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 The Battle of Zenta is an important historical event that staved off a major Ottoman invasion into 

Europe and preserved Western Civilization as we know it.  The Ottoman Empire had been trying to 

invade central Europe for hundreds of years.  The Muslim hordes made advance after advance 

into Europe, each time being thwarted just before they could achieve their ultimate goal of 

European domination.  Over the ages, fervent and courageous Christian monarchs had banded 

together to halt the advance of their ancient foe.  Despite their efforts, the Muslims had 

conquered considerable territory in Europe and would not be driven out so easily. 

The Ottomans had been steadily progressing into Central Europe for centuries, carving a path of 

destruction in their wake.  The first to fall was the Byzantine Empire, or the Eastern Roman Empire, and 

then several smaller territories throughout the Balkans fell one after another. Several times the Pope had 

attempted to gather a force to stand against the Muslim advance.   Some had heeded his call, but most 

remained silent, and preferred to quarrel amongst themselves.  In 1683, the Great Turkish War began 

when the Ottoman Empire attacked and lay siege to the Austrian city of Vienna. In response to the attack, 

a new Holy League was formed to combat the Turkish foe. The Holy Roman Empire, the Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth, and the Spanish Empire all combined their forces to push back the Ottomans.  

The German and Polish reinforcements pushed back the Turks and lifted the siege (Grant, Zenta 2011).  

One of the Austrian soldiers who fought at Vienna was a young man named Franz Eugen Prinz von 

Savoyen-Carignan, or Prince Eugene of Savoy.  This man fought valiantly during the battle and the 



emperor was so impressed that he was given command of a regiment of Dragoons (Lernet-Holena, 2020, 

Britannica). 

Prince Eugene of Savoy was a member of the family of Savoy, who once ruled over Sardinia, 

Sicily, and Italy.  It was once rumored that he was actually the illegitimate son of Louis XIV of France.  

Whether or not it was true, Louis was dissatisfied with Eugene and oppressed him.  After tolerating such 

treatment for twenty years, Eugene left the French court and offered his sword to emperor Leopold I of 

the Holy Roman Empire (Lernet-Holena, 2020, Britannica). 

In 1696, the war with the invading Ottomans was undecided; after battling it out for fifteen years, 

the Holy League had made numerous advances against them.  However, the Holy Roman Empire was 

now split on two fronts.  Since the relief of Vienna, it appeared that the Ottomans would finally be 

expelled from Europe, but in 1689, a French army had crossed the Rhine to attack the Holy Roman 

Empire in the first action of what would later be called the War of the League of Augsburg, or the War of 

the Grand Alliance.  France’s interference brought a sudden halt to the Holy Roman Empire’s advance 

and it failed to continue its offensive against the Ottomans (War of the Grand Alliance-European History, 

Britannica).  Many of the soldiers and competent generals, including Prince Eugene of Savoy, were sent 

to fight France (McKay, 1977).  On that front as well, the young prince continued to prove his military 

prowess, eventually reaching the rank of Imperial Field Marshal by age 29 (Lernet-Holena, 2020, 

Britannica). 

Due to France’s attack on the Holy Roman Empire, the Ottomans were given time to reorganize 

their military and make a counterattack.  In 1697, the war with France came to an end and Prince Eugene 

of Savoy was sent back to the South with an army of 50,000 men to stop a larger Ottoman army from 

taking the Hungarian city of Szeged (Grant, Zenta 2011).  The Muslim army numbered between 75,000-

100,000 Ottoman troops under the personal command of Sultan Mustafa II of the Ottoman Empire 

(Faroqhi, The Cambridge History of Turkey: The Later Ottoman Empire).  The stage was now set for the 



long conflict to reach its climax: either the Ottomans, with superior numbers and renewed vigor, would 

swarm through the Balkan Peninsula and into Central Europe, or be routed by the defending Austrian 

against all odds. 

After learning of Eugene’s army, Mustafa decided to set up winter quarters in Romania rather 

than try to take Szeged.  Prince Eugene refused to let him get away and surprise attacked the Ottoman 

host as they were crossing the Tisza River near the town of Zenta (Grant, Zenta 2011).  The Ottoman 

camp had been set on the West side of the river.  The Muslims had set up a semi-circle of defenses on the 

East bank with their backs to the river, while the rest of their soldiers crossed over a single bridge to the 

East side of the river.  Eugene crossed over bogs and marshes to the North and then moved around and 

struck the defenses on the Eastern bank.  Eugene positioned his artillery on the high ground and waited 

until the Ottoman artillery was fording the river and therefore unable to return fire (Battle of Zenta-1697 

2021).  He placed his cavalry on his flanks and his infantry in the center and then charged the Turkish 

defenses (Wheatcroft, The Enemy at the Gate: Hapsburgs, Ottomans and the Battle for Europe).  The 

Ottomans had not expected the Christian forces to have been anywhere nearby, and were ill-prepared for 

battle.  The Austrians overran the Turkish defenses as Eugene’s artillery pounded the forces in the camp.  

Eugene’s soldiers captured the bridge very quickly, leaving part of the Turkish army trapped on the 

Eastern bank with nowhere to run.  The Turkish troops were terrified and disoriented and most fled.  

Thousands of them drowned or were run down by the Austrian soldiers (Grant, Zenta 2011). 

The battle was a victory for the Austrian-Hapsburg forces under Eugene.  The Ottomans had 

suffered a resounding defeat at the cost of over 30,000 men, while the Austrian losses numbered 429 dead 

and 1,598 wounded (K., 1878).  The Turks abandoned the majority of their artillery and weapons in their 

camp, as well as a great wealth of gold and jewels and even the state seal of the Ottoman Empire, one of 

their most guarded treasures.  In addition, several important members of the Ottoman royal court were 

taken prisoner (Battle of Zenta-1697 2021).  The Ottoman Empire was forced to sign the Treaty of 



Karlowitz, ceding the Kingdoms of Hungary and Transylvania to the Austrian Hapsburgs in 1699, 

bringing them one step closer to their ultimate collapse (Grant, Zenta 2011). 

The Battle of Zenta was a watershed event in history.  Though often overlooked by the textbooks, 

this sweeping victory for the Austrian Hapsburgs preserved Western Civilization from Turkish Muslim 

domination.  Later attempts to invade Europe were unsuccessful as Muslim forces were unable to achieve 

the foothold needed for full-scale invasion.  If Prince Eugene had failed to intercept the Muslim army, 

then the Ottomans would have been able to reorganize and invade in even greater numbers the following 

year.  Such an invasion likely would have crushed any remaining Christian opposition in Hungary and 

allowed for continued invasions into central Europe. This decisive victory secured both the survival of 

Christendom as well as Prince Eugene’s place in history as a military genius.    
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