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Women having fun on the Great Wheel, early seventeenth century (F. Taeschner, Alt-Stambuler …, Hanover, 1925)




 


 


 


 


 


 


I shall die this autumn. My tasks are finished now


I have washed in the brook, climbed the walnut-tree, frightened birds


Been kidnapped. Born twelve children. Cradled, watched


Married a son, lost a daughter, lived to be thirty.


From ‘Autumn’ by the female Turkish poet Gülten Akın (b. 1933). Translation by Nermin Menemencioǧlu (from The Penguin Book of Turkish Verse, edited by N. Menemencioǧlu).
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A Note on Pronunciation


The spelling adopted here is based on modern Turkish but I have even taken liberties with that. All Turkish letters are pronounced as in English except for the following:


c pronounced j as in jam


ç pronounced ch as in child


ğ not pronounced; lengthens the preceding vowel


ı akin to the pronunciation of u in radium


ö pronounced ö as in the German König


ş akin to the sh in shark


ü pronounced u as in the French tu
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Foreword


We Must Walk Where No Aircraft Flies


It is important to make clear from the start that the great problem in writing this book has been the paucity of letters by Turkish women, let alone diaries. I have therefore had to resort to contemporary accounts – these are mainly by European travellers who were often poor or spasmodic witnesses. There is, however, another source: the growing evidence gathered and evaluated by modern economic and social historians such as Inalcık and Faroqhi in particular.


The scope of the book has been restricted else it would have grown out of all proportion. It is for this reason that Syrian and Egyptian women have been ignored: although, strictly speaking, they were Ottomans for several centuries, they belong to their own respective cultures. I also decided to stop at 1924 when Atatürk founded the Republic. The period requires a second volume in which to record the achievements of women in the last seventy years. Nor would I be able to write it. It is for that reason that the book is restricted to the period of the sultanate. Even this has had to be cut ruthlessly because the Ottoman empire nurtured many disparate societies.
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Anyone who has lived and travelled in modern Turkey, and who cares a jot for the human race, can only be impressed by the hardship of village life even today. This includes that of the extended villages which form the suburbs of cities and towns. For a great many people, life is a condition that must be endured. Yet there are moments of relaxation, of pleasure and of festivities while the earth still bears fruit, however grim the future may be with the dwindling harvests from forests and sea. It is gossip which keeps a community alive – that great game that notices the slightest gesture that is out of place, hesitation before a familiar door, the late arrival at the washing place that is the club to which all village women belong. It comes from acute observation and a shared store of knowledge beside which the skills of poker, bridge and meddling with micro-chips appear singularly commonplace.


The Republic legalized the liberation of women in spite of all the prejudices nurtured through generations which recede into the dark ages before recorded history. Women now direct major museums and are professors in the universities. They are beginning to be a force in the politics of the democracy. This change from the past to the future is not confined to the educated but is perceptible among the young in spite of reaction and this heartens older generations who battled for liberation. It should be remembered how recently equality for women has evolved in the richer countries of Europe and America. Even today, a woman has never been elected president of the United States or appointed editor of a great newspaper. Such things will come.


It is important to recognize that the nineteenth century was just as much a period of social and political turmoil in Istanbul as it was in the rest of Europe. It did not come to the rescue of Ottoman women immediately but the first schools for girls bred the first suffragettes. It was to be long before the villager could enjoy the privilege of reading and writing. Besides the schools, a secret revolution occurred when governesses came into fashion among wealthy families. These women came from England, France and Germany, sometimes all at the same time. Some were not very clear in their own minds about the future of women as they saw it. They were unlikely to evangelize their charges except by osmosis and by endowing them with the eye-widening pleasures of commanding several languages and their imported cultures.


If at the end of the journey, the palsied hand of romanticism has been amputated, that will have been worth attempting. To be tough is not enough. A life is futile if it has not taken one step on its own, unhandicapped by sex or impoverishment. Some steps were taken and the footprints are worth finding.


Not all that has resulted from the great advances in women’s lives since the Republic has been beneficial to country life. A determination to educate their children has meant parents’ sending them away to towns in order to attend secondary school. Success results in recruitment by universities in both Istanbul and the provinces. The graduates do not return other than to make affectionate visits. The result is that a father who, before the age of 50, could formerly have looked forward to handing over heavy work to a son, now continues to work the land. He can no longer become the pundit of the teahouse. Moreover, his society is destabilized by television. The women are equally hard hit. This may be true of the suburbs of the cities, which are merely new forms of village: the young are missing from an early age. But this is material which belongs to another book. Here it is enough to consider the period of the sultanate.
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What I originally set out to prove was the strength of will of the women of the Ottoman period as natural and human disasters followed one upon the other. Looking back, I now see this to have been a simple-minded view that made it hardly worth the telling of the story. Fortunately, I rapidly discovered that I was not writing about the self-evident tough spirit of Ottoman women but of something quite other, something at once more tragic and of far greater importance than a recognition of the force of the inevitable. I hope that what is written here will lead to my real point; a point which a reader anywhere will readily understand as the book progresses.


.
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Young woman carrying a pitcher from the fountain, Levni, 1720–25 (T.S.M.K.)




 



Introduction


Heiresses of Eve


The Ottomans came out of Asia to rule from the Danube to the Nile. They had settled first in Anatolia and married the women of the villages. Some remained nomads and were faithful to their clans: and there were the sultans and their central government who married slaves. Peasants continued to toil as they had always done under their old masters while townsfolk sought prosperity through crafts and trade. Whatever the man might do, it was the woman who cared for the family and worked long hours as well. Without her there could have been no future. This was equally true of Europe.


Apart from the life of the wealthy in Istanbul, this book concentrates on the people of the Balkans, Thrace and Anatolia. In these provinces ordinary women endured 600 years of hardship and trouble, raised their children, mourned their dead and, in doing so, developed those courageous personalities which dominate this account.


It is with an ever-growing awareness of the mercilessness of the struggle to survive that one can understand what it meant to be alive, to marry and to give birth. One is not surprised that superstition made more sense than reason in the loneliness of the country but it also flourished in the noise and strife of great cities. Wherever she might be, the mother developed the republic of the home, achieving family love out of the conflict around her, the equal of any man. And this, with their enduring respect for her, her sons well knew.


On high were the princesses and the great ladies who achieved political power. Many of them had personalities so strong that, intellectually, they are still alive. Much more is recorded about life in the palace than in humble homes, but even from these much can be deduced: and yet more as the research moves into the nineteenth century and reveals a plethora of conflicting accounts of what it meant to be alive in the last years of the Ottoman empire. Veils come and go, our heroines are stricken and dumbfounded, homes are burnt and crops are pillaged: but there was no one who could forsake the struggle. It was just as well, because without them there would have been no Ottomans at all.


In neither the medieval east nor west was there a place for individuals except for symbolic heroes and heroines and gilded figures of power. Later these became people with a history who, if they spoke, had their speeches rewritten for them by biased partisans or nineteenth-century historians and poets. As for the common herd, they remained the common herd. They were not thought of as personalities but as loiterers on the road of life, formed by circumstance and subject to circumstance. The women in this book lived, suffered, achieved, failed and most certainly died: as did most of their children before reaching adulthood. Some of them were born into fortunate homes and very few achieved a place in history because they had beauty and wit.


In village terms, marriage for women had some of the characteristics of a guild in the sense that women worked like a clan to achieve its consummation. With the implacable approach of maturity, it was essential for a girl to be taught needlework and possibly spinning and weaving. She would already know how to cook, tend animals and garden. At about the age of 15 this meant that the burden or, if she were fortunate, the pleasure of marriage and its fulfilment were at hand; in spite of learning about sex as if by eavesdropping rather than explanation in physical terms. There were three periods in a woman’s life – childhood, maternity and widowhood. This meant that she had a sense of place and a socially necessary duty within a relatively simple society. Badly paid child weavers can also be seen as students of older women and as having a humble place within the social structure.


No one could escape the destiny of disciplines without which a community could not survive let alone develop. And such a destiny was as true of one sex as another. The struggle to survive left little time to develop a questioning mind: it was easier to consult the past, real or imaginary. There is a self-evident difference between a society living in the present and the past and one that is aware of, and ponders, the forces of change and danger: still more so when the sexes have achieved equality. Moreover, villages declined and towns and cities grew. The village was no longer a unity when there were strangers in the next street or even in one’s own apartment. The sense of unity was further disrupted by the need to travel to work with people of like skills but with no communal or family relationships. Moreover, life was no longer seasonal and working hours never varied.


The lives of most wealthy Ottoman women are only recorded on gravestones as fighters for the Faith and little else. Their names repeat themselves. Their headstones may be pretty with flowers but they are dumb. Dumber still are the rough stones that marked a common peasant grave and the man fared no better than his wife. If a number of men loved their wives and felt impoverished without them, many accounts agree that far more of them only felt the loss of a worker, a nurse, a cook and a pillow. This was because they had sought company with fellow men and not with other women than the wives who served them. That they were unaware of their deprivation did not make it any the less. This deprivation was an intellectual arthritis which was reflected all over life in the Ottoman world and no less in central and western Europe at the time.


Criticism of Ottoman society should be seen in the context of the times. This was more than some western travellers could achieve. One grows weary of the carping of even so great an archaeologist as Sir William Ramsay. The intellectual chauvinist personified could not understand why his wife got on so well with people in Anatolia whom he saw as near savages and who interfered with his work, which he had not thought of explaining to them. Travellers often appear to have had no knowledge of their own countries so that their condemnation of the galleys or brutal punishments in Turkey in the seventeenth or eighteenth century ignores the hulks in Britain or that discipline in the British army or navy was maintained by flogging. The seventeenth-century historian Evliya Çelebi, who was an inveterate traveller, was horrified by the cruelty of justice in Iran: what he would have said to the hanging of 10-year-olds for theft in England before the nineteenth century can only be left to the imagination.


Then there were books which concocted myths such as the ‘tragedy’ of Sultan Abdülhamit II’s (1876-1909) daughter – which never happened, since she was alive and entertaining friends in the 1920s, long after her supposed murder. There was the redoubtable Aimée, cousin (or even sister in one account) of Josephine, the first wife of Napoleon. She was said to have been captured by pirates and married to the sultan, becoming the mother of Mahmut II (1808–39) and the inspiration behind his reforms: the truth is that the inspiration came from Selim III (1789–1807). We have to thank the misuse and falsification of evidence for this weird story by the romantic writers Hervé and Morton among others. Aimée’s signature on the marriage register shows, however, that she was home in France two years after her supposed son was born, which would have been impossible if she was incarcerated in the Harem.1 As for the palace at Topkapı, derivative accounts for the fires of fancy brewed tureens of nonsense.


.
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Inönü in the 1960s, virtually unchanged since the end of the nineteenth century (author)
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Village woman … (author)





CHAPTER 1


The Coming of the Nomads


In the Beginning


Anatolia is as big as Germany and France put together. Even today, distances are great although roads have transformed the country during the last forty years and vehicles travel speedily. It is still wise to think of a night’s break when travelling by car from Istanbul to Dıyarbekir let alone by bus, however luxurious this means of transport has become. A hundred years ago, only the Tatar (Tartar) mounted post could ride 300 kilometres in one day in a crisis. A dispatch from the governor of Dıyarbekir could rarely reach Istanbul in less than ten days. The army might take almost as many weeks. All this was after a military route was established, with depots for revictualling, in the tracks of the Seljuks (Selcuks), Byzantines and Romans before them.


Anatolia is a harsh plateau girdled by a kind coastline and the population needed, and still needs, to be tough to survive the hot summers and bitter winters. The Hittites, Hurrites and Uratu, among the many people who came after the hunter-gatherers and the earliest settlers of the plains of Greater Syria, were indeed tough. They produced leaders, and therefore rivals, who added war to the catastrophes of the climate. The gods had to be placated or enlisted, if possible, and the remains of divine symbols cover large areas of the plateau. They have nothing to do with love but are the entreaties of humanity. There are no statistics to draw on and one may only guess at the numbers of these settlers, the fertility of their wives and how many children survived into adolescence (seen as maturity then because life was short). We do know that they stayed in a harsh terrain for so long because there were no cities to escape to: Constantinople had no name and not even Byzans had been imagined.


Later it was to be different. Other people invaded the pastures and benefited from past husbandry. Eventually, these predators were to include the Romans. Many of the administrators of the Eastern Roman empire had never seen Italy but were educated in the Balkans and Thrace. It was even less likely that many of their troops were Italian-born. Where did the Hittites come from, for that matter?


It is a strange army which leads a celibate life and rare troops who travel with their wives and families. Thus the stock of the plateau embraced some alien blood and some of the children survived. What the Romans did bring with them was their legal code, the father of both Byzantine and Ottoman land laws,1 which were just benevolent enough to reduce the impulse to escape even when the land was poor. It was an agricultural system based on the family holding. Small farms were held by free peasants whose main crops were the wheat and barley which were vital to subsistence. Since land varies in fertility, the measure was linked to the amount of land that could be ploughed by one yoke of oxen. This was the most efficient economic and political system because the family as a whole supplied the labour and good husbandry increased loyalty to imperial rule. Direct rule from Rome ended when lines of communication became too stretched and the empire was divided into two. The Byzantines in the east were more often of Greek or Balkan origin than Italian and it was rational to be rid of Latin as the twin language by the sixth century when Greek became paramount. The Byzantines accepted the principles of the Roman agrarian system but this did not prevent the growth of large estates when imperial authority dwindled or showed no interest. Many smallholders came to be no better than serfs. The peasants struggled on. They lived in such poverty and remoteness that their mores and ways of living changed little over the centuries, especially where generations were rooted in the same area.


Older Gods


These people clung to their superstitions and pagan beliefs related to the demons of nature, since a terrain so harsh and a climate so unattractive bred very few kindly spirits. Natural phenomena took on their old importance. A great mountain like Erciyas (Mount Argeus) which ennobles Kayseri clearly had to be one of divine importance. It stands overlooking the plain, in an atmosphere which has the gift of transforming this beautiful extinct volcano into a mystery. The only dispute was which deity was enthroned on the summit. Any beautiful stream with its life-giving water would achieve the same importance. Trees in particular were regarded with awe, and in the villages elders met under the finest to discuss local problems in the shade of its invisible wisdom. If it were so old that it showed signs of falling, everything would be done to prop it up. Plane trees were the most revered and the Rev. Walsh, who was chaplain to the British embassy in Istanbul in the 1820s, reported that they were sometimes planted on the birth of a child. In the early 1960s, when the coast lane from Istanbul to Rumeli Hısar was widened, the new road was split to run either side of such a tree rather than that it should be cut down. It is either because of educational progress or municipal power that it has since been felled.


Trees, rocks and springs were so important that new religions, when they reached Anatolia, could not – or were wise enough not to – interfere with primitive beliefs. There are many sites which are equally sacred to Christians and Moslems just as there are the tombs of shared saints. The sacred tree on the Milas to Bodrum road still flaunts its coloured rags above the whitewashed adobe tomb of a holy man, in order to attract his attention in heaven; their number and that of the stones stacked against his monument attest to his sanctity although his name is unknown. He continues to intercede on behalf of the innocent for the cure of diseases, the relief of suffering and to awaken life in a barren womb. It was the women who had the greatest sense of their ancestry, as well they might since they, and they alone, ensured the continuation of a family with the help of benevolent spirits. So tombs were especially precious for women and to worship there was particularly comforting. The worst tyrant among husbands had no right to prevent his wife seeking solace in such places any more than he could forbid her going to the hamam, or bath.2 Ancestor worship was just as important as in Cairo, where the families of the deceased still picnic on the graves of their forebears and even sleep there. This practice was pursued on a more modest scale in Ottoman cemeteries.


For the intellectuals of the Greek Orthodox Church, Anatolia was a place of exile. The great bishops, Fathers of the Church though they may have been, dreaded such sees as Caesaria (Kayseri) with its icy winters and mud-sodden springs, despite Roman engineering. The local clergy were as superstitious as their flocks and often as illiterate.3 It was barely possible to find any priest who was prepared to live in a village of mean crofts far from a town and there perform the duties of Christ’s Vicar. The humbler monks offered far more to a peasantry from whom many had sprung, but although there were many monasteries, the country was too large for them to have much influence outside their immediate neighbourhood. Moreover, some monks resorted to centres like Cappadocia to adorn self-dug caves with unsophisticated frescoes of remarkable brilliance just as a few continue to seek refuge on Mount Athos, the holy mountain of Thrace. In Ottoman times, the same problem of finding scholarly imams, or prayer leaders, who would work in outlying places continued and again the situation was sometimes ameliorated by dervish tekkes, or Sufi monasteries. The tomb of the founder became a place of supplication. The dervish movement was mystical and offered an entanglement of spiritual paths. It followed that the many sects held different tenets, but they were brotherhoods akin in their belief that from God we come and to God we shall return.


Such brotherhoods could be widespread and some had tekkes in Central Asia which then branched out and spread all over the Ottoman dominions. In Central Asia, they were influenced by shamanism and it was there that the Turkish babas, or holy men, emerged as leaders. They brought with them antlers and other symbols of the past. While the beliefs of some orders remained simple, others were highly sophisticated, such as those of the Mevlevi order whose vision of the universe was as vivid as it was intellectually rewarding. Its founder, Celalettin Rumi (d. 1273), who was the greatest poet of his age, taught the unity of all reality in God and called on his followers to recognize the place of sin in this unity. The concept is expressed in the choreography of the famous dance of the Mevlevi, where one hand is raised heavenwards and the other points down to the earth.


It was not long before the convents of the brotherhoods attracted the women of the villages because of their humanity.4 The Bektaşi even admitted women into their order: women şeyhs, or masters, have been reported. The historians Hasluck and (a century later) Kafadar are open-minded on this claim. More certainly, there were groups of women mystics who met in each other’s houses and were affiliated to a Bektaşi tekke where they might observe the ceremonies.


The Iconoclastic movement of the seventh century grew up among the educated Byzantine clergy because it was obvious that the humble prayed to the image instead of God and were therefore idolatrous. Hence the attempt to suppress icons – but the monks, who had far more sympathy for and friendship with the simple villagers, prevailed. The icons even included those of the Virgin Mary, the Queen of Heaven, who was of foremost solace to all women. She was the supreme intercessor because she was the Matriarch. When the Iconoclasts were defeated, hers was the first mosaic to be set up in the apse of the basilica of Hagia Sophia. Cybele was reborn.


Conquering Sheep


By the eleventh century, climatic changes had deprived the Mongol hordes of their grazing lands in Central Asia which supported their horses and their flocks. This deracinating revolution resulted in a planned and devastating cataract of invasions. First, the settled peoples of the region fled before their advance and then the Mongols went on to sack and burn Baghdad and their Seljuk successors to take Isfahan. Conquest usually begins with looting and ends with settling, and restoring, a devastated city and the farmland which feeds it; but the advance from Asia was different. The Mongols had no affinity with settled lands and cities and therefore no use for them. What they, and the Seljuk Turks after them, wanted was grazing land.


A flock of sheep was not a matter of a few hundred head but of tens of thousands. In Spain, the migration of the Berbers from the Atlas mountains and Morocco threatened the farms and set routes had to be enforced when they moved their flocks from summer to winter pastures else crops would have been obliterated. But the Mongol rulers had no use for gardens because they had lived, in so far as their memories could stretch, like cowboys in the saddle and had no need of crops.


Memory is of two natures. There is that which does or does not recall a grandparent and that which feeds on legends of astonishing times when heroes were magical. One such hero ran away from a giant who was hurling mountains at him (could this be a way of describing an earthquake or volcano?) and mounted a convenient horse. What else would a tribesman do? The horse sped off as only a Mongol pony could speed but the giant soon caught up with the hero, who dismounted, stuck the horse in his pouch and was happily ignored as a worthless peasant.5


Mongol women were just as used to horses as they were to babies.6 They were treated with respect and as near equals by men – except in councils of war since they were not Amazons. In this is a rooted inequality. Think how Florence Nightingale’s intervention in the Crimean war was seen as an affront to the generals: she would have had less difficulty with Chingis Khan. By the nineteenth century, women went completely covered in the streets of Turkistan and divorce by the man was common.7 The Russians claimed to have freed 25,000 slaves when they captured Khiva in 1873. These girls were regularly culled by the Turcoman (Türkmen) in raids on Persian villages.8 In the past, no Mongol would ever marry a slave, unlike the Ottomans, but they could be brutally punished and mutilated. Moser, exploring Central Asia in the latter half of the nineteenth century, contrasted this with the customs of the Khirgiz Turks, among whom the beautiful 20-year-old wife of a chieftain went unveiled in the guest tent. Shamanism had no use for veils.9


Out of Arabia


Immediately after the death of the Prophet, the forces of the new religion of Islam achieved spectacular conquests. Syria and Egypt were taken and Persia absorbed its conquerors. Anatolia followed. The province was in distress, under Byzantine rule, due to over-taxation and unpoliced disorder. Whatever may have been the causes – corruption at all levels of government and a greed for property which the authorities made little effort to restrain – the Byzantine empire was in decline. The frontiers were poorly guarded so that Turkish nomads, in search of grazing when they were driven out of their old pastures by the approaching Mongols, infiltrated Byzantine territories. These were ideal for them because they had plains by the sea for winter grazing and the slopes of foothills up narrow valleys in summer time. When the emperor Romanus was defeated at Manzikirt in the north-east of the province in 1067, the Turkish tribes flowed into the country and they had no inclination to live a sedentary life for which they had no training. The women had the most to lose because they enjoyed a way of life which, like the Mongols’, was freer than that of any villager under Byzantium.


The life of the Turcoman nomads is the first to be considered in this book because, although they pre-dated the Ottomans, they remained under their bureaucracy since they had nowhere to flee but the sea. Other tribes entered Iran and were of military importance once the Persians had wooed the Mongols and the Seljuk Turks with luxury and the comforts of the city. These tribes were valiant and, as the Kızılbaş (Red Heads, so named because of their turbans), some were dangerous to the future Ottoman government because they were religious fanatics following the Shia heresy. The Ottomans were followers of the strictly orthodox Sunni schools against whom these rebellious nomads were pitted, heart and soul.


The Seljuk Turks who defeated the emperor Romanus were the foremost of a brotherhood of tribes from Asia who established their capital at Caesarea. They repaired the Roman roads and in pursuit of trade added new ones, for which they built bridges and kervansarays (caravanserais), thus bringing prosperity back to Anatolia. Their relationships with the Byzantines varied – they even fought as allies when it was advantageous – and they cultivated Byzantine court practices. This civilized state was to fragment when it fell under Mongol overlordship. Whereas the Seljuks accepted the established system of land tenure, Mongol agrarian policy came from a dark age.10 Like the grand Byzantine landowners, their lords were only interested in immense estates and invested fortunes in land, unlike the more modest Seljuks. These lands were so vast and so diverse that they had to be farmed out to peasants. Thus in the thirteenth century one Rashid ud-Din had 3,000 horses distributed between Iran and Anatolia – as were his 50 flocks of sheep which had 500 head each, making 25,000 in all. This is a number that only such feudal lords as the Hungarian or the Spanish Knights of Calatrava could rival. There were also 10,000 camels, half of them brood camels, and the same number of geese and ducks along with 20,000 hens. The animals provided manure for fuel, clarified butter from the sheep, goatskins for tents and rope, and wool for carpets. As for the harvest of eggs, one hesitates to guess or to suggest who ate them. It is worth remembering that bad eggs were used in tanning. But we do know that each flock was looked after by 2 contracted shepherds and 2 sheepdogs with a ration of 740 grams of barley flour a day.11 The Mongols considered 1,000 head to be the maximum number of a flock or herd if there were to be enough grazing.


However overweening the feudal lordships may have been, the fourteenth-century Hispano-Arab traveller Ibn Battuta had much to praise when he visited the Mongol royal encampment.12 The Hatun, or queen, sat in a wagon covered with rich blue woollen cloth and kept the windows and doors of her tent open. The reference to doors and windows indicates both the size and luxury of this tent. She was attended by 4 exquisitely dressed girls of great beauty, followed by 300 more in other wagons.13 Mongols never wore veils and Ibn Battuta could talk freely to this great lady. It was not a caravan that the traveller had encountered but a city on the move. In the afternoon, there was no difficulty in lifting tents, mosques and shops off their wagons because they were so light.14 Later, Ibn Battuta was able to watch the Hatun’s stately walk – her robes were furnished with loops with which to lift them off the ground. Her conical headdress was decorated with precious stones and surmounted with peacock feathers. Merchants’ wives were similarly dressed although more modestly adorned. The freedom of Mongol women was related to the natural freedom of nomadic life.


The Seljuks became sedentary when they settled in Anatolia. They retained some of their tribal customs, however, and their respect for women was exemplified in the tombs of Hatuns who founded charities and mosques as grand as any prince’s. In the past, some women had even gone to war alongside their men. Even under Islam, women of strong character remained all but the equals of their husbands: and sometimes more. Their misfortune was widowhood, when politics dictated that they should be married to some vezir, or minister of state, as part of the usual system of dynastic alliances.15


The Flocks of Ertuǧrul


With the collapse of Seljuk and Mongol rule, Anatolia owed only nominal allegiance to any ruler. Many Turkish groups carved out states for themselves, including the lords of Karamania and the Menteşe pirates of the Mediterranean coast. At the end of the twelfth century the future Ottomans appear. Whether they were of the Kaya tribe or other descent is undocumented but, like the rest of the migrants, they were nomadic and their northern route led, implacably but unintentionally, to Constantinople. Their first recorded leader, Ertuǧrul,16 was allegedly accompanied by 400 followers and reached a hamlet, now Soǧut, where he may have built a tiny mosque. It was rebuilt in the nineteenth century by Abdülhamit II for propaganda purposes. It still can scarcely hold 16 men at prayer. This may give an idea of the modesty of the encampment. Ertuǧrul was succeeded by Osman (who gave his name to the dynasty) in about 1280, when he was some 22 years of age. He still followed a semi-nomadic life, grazing his flocks over a considerable tract of grassland on the plain in winter and ascending to mountain pastures in summer. He was on good terms with his Christian neighbours and, in particular, the lord of Bilecik whose little town was walled. So good was their relationship that when Osman was harassed on his way to his summer camp, he left his treasure in the citadel at Bilecik for safe keeping. It was the women who loaded the treasure on oxen and also gifts of carpets, rugs and cheese together with several head of sheep.17


This was an idyllic way of life since the pastures were rich and the innumerable flocks grew in value. The Ottoman love of the camp as opposed to palaces was expressed in the concept of the tent, or ‘permanent tent’ of brick or stone. In summer the saray, or palace, at Manisa was abandoned for the princely, permanent yayla, or camp, in the foothills above the town. There both Selim II and Murat III were born in the sixteenth century, which is proof that the women accompanied the men!18


Osman’s handful of followers grew because he was clearly a man of personality. Certainly, some Byzantine Greek families were attracted to him and thus began the religious, as opposed to racial, loyalty which was soon to admit an astonishing number of peoples into the government of the Ottomans. When Osman’s followers were sufficient, the temptation to capture Bursa was irresistible. The town was the most prosperous in Anatolia and had its own mint. Osman was not to take it himself but his son, Orhan, succeeded in doing so on 6 April 1326, perhaps before his father died. It was under his rule that the names of two Ottoman women appear on a signed document (dated March 1324) for the first time: one signature is that of Orhan’s sister, Fatma Hatun, and the other is of Maik Hatun, daughter of Ömer Bey – she may have been Osman’s wife and the daughter of the legendary dervish Edebalı.


Orhan was said to be the lord of 400 castles (which meant small towers and guard posts) although they were probably many less in number. He spent much time in inspecting them and left his formerly Christian wife Nilüfer Hatun, daughter of the lord of Yarhisar, in charge of his capital. This typically nomadic appointment was accepted by his followers most of whom, but by now by no means all, were the sons or grandsons of Turcoman. Nilüfer was clearly a woman of considerable personality. Although she was a loyal follower of Islam, it would appear that this loyalty was sustained by her mystic leanings. Christian converts were often attracted by the dervishes. Nilüfer built one major monument, which still stands in Iznik (Nicaea of the Creed). It is a fine zaviye, or dervish monastery, and it was large for its times. She would have needed to endow it: this would have called for a large investment in property in order to pay the wages of servants and the charitable kitchen for travellers and sustain the very poor.


[image: image]


Nomadic life had to be democratic and a tribal chief had to be a leader. He had to be approachable by anybody and anywhere: one measure of the woeful times in the fifteenth century was that the sultan no longer walked in the streets. What had gone wrong? The simple answer is that a town cannot be a nomad camp but needs a string of executive officials to deal with day-to-day problems and set a pattern of rules. Thus the leader had become the ruler and an autocrat.


Until the founding of the Republic in 1924 this was the most important of the Ottoman revolutions because the restless nomads, such as they themselves had been, were seen as hostile to the settled state which, under their rule, was to spread rapidly. It was as if the sultans, as opposed to beys and emirs, had no further use for their roots. By 1402, when the ever victorious Timur the Lame (Timur Lang) defeated Bayezit I at Ankara, repressive laws were being enforced on the nomads whose loyalty withered until they deserted the sultan. The status of women regressed: they were no longer in earshot of an egalitarian council of elders but shut in their homes if they were the wives of notables. As so often, ordinary folk were freer.


These, then, were the remnants of the first Ottomans, who were but a small clan among many forced to leave Central Asia because of the changes in climate. They had not only brought their sheep with them. Their babas conserved a store of legends in their heads with which to inspire the warrior shepherds since no society can live without a past, real or imaginary. The migration was symbolized as a victorious invasion under gazis, or heroic leaders, who took little inspiration from Islam. The beloved spouse of such a warrior had to have her own heroic characteristics if she were to survive in a turbulent era. Thus the kral kizi, or royal lady, is buried beside her husband, the mighty but mythical Seyyid Battal Gazi, in his 7-metre-long sarcophagus, a measure of his heroism. Another hero, Melik Danişmend, was joined by the noble Artuhi, who brought his beloved Efromiya with him. Like Nilüfer, she was a Greek who converted to the easy-going Islam of the time and place. She rode into battle and on one occasion, after a fearful fight with an enemy hero whom she finally killed, proceeded to slaughter twenty lesser men. Such a woman never stayed out of male company nor did she wear a veil.19


Now the living fragments of such a past were to submit clan by clan to the sedentary rule of a bureaucracy. But the Turcoman were tenacious of their past.


.
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CHAPTER 2


The Wanderers


In Search of Pasture


The Turcoman tribes found rich pastures in Anatolia but the Mongols were their first oppressors. They were harsh masters and, when their power declined, the Turcoman had every reason to walk on over the Anatolian plateau in search of grasslands and freedom. There was no ideological motivation. Freedom meant getting on with their own lives. It was not a policy of conquest but of filling up the crevices. The damage that their beasts did to the farmland was ruinous, but it was not done out of malice. Their freedom was that of movement and this determined the comparative freedom of their women. They have survived as Yürüks into the present in spite of repressive legislation, but their numbers have dwindled.


Over the years these Turcoman have never lost that culture which they brought with them from Turkish Asia. Names, for example, were important. The Ahmedli were named after a forebear, others often after a place like the White Mountain and still others after their characteristics or occupation like the Runners or the Men of the Yellow Goats. They became known as Yürüks from the Turkish word yürümek – to wander – or so Mrs Garnett, who at the end of the nineteenth century became an authority on Ottoman life and folklore, believed. It must be remembered, however, that it was the name of a Turkish tribe, a branch of the Samayids, once settled north of the Urals.1


The individual groups of Turcoman were not lawless2 because their aǧa, or chief, settled all disputes with the approval of the elders who would prevent deviation from the code of the tribe and, therefore, any injustice.3 The relationship was that of the first among equals. However, the lack of any form of central authority over the various tribes could lead to hostilities.4 These disputes were rarely territorial but were often due to the abduction of brides by young men when there was no girl available among their own people, particularly when the size of a tribe diminished. There was so fierce a sense of tribal loyalty, as there had to be in order to survive, that the stealing of a bride was acceptable only as a last resort. Divorce and ‘temporary marriages’ (the latter is legal among the Twelver Shia; see also p. 76) were prohibited partly because of the shortage of girls but mainly because both practices were seen as an insult to women and damaging to the structure of a tribe. In theory, a man might have three wives but not four. However, monogamy was almost universal. Garnett5 found the tribes firmly endogamous and they still only raided a sister tribe in despair. Two or three young men would raid together and each would help the other in due course. The tribes were well organized and they were hard to tame until, at last, the great confederations were broken up in the seventeenth century.


Turcoman life in Anatolia was one of raids and rampage and they were unable to grasp a bourgeois concept of property and theft.6 On the other hand, they reclaimed land in the forests and swamps, even the malaria swamps of Cilicia where they grew wheat, cotton and rice for themselves and sometimes for the town market. Originally, they were spared military service because they were so unreliable but later some volunteers were lured into local patrols and were made guardians of bridges and highways while others were craftsmen but did not join a guild.7 It would have been difficult for life to be harder. It was inevitable that a nomadic people should flee in the face of Timur, who sacked Skopje (probably in 1390). By 1500 some 50 per cent of the Ottoman Balkans were Turcoman but this was partly due to the enforced resettlement of fractious tribes, such as the Black Sea nomads who were sent to Albania.8 These wanderers were victims of far greater misfortunes than those of the villagers and it is astonishing that any of them survived, but numbers of their descendants are still living the same primitive existence today. Their stubborn pride was, of course, part of the universal enmity between the man of the steppe and the sower of the seed.


Originally, the Turcoman were feared by both the Moslem and the Christian villagers.9 Settled Turks called them Satans. Before the establishment of Ottoman rule in Anatolia, the Karamanids went to war with the nomads and defeated them at Kavala. Their leaders were paraded through the streets of Konya, insulted and tortured by the inhabitants; their bodies were strung from trees in front of the palace for target practice. The towns were walled against them – and not some possible foreign invader. Yet these nomads were to join the Karamanids when they had to defend their province against the army of the then Ottoman sultan, Murat I (1360–89), and went down with them in defeat.10


Once the Ottomans had control in Anatolia, they antagonized the wealthy nomad chiefs whom the Iranian Shah Ismail cultivated. Later, known as the Kızılbaş, and incited by fanatical agents of ambitious shahs, these rebellious tribes of eastern Anatolia were restless even when they were at peace; for such was the nature of their lives. They suffered pitiless subjection by Selim I (1512–20) at the start of the sixteenth century.11 They had already supported Cem, the most romantic figure of the Ottoman dynasty, against Selim’s father, Bayezit II (1481–1512). Once again they were defeated by organized troops who were well led.12


The Ottoman government proceeded to organize recognized routes along which the nomads drove their flocks from summer to winter pastures and back. It must be remembered that the vast number of animals involved could ruin a province if their movements were not strictly controlled. The Umayyads in Spain had long since established this rule, but there it had been achieved through negotiation between the nomads and the farmers, whereas the Ottomans attempted to enforce a rule that transhumance should only take three days. Nomads on the move have always to be sensitive to small changes in the weather and maximize access to good water and grazing. Authoritarian edicts inevitably lead to conflict and deceit on the part of the victims.13 The process of developing stable relationships between the nomads and the state could only be slow but it was implacable and predatory in terms of taxes.


The Mongols had also been ruthless in collecting money as they were parsimonious in spending it on anyone but themselves. It was they, however, who took only 1 head from each 100 sheep or cattle, a rule that, in theory, the Byzantine government was to pursue. They were unable to control tax-collector or tax-payer at all by the eleventh century, which partly accounts for the impoverished state of the province. The Otttomans retained the tax.


By the middle of the sixteenth century most of the tribes were settled gradually and then taxed as if they were peasants.14 Such an enforced settlement brought with it bevies of fines and taxes.15 In 1523 there were thirty settled villages in one province but there were still seventy nomadic groups. However, the herds had dwindled to half their number in 1500.16 The policy was simply one of punishing in order to pacify. In the seventeenth century, the population was 15 per cent nomadic with the addition of 12 per cent Yürük auxiliaries in the Ottoman army, making a total of 27 per cent. The enlistment of nomads was a more effective way of dealing with the problem than any other but obviously could not be universally applied.


The collapse of the control of central Anatolia was because of the discontent of jobless students and soldiers disbanded without pay who had to rob if they were to live. These celalı mobs and small armies had mixed but usually hostile relationships with the Turcoman, who migrated in such large numbers into western Anatolia that the population increased by 50 per cent. Their flight caused grave damage to the farmlands which lay on their broad routes to Kütahya. They brought great misery to the villages that they pillaged for food, which resulted in a flight from the country to the town, thus littering Anatolia with villages where only the dogs spoke. In eastern Anatolia the Armenian farmers suffered as much brutality as the Moslem and the troubles were compounded by Turcoman hatred for the Kurds. This hatred was partly caused by rivalry over the scarce pastures, whether in the lowlands or the uplands of the present frontier region. It was also due to the rapaciousness of the Kurdish lords, who wrung out dues and paid little for the services which they enforced on the nomads. Their greed had nothing to do with the well-defined areas of winter and summer pasturage.


The Home and its Mistress


Even today the typical nomad yurt, or hut, is built of wickerwork within a wooden frame with only a single room for all the family. This is because nomadic life creates an interior where the family is grouped round the fire for warmth. Raised on rough foundations, these homes are mere sheds with thatched roofs and are aligned to conform with sunshine and shade. They have to be small enough for a pack animal to carry. Because, for the most part, they are made of wickerwork they are raised on stones as a precaution against damp, insects and animals.


On the plain, reeds grew in abundance.17 In some areas these homes were permanent and built of stones with black bedouin tents for roofs. From long in the past, summer yurts consisted of black tents with the camels’ high wooden pack-saddles arranged round the walls. There was rarely more than one wife; but if there were, then each had her own tent and occupation. It was significant that the yurts had neither communal buildings nor spaces.18


Throughout Ottoman history, the emphasis on male dominance was challenged by the importance of the matriarch, whose presence is overt among the Turcoman tribes.19 Descriptions of these women are remarkably alike. They were strong as they were tall although the huge women of Karahisar were exceptional. (They were much admired by Mrs Scott-Stevenson, the devoted wife of a nineteenth-century British officer, whose sense of comedy matched remarkable perception.)20 Big-limbed, sturdy, dark-haired and white-skinned, they left their faces without heightened complexion. They traditionally wore a form of cushion on the head with a cloth over it which did not cover their faces.21 Scott-Stevenson also reported that in the region of Aleppo, Turcoman men wore grey and the dresses of the women were red while in Anatolia the colours were reversed.


Because they had nowhere to go but home, at the end of the day the husband’s friends came in to taste his wife’s bread and drink her coffee without even a curtain to divide the harem, or women’s area, from the selamlık, or men’s area. But such alien divisive concepts did not occur to people living in so confined a space. The women’s intelligence and knowledge were not wasted and they joined in the conversation without restraint. A woman of strong character might even dominate it.22 The autocratic position of men was reduced to rational equality except in time of war. The reverse was true in Turkic Siberia, where the indolent husband let his wife do all the work and cared for his horse more than he did his home. But then he lived the life of a predator and so may be said to have earned his living.23


The Turcoman woman in Anatolia was responsible for the well-being of the family and the animals as well. From these responsibilities she gained an experience which was too valuable to be ignored on the grounds of sex. In a village, by contrast, the sofa of the headman and sometimes a coffee-house lured the men away. Berbers were typical nomads and had ideas in common with the Turcoman people. For them the wife was seen as the ‘tent pole’ because she supported the home; it was the world outside which belonged to men.24 The house was the woman’s universe, and the navel of the house was the mother. In addition, the interior of the house was the mirror image or reflection of the external world which had been turned inside out. For the Turcoman, the world was never inside out: his wife had as much right to the sky as he had to the hearth.


Long before Islam, the hearth in Central Asia was the most potent symbol of the family where libations of kumiss, or fermented mare’s milk, were poured to assuage or beg help from ancestors in times of trouble. It was the unity of the Turcoman’s hearths, and therefore their common ancestry, which lead back to their supposed origins on the Mountain by the Pool in the shelter of the Tree of Life.25 These beliefs mattered more than shaman practices, which also had their importance. The nomad world was one of noise: from the bleating of sheep, birdsong and barking of dogs to the growling or roaring of wild beasts or grass rustling and trees creaking. It is obvious that in such an environment spirits were always abroad, sometimes committed but more often disinterested. Some nomadic Turkish tribes believed that a mystical hound had led them out of Asia to new territories in which they could survive and prosper. As soon as they reached this haven, the invisible spirit was silent and heard no more.26
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