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Soldiers of Fortune: The Story of the Mamluks by Glubb John Bagot is an
enthralling exploration into one of history's most fascinating military organizations.
Authored by the renowned British soldier and historian, John Bagot Glubb, this book
delves into the rise and fall of the Mamluks, a group of warrior slaves who became one of
the most powerful military forces in the Islamic world. Glubb's unique perspective as a
soldier and historian provides readers with a rich narrative that combines military
strategy, cultural context, and personal anecdotes. This article will explore the key themes
and historical significance of the Mamluks, along with the contributions of Glubb's work.

Introduction to the Mamluks

The Mamluks were originally enslaved soldiers, primarily of Turkic and Circassian origin,
who were bought and trained to serve as elite military troops. Over time, they gained
significant power, eventually overthrowing their former masters. The Mamluks established
a dynasty that ruled Egypt and the Levant for centuries, becoming key players in the
politics and warfare of the medieval Islamic world.

The Origins of the Mamluks

1. Historical Context: The Mamluks emerged during a time when the Islamic world was
fragmented into various dynasties and empires. The need for a reliable military force led
to the practice of purchasing and training slaves for combat roles.

2. Recruitment and Training: The Mamluks were typically young boys captured or

purchased from various regions, including the Caucasus and Central Asia. They underwent
rigorous training, emphasizing discipline, horsemanship, and combat skills.

The Rise to Power

The Mamluks' ascent to power was marked by several key events:

- Overthrow of the Ayyubid Dynasty: In the 13th century, the Mamluks seized control of
Egypt by overthrowing the Ayyubid dynasty, establishing themselves as the ruling elite.

- Battle of Ain Jalut: One of the defining moments in Mamluk history was their victory over
the Mongols at the Battle of Ain Jalut in 1260. This battle solidified their reputation as
formidable warriors and defenders of the Islamic world.



The Mamluks' Governance and Society

The Mamluks not only excelled in military affairs but also developed a sophisticated
governance system.

Administrative Structure

1. Sultanate System: The Mamluks operated under a sultanate, where the sultan was the
supreme ruler. The sultanate often involved a council of senior Mamluks known as the
"Mamluk oligarchy," who shared power and influence.

2. Legal and Economic Reforms: The Mamluks implemented legal reforms that integrated

Islamic law (Sharia) into their governance. They also developed trade and agriculture,
fostering economic growth in Egypt and the Levant.

Cultural Contributions

The Mamluks made significant contributions to art, architecture, and culture:

- Architectural Achievements: The Mamluks were responsible for constructing numerous
mosques, schools, and monuments, many of which still stand today. The Mosque of
Muhammad Ali and the Al-Nasir Muhammad Mosque are prime examples.

- Cultural Synthesis: The Mamluk period saw a blending of various cultures, including

Arab, Turkish, and Persian influences, which enriched the cultural landscape of Egypt and
the surrounding regions.

Military Strategies and Tactics

Glubb John Bagot's analysis of Mamluk military strategies provides insights into their
effectiveness and adaptability on the battlefield.

Key Military Tactics

1. Cavalry Dominance: The Mamluks were renowned for their cavalry, which was often
heavily armored and highly mobile. Their tactics relied on swift maneuvers and shock
tactics.

2. Use of Archery: Mamluk warriors were skilled archers, employing mounted archery
techniques that allowed them to strike swiftly before retreating to safety.

3. Fortifications and Siege Warfare: The Mamluks excelled in defense, constructing



formidable fortifications and employing advanced siege techniques during conflicts.

The Decline of the Mamluk Empire

Despite their remarkable achievements, the Mamluks faced numerous challenges that led
to their decline.

Internal Strife and Power Struggles

1. Factionalism: As the Mamluk elite grew more powerful, internal divisions emerged,
leading to factional battles that weakened their unity.

2. Economic Decline: The Mamluk economy began to falter due to over-reliance on
agriculture and trade, which were disrupted by external factors, including Black Death
and changing trade routes.

External Threats

- Ottoman Conquest: The ultimate demise of the Mamluks came with the rise of the
Ottoman Empire. In 1517, Sultan Selim I defeated the Mamluks and incorporated their
territories into the Ottoman realm, marking the end of their rule.

Glubb John Bagot's Legacy

John Bagot Glubb's "Soldiers of Fortune" is more than just a historical account; it serves as
a comprehensive study of the Mamluks' military prowess and cultural significance. His
insights provide a nuanced understanding of how this unique group of soldiers
transformed from enslaved individuals to powerful rulers.

Key Contributions of Glubb's Work

1. Detailed Narration: Glubb’s narrative style brings history to life, making it accessible to
both academic and general audiences.

2. Analytical Perspectives: His military analysis helps readers comprehend the
complexities of Mamluk warfare and governance.

3. Cultural Appreciation: Glubb highlights the Mamluks’ contributions to Islamic culture,
art, and architecture, underscoring their lasting legacy.



Conclusion

Soldiers of Fortune: The Story of the Mamluks by Glubb John Bagot provides a
compelling examination of one of history's most intriguing military organizations. Through
his meticulous research and engaging narrative style, Glubb sheds light on the rise and
fall of the Mamluks, exploring their governance, military strategies, and cultural
contributions. This book remains a vital resource for historians, military enthusiasts, and
anyone interested in understanding the complexities of power, warfare, and cultural
synthesis in the medieval Islamic world. The story of the Mamluks serves as a reminder of
how individuals can rise from humble beginnings to wield extraordinary influence and
power.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is the author of 'Soldiers of Fortune: The Story of
the Mamluks'?

The author is John Bagot Glubb.

What historical period does 'Soldiers of Fortune'
primarily cover?

The book primarily covers the history of the Mamluk Sultanate from the 13th to the 16th
centuries.

What was the origin of the Mamluks?

The Mamluks were originally slave soldiers, primarily of Turkic and Circassian origin, who
eventually rose to power in Egypt.

What military tactics are discussed in Glubb's book
regarding the Mamluks?

Glubb discusses the Mamluks' effective cavalry tactics, including their use of heavy
cavalry and the impact of mounted warfare.

How does Glubb describe the leadership style of the
Mamluk rulers?

Glubb describes the leadership of the Mamluk rulers as often pragmatic and militaristic,
focusing on both governance and military prowess.



What were the key factors that led to the decline of the
Mamluks?

Key factors included internal strife, economic difficulties, and the rise of the Ottoman
Empire, which eventually conquered Egypt.

What role did religion play in the Mamluk society
according to Glubb?

Religion played a significant role, with the Mamluks being staunch defenders of Islam, and
their rule was often legitimized through religious authority.

Does Glubb provide any insights on the cultural
contributions of the Mamluks?

Yes, Glubb highlights the Mamluks' contributions to architecture, education, and the arts,
particularly in Cairo.

What is the significance of the title 'Soldiers of
Fortune'?

The title reflects the Mamluks' origins as mercenaries who became powerful rulers,
emphasizing their complex history of fortune and military success.

How does Glubb's perspective as a British officer
influence his narrative in the book?

Glubb's background provides a unique perspective, as he draws parallels between the
Mamluks and contemporary military practices, offering insights rooted in his own
experiences.
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