His dog watched from a crouch nearby. “Will 
Fortune toy with me forever?” he cried. “Must the individual, 
the heaven-climber, always fall victim to the crawling reptiles of 
the human species? When I was young I prayed to become one 
of those people who make the pages of world history splendid; 
who exalt the human race, and turn this little globe into a 
dwelling of the mighty. Alas, for Raymond! the prayer of his 
youth is wasted—the hopes of his manhood are null.”  

I kept pace with him as he strode up and down the garden, 
and listened as he continued: “Were I like you, Lionel, looking 
forward to many years of life, to unbroken chains of love-



enlightened days, to refined enjoyments and fresh-springing 
hopes, I might yield, and resign my generalship, and come back 
home with the rest of you to seek repose among Windsor’s 
glades. But I am about to die!—no, don’t interrupt me.  

“Soon I shall die. From the living earth, from all human 
sympathy, from the favorite haunts of my youth, from the 
kindness of my friends, from the affection of my only beloved 
Perdita, I am about to be removed. Such is the will of fate. This 
is the decree of the High Ruler from whom there is no appeal: 
to whom I submit.  

“But to lose all—to lose with life and love, glory too! No—it 
shall not be! 

“I, and in a relatively brief time, everyone alive—this panic-
struck army included, and the whole population of our fair 
Greece—will be gone. But other generations will arise in their 
place, who across the ages and forever will continue to be made 
happier by what we do today, and to feel glorified by our present 
valor. 

“From my dungeon in yonder city, I swore I’d be its ruler 
someday. How can I stand before its vanquishment, and not 
dare call myself a conqueror? I must act! Didn’t Alexander the 
Great, at the citadel walls in the Punjab, seize the first ladder 
and climb alone to meet its defenders’ swords by himself, to 
show his coward troops the way to victory? Even so will I brave 
the plague—and if no one follows me, I’ll still plant the Grecian 
standard, yes, at the top of Hagia Sophia.” 

Before Raymond was called away to a meeting with his staff, 



I reasoned with him in vain. Alexander’s death, I reminded him, 
had been much hastened by his wound from that affray. Why 
not hold off a while? Winter temperatures, I said, would 
dissipate the pestilential air, and restore courage to the Greeks.  

“Don’t talk to me of cold weather!” he cried. “I’ve lived my 
last winter. This year’s date, 2092, will be carved on my tomb.” 
He gave the sky a long, mournful regard. “Already I perceive,” 
he said, “the bourn of my existence, a precipitate edge over 
which I will plunge into the gloomy mystery of the life to come. 
I am prepared, so long as I leave behind a trail of light so radiant 
that my worst enemies cannot cloud it. I owe this to Greece, to 
you, to my Perdita—and to myself, Ambition’s victim.” 

Alas! for human reason! Raymond accused the Greeks of 
superstition: what name did he give to the faith he lent to 
Evadne’s dying words? So ran the thoughts with which I made 
my way, at his request, from the lawns of Sweet Waters to the 
scorched precincts of the encampment, my task to observe the 
soldiers and report to him about their mindset. I found 
commotion and swirling rumor. Marvelously exaggerated and 
embroidered, the day-old story about the fleet’s latest prisoners 
had been linked to tales of prophecies from centuries past; 
fearful accounts of whole regions currently laid waste by 
pestilence alarmed the troops as well. Discipline was lost. I saw 
the army begin to disband itself. Each individual, formerly part 
of a great whole, moving only in unison with others, now 
reverted to the original, natural unit of one, and thought of self 
alone. The soldiers stole off at first singly and in pairs, then in 



larger companies, until, unimpeded by their officers, whole 
battalions sought the road back through Thrace. 

By midnight I was across the Bosphorus again. Raymond 
met me alone at the palace and received my report calmly. He 
said, “You know, Verney, my fixed determination not to quit 
this place until Istanbul is fully ours. If these soldiers shrink from 
following me, others, more courageous, can be found.” Then he 
handed me some dispatches and ordered me to bring them to 
Karazza; I must tell the sea chieftain that her help was needed 
at the city walls. Raymond needed fighters. If just one regiment 
were seen to follow him, he said, the soldiers who remained 
would follow along as a matter of course. If I left before 
daybreak, Karazza’s marines might be on their way to him 
tomorrow; I must return with word of their dispatch by noon. 

I left him with assurances of my obedience and zeal; but his 
plan left me skeptical, and I was weary. I decided to take a few 
hours rest. With the break of day I rose, dressed to leave, and 
lingered. I wanted to talk to Perdita first. The sun began to rise 
outside my window, a golden splendor. Weary nature awoke to 
suffer yet another day of heat and drought. No dew fell to cool 
the petals of the wilting flowers; the dry grass had withered on 
the lawns. No birds braved the burning fields of air with song; 
only the locusts, children of the sun, began their shrill ear-
splitting chorus among the cypresses and olives. I saw 
Raymond’s horse, a superb coal-black charger, brought to the 
palace gate. A small company of officers arrived soon after-
wards, their faces marked by sleeplessness and care and fear.  



Surprisingly, I found Raymond and Perdita still together in 
their chamber. He was watching the sunrise, one arm around 
her waist; she looked on him, meanwhile, the sun of her life, 
with an earnest gaze that mingled anxiety and tenderness. 
Raymond started angrily when he saw me. “Here still?”he cried. 
“Is this your promised zeal?” 

“Pardon me,” I said, “but even as you speak, I am gone.” 
“No, pardon me,” he replied. “I have no right to command 

or reproach you; but my life hangs on your departure and 
speedy return. Farewell!” His voice had recovered its bland 
tone, but a dark cloud still hung on his features. I would have 
delayed; I wanted to tell my sister to keep an eye on him, but his 
presence restrained me. I had no pretence for further hesitation, 
and when Raymond said farewell a second time, I clasped his 
outstretched hand. It was cold and clammy.  

“Take care of yourself, my dear Lord,” I said. 
“Oh no,” said Perdita, “that shall my job. Don’t be gone too 

long, Lionel.”  
Twice I turned back, just to look again on this matchless pair: 

Raymond, playing absently with his beloved’s auburn locks, 
while she leaned on him. My feet felt slow and heavy, even 
though it had not yet occurred to me that my mission was 
mostly Raymond’s pretext to get me out of his way. My horse 
had been saddled for me, my escort assembled, and I was nearly 
mounted when Clara flew out of nowhere and grabbed me to 
beg me to hurry back quickly—she’d had terrible dreams, she 
said, that she didn’t dare tell her mother. At this point I didn’t 



want to leave at all, but as I told Clara, with a promise to return 
very soon, I had my orders. 

They took me to the Marble Tower, furthest point on the 
city’s old land walls. There, with the blue sea at our shoulders, I 
saw Karazza, who showed surprise at my request. She’d see 
what could be done, she said; but she’d need time—at least a 
day. To promise anything by noon was impossible. She 
welcomed me to wait there, at the tower, or else I could return 
tomorrow. My choice was easily made. A restlessness, a fear of 
what might be about to happen, a gnawing doubt as to 
Raymond’s intentions, urged me to find him right away. I rode, 
keeping in sight of the walls, past our half-deserted camps, until 
I reached the base of the hill overlooking the Cannon Gate. 
From this tree-caped height, Mehmet II had studied Constan-
tinople, his prey; Raymond with his spyglass had stood in 
another conqueror’s footprints. It was noon when I reached the 
top and raised my own spyglass.  

I saw Lord Raymond on his charger amid a small company 
of mounted officers. Gathered at ground level was a promis-
cuous rabble of soldiers and subalterns, their discipline lost, 
their arms, their band instruments, their banners thrown aside. 
The only flag in sight was the one Raymond carried, the flag of 
Greece. He pointed with it at the gate, and the circle around 
him fell back. With a great gesture, he leapt from his horse, 
seized a hatchet hanging from his saddle, and attacked the 
massive timbers and bolts with silent fury. A few soldiers joined 
him, then several more. Combined force soon vanquished the 



obstacle, which fell with a low whisper. Gate, ramparts, 
portcullis, fence lay demolished. Straight ahead was the wide 
sunlit way to the city’s heart.  

The ones who’d helped shrank back, as if fearful of what 
they’d already done; they might have been expecting some 
mighty phantom to stalk, in offended majesty, from the opening 
they’d made. Raymond sprang lightly onto his horse, took up 
the flag again, and addressed them—how, I couldn’t hear, but 
his gestures seemed to release them, even dismiss them, from 
the obligation of completing their conquest. Even as he spoke, 
the crowd backed further away from him. In a transport of 
indignation and disdain that he made no effort to conceal, he 
said a few more words. Then, turning from his coward 
followers, he set himself to enter the city alone. The very horse 
beneath him appeared to shy from the fatal entrance; his dog, 
his faithful dog, lay moaning and supplicating in his path—no 
use. One more moment passed before he plunged the rowels 
into the charger’s sides. The stung animal bounded forward, the 
dog dashed ahead, and Raymond, through the gate, was 
galloping up the broad deserted street. 

I forgot the distance between us. “Wait, Raymond—I’ll go 
with you!” I cried, taking my eye from the glass. The cloudless 
sun almost blinded me: I raised one hand for shade and looked 
again. About a mile away, the wall, the gate, and a surrounding 
pigmy swarm could be discerned; Raymond’s form, no. Stung 
with impatience, I spurred my horse downhill, my sole thought 
to arrive at the side of my noble, godlike friend before he met 



any danger.  
My view was lost behind buildings and trees when I reached 

the plain, but I could make better time. I took off down the city 
road at a gallop, and hadn’t gone very far when there was an 
enormous crash, sharp and thunderous. As it reverberated 
through the sky, the air grew dark. Moments later I rode into the 
open. I saw the Cannon Gate walls, dwarfed by the murky 
cloud rising from the city behind them to tower, hovering, 
swirling with fragments of buildings half-visible through smoke; 
flames burst out beneath, and ongoing explosions filled the air 
with terrific concussions.  

The circumference of the falling ruin soon surpassed the 
massive walls; the ivy towers shook; and crowds of soldiers 
fleeing these perils made for the road by which I came. I was 
surrounded, hemmed in by them, unable to get forward. 
Impatient beyond all measure, I stretched out my hands and 
implored his soldiers to turn back and save their general, the 
conqueror of Istanbul, the liberator of Greece! Tears, yes, 
searing tears gushed from my eyes—I would not believe in his 
destruction; yet every dark mass in the air before me seemed to 
carry a portion of the martyred Raymond. My struggles to 
approach the gate offered meager mental relief from the 
horrible imaginings that turbid cloud inspired.  

Yet when I finally got there, all I could see through the 
opening was a city of fire. The wide street down which 
Raymond had ridden was enveloped in smoke and flame. The 
explosions ceased after a while, but the flames still shot up from 



various quarters. The dome of Hagia Sophia had disappeared. 
Strange to say (the result perhaps of the concussion of air 
produced when the Turks’ trip wires and powder blew up their 
Pearl of the Bosphorus), a fleet of gigantic white thunderheads 
arrived on the southern horizon and approached together; 
amidst this havoc and despair, they were a sight to give pleasure 
after months without a single blot to break the unforgiving blue 
expanse. With incredible swiftness, the whole sky turned gray. 
A lightning flash forked from the bulging clouds, a great 
cymbal-crash of thunder followed; then the big rain fell. The 
fires raging across the city bent beneath it, and the smoke and 
dust slowly returned to the ruins they’d issued from. 

As  soon as I saw the flames abating, an irresistible impulse 
drove me to try and penetrate the town. Given the enormous 
piles of rubble everywhere, I left my horse behind; I could only 
do this on foot. I’d never visited the old city before, and its 
layout was largely unknown to me. The streets were blocked up 
anyhow, the ruins smoking. I climbed up one heap, only to see a 
succession of others in prospect, and no way to tell where the 
center of town might be, or towards what point Raymond might 
have been heading.  

The rain ceased, the sky cleared. I scrambled on, until I 
came to a street lined with wooden houses. Those that weren’t 
burnt were still standing, and in the street I saw people—the first 
so far. I hurried forward. Dead, defaced human forms, some 
hard to distinguish as such: none could be Raymond. I turned 
my eyes away, while my heart sickened within me. After this I 



reached an open space—from the mountain of ruin in its midst, 
a large mosque must have stood there. Scattered about were 
various articles of luxury and wealth, all destroyed, singed, but 
recognizable. Ornaments, artworks, jewels, strings of pearls, 
embroidered robes, rich furs, glittering tapestries: they seemed 
to have been collected here to make bonfires, only the dousing 
rain had stopped the havoc midway. 

Hours passed, without a sign of Raymond. Evening came. 
Insurmountable heaps made me retrace my steps sometimes; 
still-burning fires scorched me. With nightfall, the glare of 
flames showed the progress of destruction. Fiery flickering 
made weird living shapes out of the piles around me. I marveled 
at these sublime beings and their gigantic proportions—yielding 
for a few moments to imaginative fiction’s soothing power.  

The drumbeats of my human heart drew me back to blank 
reality. Where are you, my friend, in this wilderness of death? 
Ornament of England, deliverer of Greece, hero of unwritten 
history—O Raymond, where in this burning chaos are thy dear 
relics strewed? “Raymond!” I called aloud for him. Through the 
darkness, over the scorching ruins of fallen Istanbul, his name 
was heard; no voice replied—not even an echo. 

Excitement could sustain my search only so long. The 
solitude depressed my spirits; and as my enthusiasm and hope 
faded, I was gradually overcome by weariness, dust, heat, 
smoke, and a famishing hunger. When my strength failed at 
last, I’d reached the site of another great  edifice. My limbs 
trembling, I sat on its sole remaining step, huge and magnificent 



even in its downfall; a few broken colonnades, partially spared 
by the gunpowder, stood in fantastic groups. A flame glimmered 
at intervals on the summit of the pile, far overhead. Dazed with 
weakness, I rested my head on the stone. I watched the 
constellations reel and then go out. Once or twice I strove to 
rise, but I yielded to the grateful sensation of utter forgetfulness. 
In that scene of desolation, on that night of despair—I slept. 
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