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            At the approach of danger there are always two voices that speak with equal power in the human soul: one very reasonably tells a man to consider the nature of the danger and the means of escaping it; the other, still more reasonably, says that it is too depressing and painful to think of the danger, since it is not in man’s power to foresee everything and avert the general course of events, and it is therefore better to disregard what is painful till it comes, and to think about what is pleasant.

            —leo tolstoy, War and Peace,

translated by Louise and Aylmer Maude

            
                

            

            No writer has so far attempted to examine and compare these narratives to write a true history of the calamity of the plague.

            —alessandro manzoni, The Betrothed
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         This is both a historical novel and a history written in the form of a novel. In this story of what took place during the most eventful and momentous six months in the life of the island of Mingheria, pearl of the Eastern Mediterranean Sea, I have also included many tales from the history of this country I love so dearly.

         When I began to research the events that took place on the island during the outbreak of plague in 1901, I realized that although an understanding of the subjective decisions taken by the protagonists of this brief and dramatic time could not be achieved by historical method alone, the art of the novel could help, and so I set out to bring the two together.

         But readers must not think to find my starting point in these complex literary conundrums. It really all began with a series of letters I gained access to, and whose invaluable riches I have sought to reflect in this book. I was asked to annotate and prepare for publication one hundred thirteen letters that Princess Pakize, third daughter of the thirty-third Ottoman sultan Murad V, had written to her older sister Hatice Sultan between 1901 and 1913. The book you are about to read began as an “editor’s introduction” to that correspondence.

         The introduction grew longer, and broadened with further research, until it turned into the book you are now holding. I admit that above all else it was Princess Pakize’s writing style and intelligence that captivated me. The charming and profoundly sensitive Princess Pakize possessed a narrative appetite, an awareness of detail, and a descriptive flair that few historians and novelists are blessed with. I have spent many years in British and French archives reading consular dispatches from the Ottoman Empire’s port cities, on the basis of which I have completed a doctorate and published several academic books. But no consul had ever been able to describe these events, those days of cholera and plague, with such elegance and depth of understanding, nor could any of them convey the atmosphere of Ottoman port cities and the colors of their streets and markets, the squawking of seagulls and the sound of carriage wheels, in quite the same way. So perhaps it was Princess Pakize, and her profoundly perceptive approach to people, objects, and events, who inspired me with her lively, vibrant accounts to turn that editor’s introduction into a novel.

         As I read the letters, I asked myself: Is it because she was, like me, a “woman” that Princess Pakize was able to describe these events much more vividly and “meticulously” than the average historian or foreign consul could? We must not forget that during the outbreak of plague, the author of these letters rarely left the guesthouse in the State Hall and only found out what was happening in the city through her doctor husband’s tales! Princess Pakize did not just describe this world of male politicians, bureaucrats, and doctors in her letters; she also managed to identify with these men. I too have attempted to bring that world to life in my novel-cum-history. But it is very difficult indeed to be as receptive, bright, and hungry for life as Princess Pakize was.

         Of course another reason why I have been so moved by these extraordinary letters, which will span at least six hundred pages when they are published, is that I myself am a daughter of Mingheria. As a little girl, I would come across Princess Pakize in schoolbooks, newspaper columns, and most of all in the pages of national children’s weeklies (Island Lessons, Learning History), which published comic strips and tales of historic figures. I had always felt a particular affinity toward her. Just as other people saw the island of Mingheria as a mythical, fairy-tale land, Princess Pakize was, to me, a fairy-tale heroine. It was a magical experience to find the fairy-tale Princess’s day-to-day troubles, her true emotions, and most important her striking personality and her integrity enshrined in the letters that had suddenly come into my possession. Eventually—as the patient reader will discover by the end of this book—I met her in person too.

         I was able to verify the authenticity of the world described in Princess Pakize’s letters by consulting archives in Istanbul, Mingheria, England, and France and by reviewing historical documents and memoirs from the era. But there were moments as I wrote my historical novel when I could not help but identify with Princess Pakize and feel as if I were writing my own personal story.

         The art of the novel is based on the craft of telling our own stories as if they belonged to others, and of telling other people’s stories as if they were our own. So whenever I began to feel like a sultan’s daughter, like a princess, I knew deep down that I was doing precisely what a novelist should do. The harder part was empathizing with all the men in positions of power, the pashas and doctors who were in charge of quarantine measures and oversaw the battle against the plague.

         If a novel is to reach, in spirit and form, beyond the scope of an individual’s story, and resemble instead a kind of history that embraces everybody’s lives, it is best for it to be narrated from many different points of view. On the other hand, I agree with that most female of all male novelists, the great Henry James, who believed that for a novel to be truly convincing, every detail and every event must be gathered around the perspective of a single character.

         But because I have written a history book at the same time, I have often deviated from and indeed broken the rule of the single point of view. I have interrupted emotional scenes to provide the reader with facts and figures and the histories of government institutions. Right after describing a character’s innermost feelings, I have swiftly and boldly moved on to a completely different character’s thoughts, even when the first character couldn’t possibly have known what they might be. Although I firmly believe that the dethroned sultan Abdülaziz was assassinated, I have also noted how some have argued that he committed suicide. In other words, I have tried to look at the dazzling realm Princess Pakize described in her letters through the eyes of its other witnesses too, and thus make my book closer to a history.

         Of the questions I have been asked so frequently over the years, such as how these letters came into my possession, how seriously I take the murder mystery therein, and why did I not publish the letters first, I will only address here the second of the above. This idea for a novel found support among fellow academics to whom I spoke of the murders described in the letters, and of Sultan Abdul Hamid II’s literary preferences. I was also encouraged by the fact that a prestigious publisher like Cambridge University Press was interested in the murder mystery angle, and in the history of the little island of Mingheria. Of course the meanings and enigmas of this wondrous world, which I have been recording with unfaltering enjoyment for so many years, go much deeper and further than the mere question of who the killer was. The identity of the killer is, at most, a sign. But a proclivity for murder mysteries may transform every page of this book—starting from the words of Tolstoy, the greatest historical novelist of all, and of this preface—into an ocean of symbols.

         Some have accused me of disagreeing too much (though I never name names) with certain popular and official historians. They may be right. But if we have done so, it is only because we have given their much-loved works due consideration.

         Introductions to history books about the Orient and the Levant, or the East and the Eastern Mediterranean, will always touch upon problems of transliteration and seek to explain how ancient local scripts have been rendered into the Latin alphabet. I am glad not to have written yet another of those dreary books. There is no match for the Mingherian alphabet and language anyway! In some cases I have used the original spelling of local names, and in others I have written them as they are pronounced. The existence of a city in Georgia with a similar spelling is a simple coincidence. But it is entirely intentional, and certainly no coincidence, that many things in this book will seem as familiar to the reader as old and nearly forgotten memories.

         —Mîna Mingher, Istanbul, 2017
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         In the year 1901, if a steamer with black coal-smoke pouring from its chimney were to sail south from Istanbul for four days until it passed the island of Rhodes, then continue south through dangerous, stormy waters toward Alexandria for another half day, its passengers would eventually come to see in the distance the delicate towers of Arkaz Castle upon the island of Mingheria. Due to Mingheria’s location on the route between Istanbul and Alexandria, the Castle’s enigmatic shadow and silhouette were gazed upon in awe and fascination by many a passing traveler. As soon as this magnificent image—which Homer described in the Iliad as “an emerald built of pink stone”—appeared on the horizon, ship captains of a finer spiritual disposition would invite their passengers on deck so that they could savor the views, and artists on their way to the East would avidly paint the romantic vista, adding black storm clouds for effect.

         But few of these ships would stop at Mingheria, for in those days there were only three ferries that made regular weekly trips to the island: the Messageries Maritimes Saghalien (whose high-pitched whistle everyone in Arkaz recognized) and Equateur (with its deeper horn), and the Cretian company Pantaleon’s dainty vessel the Zeus (which only rarely sounded its horn, and always in brief bursts). So the fact that an unscheduled ferry was approaching the island of Mingheria two hours before midnight on the twenty-second of April 1901—the day our story begins—signaled that something unusual was afoot.

         The ship with pointed bow and slender white chimneys closing in on the island from the north, stealthy as a spy vessel, and bearing the Ottoman flag, was the Aziziye. It had been tasked by Sultan Abdul Hamid II with transporting a distinguished Ottoman delegation from Istanbul on a special mission to China. To this delegation of seventeen fez-, turban-, and hat-clad religious scholars, army officers, translators, and bureaucrats, Abdul Hamid had added at the last moment his niece Princess Pakize, whose marriage he had recently arranged, and her husband, Prince Consort Doctor Nuri Bey. The joyous, eager, and slightly dazed newlyweds had not been able to fathom the reason for their inclusion in the delegation to China, and had puzzled over the matter at great length.

         Princess Pakize—who, like her older sisters, was not fond of her uncle the Sultan—was sure that Abdul Hamid had meant her and her husband some kind of harm by putting them in the delegation, but she had not yet been able to work out what the reason might be. Some palace gossips had suggested that the Sultan’s intention must be to drive the newlyweds out of Istanbul and send them to die in yellow fever–infested Asian lands and cholera-ridden African deserts, while others pointed out that Abdul Hamid’s games tended to be revealed only once he had finished playing them. But Prince Consort Doctor Nuri Bey was more optimistic. An eminently successful and hardworking thirty-eight-year-old quarantine doctor, he had represented the Ottoman Empire at international public health conferences. His achievements had caught the Sultan’s attention, and when they had been introduced, Doctor Nuri had discovered what many quarantine doctors already knew: that the Sultan’s fascination with murder mysteries was matched by his interest in European medical advances. The Sultan wanted to keep up with developments concerning microbes, laboratories, and vaccinations and introduce the latest medical findings to Istanbul and across Ottoman lands. He was also concerned about the new infectious diseases that were making their way toward the West from Asia and China.

         There was no wind in the Levant that night, so the Sultan’s Aziziye cruise ship was making swifter progress than expected. Earlier it had made a stop at the port of Smyrna, though no such stop had been declared in the official itinerary. As the ship had neared the misty Smyrna docks, one by one the committee’s delegates had climbed up the narrow stairwell that led to the captain’s quarters to request an explanation and had learned that a mysterious new passenger was to come on board. Even the captain (who was Russian) had claimed not to know who this passenger was.

         The Aziziye’s mysterious passenger was the Ottoman Empire’s Chief Inspector of Public Health and Sanitation, the renowned chemist and pharmacist Bonkowski Pasha. Tired but still sprightly at the age of sixty, Bonkowski Pasha was the Sultan’s Royal Chemist and the founder of modern Ottoman pharmacology. He was also a semisuccessful businessman who had once owned a number of different companies producing rosewater and perfumes, bottled mineral water, and pharmaceuticals. But for the past ten years he had worked exclusively as the Ottoman Empire’s Chief Inspector of Public Health, sending the Sultan reports on cholera and plague outbreaks, as well as rushing from one outbreak to the next, from port to port and city to city, to oversee quarantine and public health provisions on behalf of the Sultan.

         Chemist and pharmacist Bonkowski Pasha had often represented the Ottoman Empire at international quarantine conventions, and had written Sultan Abdul Hamid a treatise four years ago on the precautions that the Ottoman Empire should take against the plague pandemic that had begun in the East. He had also been specially appointed to combat the outbreak of plague in the Greek neighborhoods of Smyrna. After several cholera epidemics over the years, the new plague microbe from the East—whose infectivity (what medical experts termed “virulence”) had waxed and waned in time—had, alas, finally entered the Ottoman Empire too.

         Bonkowski Pasha had taken six weeks to halt the outbreak of plague in Smyrna, the largest Ottoman port in the Levant. The local population had obeyed orders to stay indoors, respected sanitary cordons, and acquiesced to the various restrictions that had been introduced. They had also joined forces with the municipal authorities and the police to hunt down rats. Disinfection crews—composed mostly of firemen—had been deployed, the whole city soon reeking of the solution that issued from their spray pumps. The success of the Ottoman Quarantine Authority in Smyrna had been reported not just in the columns of local newspapers like the Harmony and the Amalthea, and in Istanbul dailies like the Voice of Truth and the Endeavor, but also in various French and British newspapers that had already been tracking this plague from the East from port to port; and so to the average European too, Bonkowski Pasha, born in Istanbul of Polish parentage, was an esteemed and well-known figure. The plague in Smyrna had been successfully curbed after just seventeen deaths; the port, the docks, the customhouses, the shops, and the markets had opened again, and in all the schools, classes had resumed once more.

         The distinguished passengers of the Aziziye who watched through their cabin portholes and from the deck as the chemist pasha and his assistant boarded the ship were aware of this recent triumph in quarantine and public health policy. Five years ago, the former Royal Chemist had been conferred the honorific title of Pasha by Abdul Hamid himself. Today Stanislaw Bonkowski was wearing a raincoat whose color could not be discerned in the dark, and a jacket which accentuated his long neck and the light stoop of his shoulders, and he was carrying his ever-present gunpowder-gray briefcase that even his students from thirty years ago would have instantly recognized. His assistant, Doctor Ilias, was hauling the portable laboratory which enabled the chemist pasha to isolate cholera or plague bacteria and tell contaminated and potable water apart, which was also an excuse for him to taste and test every source of water in the Empire. Once on board, Bonkowski and his assistant immediately retired to their cabins without greeting any of the Aziziye’s curious passengers.

         The two new passengers’ silence and guardedness only heightened the Guidance Committee delegates’ curiosity. What could be the purpose of all this secrecy? Why would the Sultan send the Ottoman Empire’s two foremost plague and epidemic disease experts (the second being Prince Consort Doctor Nuri Effendi) to China on the same ship? When it became apparent that Bonkowski Pasha and his assistant were not bound for China at all, but were due to disembark on the island of Mingheria on the way to Alexandria, the committee delegates were able to turn their attention back to the task at hand. Ahead of them now were three weeks in which to debate how best to explain Islam to the Muslims of China.

         Prince Consort Doctor Nuri—the other quarantine expert on the Aziziye—found out from his wife that Bonkowski Pasha had boarded the ship in Smyrna and was due to disembark on Mingheria. The newlyweds were pleased to discover they had both met the amiable chemist pasha before. The Doctor and Prince Consort had recently attended the International Sanitary Conference in Venice with the Royal Chemist, who was more than twenty years his senior. Bonkowski Pasha had also been his chemistry professor when young Nuri was still a student at the Imperial School of Medicine, attending classes at the Demirkapı Garrison in Sirkeci. Like many of his fellow medical students, young Nuri had been captivated by the applied chemistry classes that Paris-trained Bonkowski Bey had taught in his laboratory, and by his lectures on organic and inorganic chemistry. The students had been enthralled by the professor’s jokes, by his wide-ranging Renaissance man’s curiosity, and by his easy command of the Turkish vernacular and of three other European languages which he spoke as fluently as his mother tongue. Stanislaw Bonkowski was the Istanbul-born son of one of the many Polish army officers who had gone into exile following defeat in their nation’s war against Russia and ended up joining the Ottoman army.

         The Doctor and Prince Consort’s wife, Princess Pakize, gaily recounted her memories of Bonkowski from her childhood and youth. One summer eleven years ago, when her mother and the other women of the harem in the palace where she and her family were kept confined had been infected with a disease which had left them in the throes of a terrible fever, Sultan Abdul Hamid had declared that the outbreak must have been caused by a microbe and had sent his own Royal Chemist to the palace to collect samples. Another time, her uncle Abdul Hamid had sent Bonkowski Pasha to the Çırağan Palace to test the water Princess Pakize and her family drank every day. Abdul Hamid may have been holding his older brother the former sultan Murad V captive in the Çırağan Palace, watching his every move, but whenever anyone fell ill, he would always send his best doctors. As a child, the Princess had often seen the black-bearded Greek doctor Marko Pasha, who had been Royal Physician to her father’s uncle the assassinated sultan Abdülaziz, in the palace and inside the rooms of the harem, as well as Abdul Hamid’s own Royal Physician Mavroyeni Pasha.

         “I saw Bonkowski Pasha again at the Yıldız Palace many years later,” said the Princess. “He was inspecting the palace’s water supplies and preparing a new report. But by then he could only smile at me and my sisters from a distance. It would not have been proper for him to play little jokes on us or tell us funny stories as he used to do when we were children.”

         The Doctor and Prince Consort’s memories of the Sultan’s Royal Chemist were more official in nature. The diligence and experience he had displayed at the Venice Conference where they had jointly represented the Ottoman Empire had earned him the Royal Chemist’s respect. It might even have been Bonkowski Pasha himself, as the Doctor and Prince Consort excitedly told his wife, Princess Pakize, that first brought his abilities as quarantine doctor to Sultan Abdul Hamid’s attention, for his path had crossed the chemist and pharmacist pasha’s not just in medical school but also after he had graduated. Once, at the request of the Mayor of Beyoğlu, Eduard Blacque Bey, they had reviewed the sanitary conditions of Istanbul’s roadside abattoirs together. On another occasion, he and a few other students and doctors had gone to Lake Terkos where Bonkowski was preparing a report on the lake’s topographical and geological features and a microscopic analysis of its waters, and once again he had been impressed by Bonkowski’s intelligence, dedication, and discipline. Filled with the excitement and warmth of these recollections, the newlyweds were eager now to meet the chemist and Chief Inspector of Public Health again.
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         The Doctor and Prince Consort sent a cabin boy with a note for Bonkowski Pasha. Later the captain hosted them all for dinner in what was known as the guest hall. This dinner, where no alcohol was served, was also attended by Princess Pakize, who had hitherto stayed out of sight of the mullahs on the ship and taken all her meals in her cabin. We should note that in those days it was still very rare for a woman to sit at the same table as men, even if she happened to be a princess. But today we know everything about this historic dinner thanks to Princess Pakize, who later wrote her sister a letter in which she described all that she saw and heard that night from her seat at the end of the table.

         Bonkowski Pasha had a pale face, a small nose, and large blue eyes that no one who met him ever forgot. When he saw the Doctor and Prince Consort, he immediately embraced his former student. He then turned to Princess Pakize with an elaborate bow, greeting her as he would a princess in some European palace, though he was careful not to touch her bare hand lest he should embarrass her.

         The Royal Chemist, who nurtured a particular interest in the intricacies of European etiquette, was wearing the insignia of the Order of Saint Stanislas, Second Class, which he had received from the latest Russian czar, and his Ottoman-issue gold Imtiaz Medal, which he was also particularly fond of.

         “Most esteemed professor,” began the Doctor and Prince Consort, “allow me to express my deepest admiration for the prodigious triumph you have achieved in Smyrna.”

         Ever since the newspapers had begun to report that the epidemic in Smyrna was dying down, Bonkowski Pasha had perfected a modest smile with which he received these kinds of compliments. “I should congratulate you!” he responded now, peering into Doctor Nuri’s eyes. Although he recognized that he was not being congratulated as a former student who had been working for years in the Quarantine Authority of the Hejaz (the Muslim holy land), but as someone who had married a princess, a member of the Ottoman dynasty, and a sultan’s daughter, Doctor Nuri smiled anyway. Abdul Hamid had arranged for him to marry his niece because he was a brilliant and accomplished doctor; following this match, Doctor Nuri’s brilliance and his accomplishments had largely been forgotten, and people were now far likelier to remember his status as husband to the Princess.

         Nevertheless Prince Consort Doctor Nuri had quickly adjusted to this new state of affairs. He was so happy with his wife that he could not even feel resentful. Besides, he idolized his old professor Bonkowski Pasha, who was—to use two words that had recently entered the Turkish language from French and become extremely popular with the Ottoman intellectual elites—as “disciplined” and “methodical” as the Europeans. He decided to say something to flatter him:

         “Your victory over the plague in Smyrna has shown the world the true might of the Ottoman Quarantine Authority!” he began. “You have delivered a fitting riposte to those who would call the Ottoman Empire a ‘sick man.’ We may have yet to eradicate cholera, but there has not been a serious outbreak of plague in Ottoman lands in eighty years. They used to say, ‘The dividing line of civilization that sets Europe and the Ottomans two hundred years apart is not the Danube, but the plague!’ But now, thanks to you, that line has disappeared, at least in the fields of medicine and quarantine studies.”

         “Alas, the plague has now been detected on the island of Mingheria,” said Bonkowski Pasha. “And with exceptional virulence too.”

         “Really?”

         “The plague has spread to Mingheria’s Muslim neighborhoods, my dear Pasha. You have been absorbed by wedding preparations, of course, so it is only natural that you should not have been aware, and that you should marvel at the news, for they are keeping it secret. I regret that I was not able to attend your wedding celebrations; I was in Smyrna!”

         “I have been following the effects of the epidemic in Hong Kong and Bombay, and reading the latest reports.”

         “The situation is much graver than what is being written,” said Bonkowski Pasha with an air of authority. “It is the same microbe, the same strain that has killed thousands in India and China, and it is the one we saw in Smyrna too.”

         “Yet the Indian populace is being decimated … while in Smyrna you beat the disease.”

         “The people of Smyrna and their newspapers were a great help in that!” said Bonkowski Pasha, then paused for a moment, as if to signal that he was about to say something important. “In Smyrna, the disease affected the Greek neighborhoods,” he continued, “and the people of Smyrna are known for their culture and civility. On the island of Mingheria, the outbreak has mostly affected the Muslim areas, and already fifteen people have died! Our task there will be rather more onerous.”

         Doctor Nuri knew from experience that when it came to respecting quarantine measures, Muslims were harder to persuade than Christians, but he had also grown exasperated of hearing these truths exaggerated by Christian experts like Bonkowski Pasha. He decided not to argue. But the silence lengthened, so for the sake of breaking it, he turned to the Princess and the captain and said: “This is the eternal debate, of course!”

         “You must be familiar with the story of what happened to poor Doctor Jean-Pierre!” said Bonkowski Pasha with the smiling mien of a jovial schoolteacher. “I have been told repeatedly by the palace and by Governor Sami Pasha that His Highness the Sultan regards claims of a plague outbreak in Mingheria as a political trap, and that I must therefore keep hidden from all the true purpose of my visit to the island. I have known the island’s governor Sami Pasha for a very long time, of course, ever since his earlier postings to other provinces and districts!”

         “Fifteen deaths are a significant number for a small island!” said Doctor Nuri.

         “I have been forbidden to speak even with you on this subject, Your Excellency!” said Bonkowski Pasha, gesturing humorously toward the end of the table—as if to say “Beware the spy in our midst!”—at Princess Pakize. Then, as he used to do when the royal family’s westernized princesses were still little girls whom he would meet at the theater in the Yıldız Palace, or observe from afar during the various ceremonies that marked Kaiser Wilhelm’s visit, he addressed the Princess with the playful air of a friendly uncle.

         “It is the first time in my life that I have seen the daughter of a sultan, a princess, being allowed to travel beyond Istanbul!” he said with a show of incredulity. “Such freedom bestowed upon its women must be a sign that the Ottoman Empire is Europeanizing!”

         Those who shall read, once we have published them, Princess Pakize’s letters from this time will see that she had intuited the “ironic,” perhaps even derisory, tone in which these words had been uttered. Like her father Murad V, Princess Pakize was an intelligent and sensitive person. “In truth, Excellency, I would have rather gone to Venice than China,” she told the Royal Chemist, and thus the conversation turned to the city of Venice, where the two men had attended international public health conferences. “Is it true what they say, sir—that in Venice one travels from one waterside mansion to the next by boat, just as we do along the Bosphorus, and that these boats can sail all the way into one’s home?” asked Princess Pakize. From there the discussion moved to the speed and power and comfortable cabins of the Aziziye. Thirty years and two sultans ago, Sultan Abdülaziz (for whom the ship was named) had spent enormous sums on strengthening the Ottoman navy—unlike his nephew today—and having thus thrust the state into debt, he had then ordered the construction of this extravagant ship for his own use. The gilded, mahogany-paneled Sultan’s Cabin—its walls covered in framed paintings and mirrors—was a replica of the Sultan’s Cabin in the battleship Mahmudiye. Their Russian captain explained the ship’s superior specifications: capable of carrying as many as one hundred and fifty passengers, it could reach a maximum speed of up to fourteen miles per hour, but unfortunately the Sultan had not had the time in many years for even a Bosphorus cruise with his Aziziye. The truth was that Sultan Abdul Hamid feared an attempt on his life and thus took especial care to avoid ships and boats, but although everybody at the table knew this, they discreetly avoided the subject.

         The captain mentioned that it would be only another six hours before they reached Mingheria, and Bonkowski Pasha asked the Doctor and Prince Consort whether he had ever been to the island before.

         “I have not, for there have never been outbreaks of cholera or yellow fever or other infectious diseases there,” Doctor Nuri replied.

         “I have not been either, regrettably,” said Bonkowski Pasha. “But I have researched it extensively. Pliny described in great detail in his Naturalis historia the island’s utterly distinctive vegetation, its flora, its trees and flowers, and its steep volcanic peak, as well as the rocky coves that line its northern shore. Even its climate is unique. Many years ago I prepared a report for your esteemed uncle, His Highness the Sultan, on the prospects for rose cultivation there—in this place I have never before had a chance to visit!”

         “What happened then, Your Excellency?” asked Princess Pakize.

         Bonkowski Pasha gave a rueful, pensive smile. Princess Pakize silently concluded that even the Royal Chemist must at one point have suffered the consequences of the apprehensive sultan’s fears and castigations, and proceeded to ask the question she and her husband had already so often discussed: Could it really be a coincidence that the Ottoman Empire’s two most renowned quarantine specialists had happened to meet one night in the Sultan’s private passenger ship as it sailed through the waters off Crete?

         “I assure you that it is indeed a coincidence!” said Bonkowski Pasha. “Nobody, not even the Governor of Smyrna, Kâmil Pasha of Cyprus, knew that the nearest ship heading in the direction of the island would be the Aziziye. I would of course have liked to come with you to explain to the Muslims of China why it is essential that they should obey quarantine rules and other modern conditions and restrictions. To accept quarantine is to accept westernization, and the farther east one travels, the more tortuous the matter becomes. But our Princess must not lose heart. I promise you that there are canals in China too, just like in Venice, and indeed far-larger and longer ones, and graceful little boats that can sail all the way into people’s homes and mansions, just as we see upon the Bosphorus.”

         The newlyweds’ admiration for the chemist pasha only grew to hear that he was as knowledgeable about China as he was about Mingheria, despite having been to neither. But the dinner did not last for much longer, and at its conclusion, husband and wife returned to their cabin, which, with its French and Italian coffee tables, clocks, mirrors, and lamps, resembled a room in a royal palace.

         “I fear that something has upset you,” said Princess Pakize. “I can see it in your face.”

         Doctor Nuri had perceived a note of derision in the way Bonkowski Pasha had kept addressing him as “Pasha” that evening. As tradition dictated, Abdul Hamid had made him a pasha as soon as he had married the Princess, but Doctor Nuri had hitherto been able to avoid using the title. Hearing older, high-ranking, influential men—actual pashas, in other words—calling him “Pasha” flustered Doctor Nuri, who felt he did not really deserve the honorific. But they soon agreed that Bonkowski Pasha was not the kind of person who would make that sort of mean-spirited insinuation, and quickly forgot all about the matter.

         Princess Pakize and Doctor Nuri had been married for thirty days now. For many years they had both dreamed of finding a suitable partner to marry, but had long given up hope that they would ever meet the right person. Only two months had elapsed between the day when Abdul Hamid, following a moment of sudden inspiration, had arranged for them to be introduced and the day of their wedding, and if they were quite so happy, the reason was evidently that they had both found so much more pleasure in lovemaking and sexuality than either of them had expected. Ever since they had set sail from Istanbul, they had spent most of their time in bed inside their cabin, and neither of them had ever thought there was anything unusual about this.

         They woke up before dawn the next day when the sound of the ship, not unlike a wail, began to die down. Outside, it was still completely dark. In its approach to Arkaz, Mingheria’s largest city and administrative capital, the Aziziye had followed the ridge of the tall, sharp Eldost Mountains that stretched from the north to the south of the island, and once the Arab Lighthouse’s pale beam had become visible to the naked eye, the ship had veered west toward the port. There was a large moon in the sky and a silver shimmer over the water, so from their cabins the passengers could now see, like a phantom rising in the darkness behind Arkaz Castle, the shape of the White Mountain, considered to be the most mysterious among the various volcanic peaks that populated the Mediterranean Sea.

         When Princess Pakize spotted the sharp spires of the majestic Arkaz Castle, they climbed on deck for a better view of the scene in the moonlight. The air was humid but mild. A pleasant scent of iodine, kelp, and almonds came from the sea. Like many small seaside towns across the Ottoman Empire, Arkaz did not have a large jetty and dock, so the captain put the engines in reverse in the waters off the Castle and began to wait.

         There followed a strange and heavy silence. Husband and wife shivered in the thrall of the resplendent realm before them. The inscrutable landscape, the mountains, the silence beneath the moonlight, were imbued with a wondrous intensity. It felt as if beyond the silver glow of the moon there were another source of light that had bewitched them and that they must search for. For a time the newlyweds observed the glorious, shimmering view as if it were the true source of their wedded bliss. In the darkness ahead they saw the lantern of an approaching rowing boat, and the slow, deliberate motions of its boatmen. Bonkowski Pasha and his assistant materialized at the top of the stairway on the lower deck. They seemed to be standing very far away, as in a dream. The large black rowboat the Governor had sent pulled up to the Aziziye. They heard footsteps and the sound of people speaking in Greek and Mingherian. The rowing boat took Bonkowski Pasha and his assistant on board and vanished back into the darkness.

         The newlyweds and a few other passengers in the captain’s quarters and on the deck stood for a long time looking out at the view of Arkaz Castle and of Mingheria’s spectacular mountains, which had inspired so many Romantic travel writers and seemed to belong in the pages of a fairy tale. Had the passengers of the Aziziye looked more closely at the southwestern bastions of the Castle, they would have seen the light of a torch burning inside a window. Parts of the stone-built Castle complex dated from the era of the Crusades, others from periods of Venetian, Byzantine, Arab, and Ottoman rule, and for centuries, one section had been employed as a prison. Now, in an empty cell two floors beneath the room where that torch was burning, a guard—or, in the modern parlance, a “warden”—named Bayram Effendi, a prominent figure in those parts of the great Castle, was fighting for his life.
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         When Bayram Effendi had felt the first symptoms of illness five days ago, he had not taken them seriously. He had developed a fever, his heart rate had sped up, and he’d felt shivery. But it was probably just a cold he’d caught that morning from spending too much time walking around the Castle’s windy bastions and courtyards! In the afternoon the next day his fever returned, but this time it was accompanied by fatigue. He had no desire to eat anything, and at one point he lay down in the stone courtyard, looked up at the sky, and felt that he might die. It was as if someone were hammering a nail into his skull.

         For twenty-five years Bayram Effendi had been a guard in the prisons of Mingheria’s famous Arkaz Castle. He had seen long-serving convicts chained up and forgotten about in their cells, watched handcuffed inmates walk in a line in the yard for their daily exercise, and witnessed the arrival of a group of political prisoners Sultan Abdul Hamid had locked up fifteen years ago. He remembered how primitive the prison used to be in those days (though in truth it still was), and wholeheartedly trusted and supported the attempts that had recently been made to modernize it, to turn it into an ordinary prison or perhaps even a reformatory. Even when the flow of money from Istanbul was interrupted and he had to go for months without pay, he wouldn’t rest unless he had personally attended the prisoner count every evening.

         When he was struck again the next day, as he walked through one of the prison’s narrow passageways, by the same shattering exhaustion, he decided not to go home that night. His heart was beating alarmingly fast now. He found an empty cell, where he lay writhing in pain on a bed of straw in the corner. He was shivering, too, and had developed an unbearable headache. The pain was located near the front of his head, in his forehead. He wanted to scream, but he was convinced that if he kept quiet, this strange agony would somehow disappear, so instead he gritted his teeth. There was a press, a roller, upon his head, squeezing it flat.

         So the guard spent the night in the Castle. He would do this sometimes—when he had a night shift, say, or if he’d had to deal with a minor riot or a scuffle—instead of going back to his house a ten-minute ride away on a horse-drawn gig, so his wife and his daughter, Zeynep, were not concerned by his absence. The family was in the midst of various preparations and negotiations for Zeynep’s imminent wedding, which meant there were quarrels and long faces at home every night, with either the guard’s wife or his daughter ending up in tears.

         When Bayram Effendi woke up in the cell the next morning and inspected his body, he found near his groin, just above and to the left of his perineum, a white boil the size of his little finger. It looked like a bubo. It hurt when he pressed on it with his thick index finger, as if it were filled with pus, but reverted to its original shape as soon as he took his finger away. The bubo didn’t hurt unless he touched it. Bayram Effendi felt oddly guilty. He was lucid enough to know that this boil was connected to the fatigue, the tremors, and the deliriousness he had been experiencing.

         What should he do? A Christian or a government clerk or a soldier or a pasha in his position would go to a doctor or to a hospital if there was one. When there was an outbreak of diarrhea or contagious fever in a prison dormitory, that dormitory was quarantined. But sometimes, a defiant dormitory chief would put up a fight against quarantine measures, and his fellow prisoners would suffer the consequences. In the quarter century he’d spent in the Castle, Bayram Effendi had seen some of the old Venetian-era buildings and courtyards on the seafront used not just as dungeons and jailhouses but as customhouses and quarantine facilities (known in the olden days as lazarettos) too, so he was not unfamiliar with these matters. But he was also aware that no quarantine measure could protect him now. He could feel that he had fallen into the grip of some uncanny force, and he slept and slept, moaning and raving in his terrified, unconscious state. But the pain kept returning in waves, until he realized despairingly that the force he was grappling with was far greater than he was.

         The next day he managed to briefly gather some strength. He joined the crowds at the Blind Mehmet Pasha Mosque for midday prayers. He saw two clerks he knew and embraced them in greeting. He tried with much effort to follow the sermon but struggled to understand it. He felt dizzy and nauseated, and he could barely sit upright. The preacher didn’t mention the disease at all and kept repeating that everything that happened was the will of God. As the crowds dispersed, Bayram Effendi thought he might lie down on the mosque’s carpets and kilims to rest for a while and suddenly realized he was drifting out of consciousness, about to faint. When they came to wake him up, he summoned whatever energy he had left to hide the fact that he was unwell (though perhaps they already knew).

         By now he could sense his own imminent death, and he wept, feeling that this was an injustice and demanding to know why he had been singled out in this way. He left the mosque and went to see the holy man in the neighborhood of Germe who handed out prayer sheets and amulets and was said to talk openly about the plague and the mystery of death. But the fat sheikh whose name Bayram Effendi couldn’t remember didn’t seem to be there. Instead, a smiling young man in a lopsided fez issued Bayram Effendi and two others, who, like him, had come from the midday payers, a consecrated amulet and a prayer sheet each. Bayram Effendi tried to read the writing on the prayer sheet, but he couldn’t see properly. He felt guilty about this and became agitated, knowing that his death was going to be his own fault.

         When the sheikh eventually arrived, Bayram Effendi remembered that he had just seen him at the midday prayers. The holy man was indeed very fat and had a beard as long and white as his hair. He smiled kindly at Bayram Effendi and began to explain how the prayer sheets were to be used; at night, when the plague demon manifested itself in the darkness, one must recite thirty-three times each the following three names of Allah: Ar-Raqib, Al-Muqtadir, and Al-Baaqi. If the prayer sheet and the amulet were pointed in the direction of the demon, even nineteen repetitions could be sufficient to repel the scourge. When he realized how gravely ill Bayram Effendi was, the sheikh drew back from him a little. This did not escape the prison guard’s notice. The sheikh explained that even if there was no time to recite the names of God, he could still achieve a good result by wearing the amulet around his neck and placing his right index finger over it just so. More precisely, he should use his right index finger if the plague boil was on the left-hand side of his body, and his left index finger if the boil was on the right-hand side. The sheikh also told him that if he began to stutter, he should hold the amulet in both hands, but by that point Bayram Effendi was finding it difficult to keep track of all of these rules and decided to return to his home nearby. His beautiful daughter Zeynep wasn’t there. His wife started crying when she saw how sick he was. She made his bed with sheets fresh from the linen cupboard, and Bayram Effendi lay down; he was shaking uncontrollably, and when he tried to speak, his mouth was so dry that the words would not come out.

         There seemed to be a storm breaking inside his head. He kept twitching and jerking where he lay, as if someone were chasing him, as if something had startled or angered him. His wife Emine wept even harder at the sight of these strange spasms, and when he saw her tears, Bayram Effendi understood that he was going to die soon.

         When Zeynep came home in the early evening, Bayram Effendi rallied for a time. He told them that the amulet around his neck would protect him, then fell back into a delirious sleep. He had a series of strange dreams and nightmares; now he was rising and falling with the waves of a roaring sea! Now there were winged lions, talking fish, and armies of dogs running through fire! Then the flames spread to the rats, fiery demons who tore rosebushes apart with their teeth. The pulley of a water well, a windmill, an open door kept turning and turning, and the universe contracted. Drops of sweat seemed to be falling from the sun onto his face. He felt restless; he felt like running away; his mind alternately raced and froze. Worst of all, the hordes of rats that just two weeks ago had shrieked and wailed their way through the dungeons, the Castle, and all of Mingheria, invading kitchens and devouring all the straw and cloth and wood in their path, now seemed to be chasing him through the prison corridors. Worried that he might recite the wrong prayer, Bayram Effendi tried to outrun them instead. He spent the final hours of his life shouting with all the strength he had to make himself heard to the creatures he saw in his sleep, yet he struggled to make a sound. Zeynep was kneeling beside him now, trying to contain her sobs as she watched over him.

         Then, like many who fell ill with the plague, he seemed to make a sudden recovery. His wife served him a bowl of hot, fragrant wheat soup with red chili, a recipe that was popular across the villages of Mingheria. (Bayram Effendi had only ever left the island once in his entire life.) After he’d had his soup, sipping at it slowly as if it were some kind of elixir, and recited some of the prayers the fat holy man had suggested, he felt better.

         He must go and make sure they didn’t make any mistakes with the prisoner count tonight. He would not be gone for long. So he’d said, as if he were talking to himself, when he had left his house for the last time without even a farewell to his family—as if he were merely heading for the privy in the garden. His wife and daughter did not believe that he had recovered and wept as they watched him go.

         Around the time for evening prayers, Bayram Effendi first made his way toward the shore. He saw horse-drawn carriages, doormen, and gentlemen in hats waiting outside the Hotel Splendid and the Hotel Majestic. He walked past the offices of the ferry companies that operated routes to Smyrna, Chania, and Istanbul and around the back of the customs building. When he reached the Hamidiye Bridge, his strength ran out. He thought he might fall over and die. It was the time of day when the city was at its liveliest and most colorful, and under the palm trees and the plane trees, on the sunny streets, and among all those people with their warm and friendly faces, it seemed that life was, perhaps, quite good after all. Under the bridge flowed the Arkaz Creek, its waters a celestial shade of green; behind him was the historic covered market and the old bridge; in front of him was the Castle whose prisons he’d guarded all his life. He stood there for a time, quietly weeping until he was too exhausted to do even that. The orange light from the sun made the Castle look even pinker than it was.

         With one last effort he walked in the shade of palm and plane trees down the dusty street with the Telegraph Office, and all the way back to the shore. He crossed the old city’s meandering alleys, near the buildings dating from the Venetian era, and entered the Castle. Witnesses would later say they saw the guard attending the prisoner count outside the door to dormitory number two, and drinking a glass of linden tea in the guards’ recreation room.

         But no one saw him again after nightfall. A young guard had heard someone crying and screaming in a cell on the floor below around the same time the Aziziye was approaching the port, but had forgotten about it in the ensuing silence.
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         Once it had dropped off Abdul Hamid’s Royal Chemist Bonkowski Pasha and his assistant on the island of Mingheria, the royal vessel Aziziye continued at full speed toward Alexandria. The task of the Ottoman delegation aboard the ship was to counsel China’s angry Muslim community against joining the surge of popular anti-Western uprisings in the area.

         In 1894, Japan had attacked China, and the Chinese army, still wedded to traditional methods, had suffered a rapid and comprehensive defeat at the hands of the more westernized Japanese forces. Desperate in the face of Japan’s triumphant demands, the empress dowager of China had called on Western powers for help, just as the Ottoman emperor Abdul Hamid II had done twenty years before in the aftermath of a heavy defeat at the hands of the more modern Russian army. The British, the French, and the Germans had come to China’s aid. But in the process, they also acquired a series of mercantile and legal privileges (the British in Hong Kong and Tibet, the French in southern China, and the Germans in the north), dividing the country into colonial territories and deploying missionaries to enhance their political and spiritual influence.

         These various developments had inflamed the impoverished Chinese populace, particularly the more conservative and religious among them, and ignited a series of uprisings against the Manchu government and against “foreigners,” especially Christians and Europeans. Western workplaces, banks, post offices, clubs, restaurants, and churches were set on fire. Missionaries and Chinese people who had converted to Christianity were picked off one by one and murdered on the streets. Behind this rapidly spreading popular protest movement was a sect Westerners referred to as the Boxers, who drew their strength from the mystical allure of the traditional sorcery and sword rituals they practiced. Caught between conservatives and more tolerant liberal elements, the Chinese government was unable to defeat the rebels, and to make matters worse, the army gradually began to side with the insurgents. Finally the empress dowager herself joined the anti-foreign uprising. By the year 1900, Chinese soldiers were blockading foreign embassies in Peking while angry mobs wandered the streets attacking Christians and killing foreigners. Before the Western powers managed to assemble an allied army to send to the rescue, the German ambassador von Ketteler, who had taken a particularly aggressive stance, was killed in the fighting on the streets.

         The German emperor Kaiser Wilhelm II retaliated in exemplary fashion, sending newly formed German army battalions to suppress the revolt in Peking. As he saw his soldiers off at Bremerhaven, whence they would make their way to China, he instructed them to be “as ruthless as Attila the Hun” and to take no prisoners. Western newspapers had long been filled with reports of the savagery, the primitiveness, and the murderous rampages of the Boxer rebels and the Muslims who had joined them.

         Kaiser Wilhelm II also sent telegrams to Istanbul requesting Abdul Hamid’s support. The soldiers from the Kansu region who had killed the German ambassador in Peking were Muslims. In Kaiser Wilhelm’s view, the Ottoman emperor Abdul Hamid, caliph of all Muslims the world over, should do something to help subdue these deranged Muslim soldiers who were blindly attacking Christians. Perhaps he could add some of his own soldiers to the armies of the West that were being deployed to quash the uprisings.

         It was not exactly easy for Abdul Hamid to say no to the British, who had protected him against the Russian armies; the French, who were Britain’s allies in China; and the Germans and their Kaiser Wilhelm, who had visited the Sultan in Istanbul and had always treated him with warmth. The Sultan was also aware that if these great powers were to find common ground, they could easily gobble up the Ottoman Empire—what the Russian czar Nicholas I had called “the sick man of Europe”—carving out its territories among themselves and facilitating the formation of countless separate states upon its lands, each speaking its own language.

         Abdul Hamid had been watching the progress of these Muslim uprisings against Western superpowers—the so-called Great Powers—with mixed feelings. From what he had been able to glean through the reports he received, he was particularly intrigued by the many Muslim uprisings that were taking place in China and by the actions of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad in India, who was leading the Muslims there in a revolt against the British. He was also sympathetic to the Mad Mullah’s rebellion in Somalia and the various anti-Western Muslim-led rebellions taking place throughout Africa and Asia. The Sultan had deployed special military attachés to track these anti-Western and anti-Christian movements, and in some cases he would also surreptitiously provide them with material support, unbeknownst even to his own government and bureaucratic cadres (for there were spies everywhere). As the Ottoman Empire unraveled, losing its Orthodox Christian populations across the Balkan states and on its islands in the Mediterranean, Sultan Abdul Hamid began to warm to the notion that if he was seen to openly favor Islam (as the new demography of the Empire was already suggesting), he might be able to rally the world’s many Muslim communities and nations to stand with the Ottomans against the West, and at least give the Great Powers something to fear. In other words the Sultan was beginning to discover all by himself that force which we now call “political Islam.”

         But the opera-loving, crime novel–reading sultan Abdul Hamid was not exactly a sincere and steadfast Islamist jihadist either. When Egypt’s Ourabi Pasha had staged his rebellion against the West, the Sultan had understood straightaway that it was a nationalist uprising aimed not just against the British but against all foreigners—including the Ottomans—and he had loathed the Islamist pasha for it, secretly hoping the British would obliterate him. As for the Mahdist movement in Sudan, which had fought the British doggedly and culminated in the death of their beloved Major General Charles Gordon—a popular figure among Muslims too, who had affectionately called him Gordon Pasha—the Sultan had deemed it “a revolt of the hoi polloi” and, partly under pressure from the British ambassador in Istanbul, had sided with the British against it.

         In the end Abdul Hamid managed to find a painless compromise between the conflicting urgencies of making sure he did not provoke the Western superpowers and of showing the world that he was the caliph and leader of all Muslims everywhere: he would not send any Ottoman soldiers to fight and kill Muslim insurgents, but as their caliph, he would send a delegation to China to tell the Muslims there: Don’t wage war on the westerners!

         The head of this delegation, who was currently in his cabin and struggling to fall asleep, had been personally selected by Abdul Hamid, and alongside this experienced army general, the Sultan had appointed two clerics he also knew and held in great esteem, one of whom—black bearded—was a teacher of Islamic history and the other, white bearded, a renowned and gifted scholar of Islamic law. These two clerics would sit in the Aziziye’s spacious central cabin, across from an enormous map of the Ottoman Empire hanging on its wall, and spend the whole day debating how best to reason with China’s Muslims. One of the clerics, the historian, argued that the delegation’s real mission was not to pacify the Chinese Muslims but to teach them about the true might of Islam and of its caliph Abdul Hamid. The other cleric, the white-bearded jurist, was more prudent, arguing that a jihad was only a “proper jihad” if it could count on the support of that country’s king or sultan, and pointing out that by then the empress dowager of China had already changed her mind about supporting the rebels. The committee’s other delegates, translators and army men, would sometimes join the debate too.

         At midnight, as the Aziziye sailed toward Alexandria under the moonlight, Doctor Nuri noticed that the torches in the central cabin were still alight and took his wife to look at the map hanging on its wall. It was an updated map of the Ottoman Empire, first established by Princess Pakize’s great-great-grandfathers six hundred years ago. Abdul Hamid had commissioned the map in the autumn of 1880—four years after he’d taken the throne aged thirty-four—in the aftermath of the Congress of Berlin, when the Ottomans, with the help of the British, had taken back some of the lands they had lost to the Russians. The Ottoman Empire had lost control of many of its territories (Serbia, Thessaly, Montenegro, Romania, Bulgaria, Kars, Ardahan) in the war that had broken out as soon as Abdul Hamid first took power. Following this debacle, the Sultan had convinced himself that it was the last time anything like this would ever happen and that the Empire would not lose any more of its possessions, and thus proceeded to dispatch trains, carriages, camels, and ships to carry the new map he had optimistically commissioned to the farthest reaches of the Empire, its military garrisons, its governors’ offices and foreign embassies. The delegates of the Guidance Committee had seen this map many times before all over the Empire—whose lands stretched from Damascus to Ioannina, from Mosul to Thessaloniki, from Istanbul to the Hejaz—and each time they had looked in wonder and veneration upon the enormity of the area covered by Ottoman rule, only to remind themselves that, unfortunately, the true map continued to shrink at an ever-increasing rate.

         I shall take this opportunity to note here a rumor about this map that Princess Pakize had first heard in the Yıldız Palace, and which she now relayed to her husband and later recalled again in a letter to her sister. According to this story, Abdul Hamid had entered his beloved eldest son Prince Selim’s quarters unannounced one night and was delighted to find the boy—who was around ten or eleven at the time—studying a smaller-scale version of the very map the Sultan had commissioned. The Sultan noticed that some territories on the map had been colored black, the way children do in their coloring books. Upon further inspection, it became clear that the lands his son had crossed out were those that Abdul Hamid had lost during his reign, or that—though they might still fly the Ottoman flag and appear on the map as Ottoman possessions—he had handed over to the enemy without a fight, and the moment he realized this, Abdul Hamid instantly began to hate this treacherous child who apparently held his own father responsible for the Ottoman Empire withering into nonexistence. Princess Pakize, who loathed her uncle just as much, added that Abdul Hamid’s hatred for her cousin—his son—intensified ten years later when a concubine that the Sultan had his eye on was found to have fallen in love with Selim Effendi.

         As a child, the Princess had overheard many conversations about the various catastrophes and territorial losses that had begun in the years immediately following the deposition of her father Murad V. As blue and green uniformed Russian troops had approached San Stefano, just four hours from Abdul Hamid’s palace, squares and parks and empty, burned-down plots of land in Istanbul had filled with tents the army had provided for the fair-skinned, green-eyed Balkan Muslims who’d been dispossessed overnight as they fled the Russian army, and in the space of fourteen months, the Ottoman Empire had lost most of the territories it had held in the Balkans for the past four hundred years.

         The newlyweds spoke dispassionately of the other disasters they had heard discussed during their childhoods: to the east of the very island of Mingheria they had just left in their wake was the island of Cyprus, which, with its fragrant orange orchards, its groves of fruitful olive trees, and its copper mines, had been taken over as a British protectorate before the Congress of Berlin in 1878 was even over. Contrary to what Abdul Hamid’s map implied, Egypt too had long ceased to be an Ottoman possession. Although it still appeared as an Ottoman territory on the map, the British had in fact invaded it in 1882, after their warships had bombarded Alexandria with the excuse that Ourabi Pasha’s anti-Western uprising there was a threat to the local Christian population. (On days when Abdul Hamid’s suspiciousness verged on paranoia, the clever sultan would wonder if the British had perhaps instigated this particular Islamist uprising to create the excuse for an invasion.) Meanwhile, in 1881, the French had taken control of Tunisia. Just as Czar Nicholas of Russia had predicted forty-seven years before, all that the Great Powers had to do to share the inheritance that had fallen from the grasp of “the sick man” and into their laps was simply to work with one another.

         But as they sat beneath Abdul Hamid’s old map all day, what most upset the delegates of the Guidance Committee was something the map didn’t even show: those Western nations who often supported the nationalist-separatist uprisings that were initiated by the Empire’s Christian subjects and constantly challenged the state’s authority were far more powerful than the Ottomans—not only in terms of military capability, but from an economic, administrative, and demographic perspective too. In 1901, the total population of the Ottoman Empire across its vast geographical span was nineteen million. Five million of these people were non-Muslims, and even though they paid more taxes, they were still treated as second-class citizens, leading them to make demands for “justice,” “equality,” and “reform” and to turn to the nations of the West for support and protection. To the north, the population of Russia, with whom the Ottomans were constantly at war, was seventy million, while the population of Germany, with whom the Ottomans had friendly relations, was close to fifty-five million. The economic output of these European countries, and particularly of the British Empire, outstripped the Ottoman Empire’s feeble efforts twenty-five to one. Moreover, the Ottoman Empire’s Muslim population, who shouldered most of the state’s administrative and military burdens, was becoming increasingly overshadowed by the Greek Orthodox and Armenian merchant classes whose influence was rising even in the outer provinces of the Empire. The rulers of these more remote provinces were unable to meet the demands for greater freedom made by this new and rising non-Muslim bourgeoisie of Greek and Armenian tradesmen; the only reaction local Ottoman governors were able to muster against the uprisings of their Christian populations, who demanded the right to govern themselves and only pay as much tax as the Muslim population did, was to try and wipe the rebels out, and to kill, torture, and banish them into submission.

         “That evil djinn has possessed you again!” said Princess Pakize to her husband once they had returned to their cabin. “What were you thinking about?”

         “That it is wonderful to be going to China and leaving everything else behind for a while!” said the Prince Consort Nuri.

         But his wife could tell from the expression on his face that he was thinking of the outbreak in Mingheria and of Bonkowski Pasha.
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         As it neared the shore, the traditional sharp-nosed Mingherian pinewood boat that had picked up Bonkowski Pasha and his assistant Doctor Ilias sailed along the tall Castle walls and the island’s rocky cliffs. There was no sound other than the creaking of oars and the gentle sloshing of waves against the towering cliffs that had held the Castle aloft for nearly seven hundred years. There was no light other than that of a few torches burning behind people’s windows, but in the otherworldly moonlight, Arkaz—the largest city and center of the province of Mingheria—looked like a white-and-pink mirage. As a positivist, Bonkowski Pasha was not a superstitious man, but nevertheless he felt there was something inauspicious in this sight. Though Sultan Abdul Hamid had granted him a royal concession to undertake rose cultivation on the island many years ago, this was Bonkowski Pasha’s first visit to the island. He had always imagined that his first trip there would be a joyous, cheerful, ceremonial occasion. It had never crossed his mind that he would have to creep up to the port in the dark of night like some kind of thief.

         When the boat entered the smaller bay, the oarsman slowed down. A wet breeze was blowing from the shore, carrying the scent of linden trees and dry seaweed. The boat avoided the dock with the Customhouse, where passenger ships usually alighted, but turned instead toward the Arab Lighthouse, a relic of the time when the island was under Arab occupation, and stopped at the old fishermen’s wharf. It was darker here, and secluded. Governor Sami Pasha, who had organized the Royal Chemist and his assistant’s secret visit to the island under orders from the Sultan, had chosen this dock not just because it was quieter, but also because it was located farther away from the State Hall.

         Bonkowski Pasha and his assistant, Ilias, passed their bags and other possessions to two municipal clerks in black coats who had come to meet them at the dock, and grabbed hold of the hands reaching down to help them off the boat. No one saw them getting into the carriage the Governor had sent to pick them up. Governor Sami Pasha had sent his secret guests the special armored landau he used on official occasions, and when he did not want to be seen by the people. Sami Pasha’s fat and somewhat-anxious predecessor had taken rather seriously the threats he’d received from the romantic Greek anarchists who wanted the island to break away from Ottoman rule, and believing them capable of throwing the bombs they seemed so fond of, he had commissioned Bald Kudret, Arkaz’s most famous blacksmith, to make the required sheets of armor, paying for them with money taken from the municipality’s eternally underfunded coffers.

         The armored landau, driven by Coachman Zekeriya, passed the hotels and customs offices that lined the harbor, their lamps all unlit, and turned left into a series of alleyways to avoid entering Istanbul Street, the city’s most famous slope. Through the windows of the landau, the Royal Chemist and his assistant smelled the scent of honeysuckle and pine trees and saw in the moonlight the city’s ancient, mossy stone walls, its wooden doorways, and the fronts of its pink brick homes, their windows all pulled shut. As the carriage wound its way uphill and into Hamidiye Square, they noticed the half-built but unfinished clock tower that had sadly not been completed in time for the celebrations that had begun last August for the twenty-fifth anniversary of His Excellency the Sultan’s ascension to the throne (his coronation). They saw the torches burning in front of the Greek Middle School and the Post Office (formerly the Telegraph Office), and the sentries that Governor Sami Pasha had planted at every intersection since the rumors about the plague had first begun to spread.

         “His Excellency the Governor is a peculiar character,” Bonkowski Pasha told his assistant when they were alone in their guest quarters. “But I must say I had not expected to find the city so immaculate, so calm and serene. We must recognize this as his personal achievement, unless there is something that escaped our notice in the dark.”

         Doctor Ilias, a Greek from Istanbul, had been “assisting” the Sultan’s Royal Chemist for the past nine years. Together they had fought outbreaks of disease in every corner of the Empire, spending nights in hotel rooms, municipal and hospital guesthouses, and military garrisons. Five years ago they had saved Trebizond from cholera by arranging for the whole city to be disinfected with the sprayable solution they had brought with them on the ship they’d arrived on. On another occasion, in 1894, they had combed the environs of Izmit and Bursa village by village to halt the spread of cholera there, sleeping in army tents at night. Bonkowski Pasha had come to trust this assistant who had just happened to have been assigned to him from Istanbul one day, and had also grown accustomed to sharing his private thoughts with him. As they hastened from city to city and port to port battling outbreaks, the Royal Chemist and his assistant, already widely known for their erudition, had come to be seen among the Empire’s bureaucrats and public health officials as a pair of “scientist-saviors.”

         “Twenty years ago, the Sultan entrusted me with the task of fighting an outbreak of cholera in Dedeağaç Province, whose Governor at the time was Sami Pasha. His obstructive disdain for me and the young quarantine doctors I had brought along from Istanbul led to more lives being lost, and he must have realized that I would mention this in my report to the Sultan. It is therefore possible that he might be hostile toward us now.”

         Bonkowski Pasha had spoken in the Turkish he preferred to use when discussing matters of state, similar to the language we are writing in now. But both the Greek doctor Ilias, who had studied medicine in Paris, and Bonkowski Pasha, who had studied chemistry also in Paris, sometimes spoke to each other in French. So it was that as he felt around in the darkness of their guesthouse rooms trying to work out what was inside, what was shadow and what might be furniture, and where the windows were, the Royal Chemist said in French and as if here speaking in a dream: “I can smell the scent of misfortune!”

         Later that night, they were woken up by noises that sounded like the scrabbling of rats. In Smyrna, the war on the plague had become a sort of war on rats. Now that they had arrived in Mingheria, they were surprised that no traps had been set in the guesthouse they had been brought to under the Governor’s supervision. The fact that the plague was spread by rats when the fleas that lived on them bit humans had been communicated in countless telegrams from the capital to provincial governors and local quarantine offices.

         In the morning they came to the conclusion that the scrabbling they had heard in the middle of the night must have been produced by seagulls landing on and taking off from the roof of the derelict wooden mansion they were being housed in. To keep them hidden from Arkaz’s meddlesome journalists, gossip-spreading tradesmen, and malicious foreign consuls, Governor Sami Pasha had put up the illustrious Royal Chemist and his assistant not in the spacious guesthouse annexed to the new State Hall but in an unused wooden building that had been readied in a day by the local Director for Charitable Trusts, and to which the Governor had dispatched the requisite guardsmen and servants.

         The Governor turned up unannounced at the residence that morning to apologize to his secret guests for its state. Seeing Sami Pasha again for the first time after so many years, Bonkowski Pasha suddenly felt he could trust him. In the Governor’s imposing, almost stocky figure, in his not-yet-graying beard, and in the thickness of his eyebrows and nose, the Royal Chemist saw strength, and a kind of toughness.

         But then, to the Royal Chemist and his assistant’s dismay, the Governor said what every mayor and provincial governor the world over always said when faced with an outbreak of contagious disease.

         “There is absolutely no epidemic in our city,” Governor Sami Pasha began, “let alone the plague, God forbid, but we have nevertheless had this breakfast sent for you from the army garrison. They will not even eat bread fresh from the oven there without having had it disinfected first.”

         Bonkowski Pasha spotted a tray of olives, pomegranates, walnuts, goat cheese, and military-issue bread in the adjoining room and smiled at the Governor. “The people here, Muslims and Greeks, are all rather fond of gossip,” said Governor Sami Pasha as a fez-clad servant poured coffee from the stove into the cups on their table. “They will spread all kinds of misinformation, they will claim an ‘outbreak’ when there isn’t one, and ‘no outbreak’ when there is, they’ll tell the papers ‘Bonkowski Pasha said so’ just to put you in a difficult position, as they did in Smyrna. Of course their aim is to pit Muslims against Christians, sow discord on this peaceful island, and tear it away from the Ottoman Empire, as they did with Crete.”

         At this point we will remind our readers that “foreign powers” had recently wrested the neighboring island of Crete from Ottoman control with the excuse of needing to quell a series of clashes that had erupted between the island’s Muslim and Christian populations four years ago.

         “Of course the people of Mingheria are more even tempered, so here they have had to make up this story about an epidemic!” explained the Governor Pasha.

         “But, Pasha,” said the Royal Chemist to the Governor who was six years his junior, “during the outbreak in Smyrna nobody cared whether you were Greek or Orthodox or Muslim or Christian! Both the Greek newspaper Amalthea and the Ottoman paper Harmony and even the merchants that make a living trading with Greece took the sanitary measures seriously and obeyed quarantine orders. It was thanks to this goodwill that we succeeded.”

         “Well, we do have the news and papers from Smyrna delivered here—if a little late—on the Messageries ferry. Perhaps it is not my place to say, but things did not happen quite as you have described, my dear Chief Inspector Pasha,” said the Governor. “All the foreign consuls in Smyrna, foremost the Greek and French, complained every day about your quarantine measures and sowed discord by having their newspapers publish their objections. I do not allow for that kind of subversive, disruptive journalism to be practiced here in Mingheria.”

         “On the contrary, as soon as the people of Smyrna realized that quarantine was inevitable and beneficial, their collaboration with the Governor’s Office and with the Quarantine Authority was impeccable. By the way, the Governor of Smyrna, Kâmil Pasha of Cyprus, sends Your Excellency his warmest regards. He is of course aware that I am here.”

         “I served as Minister for Charitable Trusts under Kâmil Pasha when he was Chief Minister fifteen years ago,” said Governor Sami Pasha, fondly recalling his remarkable youthful achievements. “His Excellency Kâmil Pasha is a man of superior intelligence.”

         “You will recall that in Smyrna His Excellency Kâmil Pasha allowed the news of the outbreak to be made public, and he was right to do so,” said Bonkowski Pasha. “Would it not perhaps be better if Mingherian newspapers published news of the outbreak here too? The populace must be allowed to worry, shopkeepers must face the fear of death, if they are to follow quarantine measures willingly once these are introduced.”

         “I have been governor here for five years, and I can assure you there is no cause for concern. The people of Mingheria, the Orthodox and the Catholics and even the Muslims, are at least as civilized as the people of Smyrna. Whatever the state demands, they shall heed and uphold. But to announce plagues and epidemics where there officially aren’t any would create needless panic.”

         “But if you encourage the newspapers to publish information about the plague and its spread, about quarantine measures and the number of victims, the people of the island shall be even likelier to obey the state’s instructions,” Bonkowski Pasha patiently replied. “You know as well as I do, Governor Pasha, that it is a difficult proposition indeed to govern the Ottoman Empire without help from its newspapers.”

         “Mingheria is not Smyrna!” said the Governor. “There is no disease here. That is why the Sultan has kept your visit a secret. Of course it is also his will that if the disease is here, then you should introduce quarantine measures to stop the outbreak as you did in Smyrna. But the nefarious machinations of the island’s foreign consuls, and the fact that it was our Quarantine Committee’s Greek doctors (all colluding with Greece, no doubt) who first reported an outbreak on this island, have made His Highness the Sultan suspicious, and he has forbidden you from meeting with Mingheria’s Quarantine Committee.”

         “That had indeed come to our attention, Governor Pasha.”

         “It is these old Greek quarantine doctors who have been spreading all these rumors. They will waste no time in alerting their friends in the Istanbul press. There are many men here who, urged on by the foreign consuls, would like to see this island end up like Crete: seized from us overnight. It is perhaps not my place to say, but the eyes of the world are upon us, my dear Pasha, so beware!”

         Was there a threat in these words? For a moment, the three servants of the Ottoman Empire—one Muslim, one Catholic, and the other Orthodox Christian—eyed one another in silence.

         “In any event, it is perhaps more appropriate for the decision on who should be writing what in Mingheria’s newspapers to be made not by you, Chief Inspector, but by me, as I am, after all, the Governor of this island,” said Sami Pasha, feeling emboldened. “Nevertheless, please do not let my words prevent you from including in your report your true medical and chemical findings. We have arranged for you to visit three patients today—two Muslims and the third an Orthodox Christian—so that you may collect microbial samples in time for the departure of the Maritimes Company’s ferry Baghdad to Smyrna this evening. Also, one of our veteran prison guards passed away last night, though we had not even realized that he was ill. If you please, I shall provide you both with guards to accompany you on your visits today.”

         “To what do we owe the need for such provisions?”

         “This is a small island; however you may seek to hide it, you shall be visiting patients in a medical capacity, and there will be gossip about your arrival,” said the Governor. “Spirits will be broken, morale will suffer. Nobody wants to hear that there is an epidemic. Everybody knows that quarantine means shops boarded shut, doctors and soldiers entering people’s homes, and trade coming to a halt. You know better than I do the unhappy fate that awaits the Christian doctor who tries to enter a home in a Muslim neighborhood with soldiers by his side. If you insist that there is a plague, the tradesmen whose businesses are disrupted shall accuse you of calumny, and before long they will be claiming you’re the one who brought the plague in the first place. There may not be too many people on our island. But everyone here has their own particular view of things, and they are not afraid to express it.”

         “What exactly is the size of the population now?”

         “In the 1897 census the population of the island was eighty thousand, with twenty-five thousand in Arkaz. The ratio of Muslims to non-Muslims here is approximately even. In fact with the Muslims that have come here from Crete over the past three years, one might say that Muslims are now a majority, though I would not hazard to name a figure, for it would no doubt be immediately disputed.”

         “How many deaths have there been so far?”

         “Some say fifteen, others more. Some hide their dead fearing that the quarantine officials will come and board up their homes or their shops and burn all their belongings. Others think any death is a plague death. We have an epidemic of diarrhea here every summer, and every summer our Quarantine Master, an old man named Nikos, will insist on sending a telegram to Istanbul to claim it is an outbreak of cholera. I always stop him and tell him to wait awhile. Then out he goes with his spray pump, disinfecting the market, the ditches that carry sewage down the middle of the streets, all the poorer neighborhoods, and the public fountains, and soon enough the outbreak he was sure was cholera has already come and gone. If you report the deaths to Istanbul as cholera deaths, they’ll call it an ‘epidemic,’ and the consuls and the ambassadors will be sure to meddle; but if you report them as ‘summer diarrhea,’ they will immediately be forgotten, and nobody will even notice.”

         “The population of Smyrna is eight times that of Arkaz, Pasha, but already the number of dead here exceeds the dead in Smyrna.”

         “Well then, it shall be up to you to find out why that may be,” said the Governor cryptically.

         “I have seen dead rats around. We had to fight them, in Smyrna.”

         “The rats here are not like Smyrna rats!” said the Governor with a dash of nationalistic pride. “Our island’s mountain rats are much more savage. Two weeks ago they came down to the cities and the villages looking for food, raiding people’s homes and kitchens. Where they couldn’t find food, they ate whatever else was on their path—beds, soap, straw mats, wool, linen, kilims, even wood. They terrorized the whole island. Then the wrath of God fell upon them, and they were wiped out. But the rats didn’t bring this outbreak you speak of.”

         “Then who did, Pasha?”

         “Officially, there is no outbreak at the moment!” said the Governor Pasha.

         “But, Pasha, in Smyrna too the rats were the first to die. As you know, we now have scientific and medical proof that the plague spreads through rats and fleas. So we brought mousetraps in from Istanbul. We offered one Mecidiye lira as a reward for every ten dead rats turned in. We called for help from the Smyrna Hunting Club. People were chasing rats on the streets. Even Doctor Ilias and I joined the people in their hunt, and that is how we beat the disease.”

         “As it happens, we were approached four years ago by the exponents of two of our island’s oldest, wealthiest families, the Mavroyenis and Karkavitsas Effendis, who—taking their cue from the latest London fashions—wished to solicit my support for opening a members’ club here, similar to the one that already exists in Thessaloniki, but of course this is a small island, and it simply didn’t work here … As for a hunters’ club, we certainly don’t have one of those on our humble island. But perhaps you will at least teach us how to hunt these rats of yours and rid ourselves of this plague!”

         The two quarantine experts were alarmed by the Governor Pasha’s nonchalance, but they did not let their feelings be known. They updated the Governor on medical science’s most recent discoveries on the plague and the pathogen that caused it: the discovery that the microbe responsible for killing rats was the same plague microbe that also killed humans was made by Alexandre Yersin in 1894, during the current plague pandemic. Yersin was one of a succession of doctors and bacteriologists who had built on Louis Pasteur’s findings on microbes to achieve extraordinary results in the fight against contagious diseases in French colonial hospitals and in the sprawling and impoverished cities outside of the Western world. Soon the work of the German doctor Robert Koch and others in Europe would also lead to the discovery of the microbes that caused a wide range of other diseases—typhus, diphtheria, leprosy, rabies, gonorrhea, syphilis, tetanus—and the vaccines that could defeat them.

         Two years ago, Émile Rouvier, another of the innovative doctors who were constantly making new discoveries at the Institut Pasteur, had been invited to Istanbul by Abdul Hamid to share his expertise on diphtheria and cholera. Rouvier had presented the Sultan with a sample he had brought from Paris of a serum to combat diphtheria, and having delivered a brief and charming disquisition on microbes and contagious diseases, the bacteriologist had then installed in the imperial laboratories in Nişantaşı a series of tools which would allow the diphtheria serum to be produced there cheaply and in large quantities. Noticing that all this information seemed to trouble the Governor Pasha, the Royal Chemist assumed a more somber mien.

         “As you know, Pasha, we have seen the discovery of a number of vaccines in recent years, and indeed some of these can now be produced quite quickly in the Ottoman Empire’s own laboratories, but to date we have yet to discover a vaccine against the plague,” he said, clearly setting out the fundamental problem they faced. “Neither the Chinese nor the French have been able to find a vaccine yet. We defeated the plague in Smyrna with old-fashioned remedies like sanitary cordons, isolation measures, and mousetraps. There is no remedy for the plague but quarantine and isolation! Usually the best that doctors can do for plague patients in hospitals is to try to alleviate their suffering. But even that we do not know for certain. Pasha, are the people of this island prepared to follow the required quarantine precautions? This is a matter of life and death, not just for Mingherians, but for the whole Ottoman Empire.”

         “When they like you and trust you, the people of Mingheria, Greek or Muslim, can be the most pliable, most accommodating of all!” said Governor Sami Pasha. Then, holding in one hand a cup of coffee that had previously been refilled by one of the servants, he stood up with a flourish that suggested he had said all that he had to say. He walked up to the only window in the guesthouse, which looked out at the Castle and the city, to gaze at the beautiful view and at the sea, whose blueness filled the room like a rapture.

         “May God watch over us all, and over this island and its people,” he said. “Though before we even get to them and to the rest of the Empire, we must first protect you and ensure that you remain unharmed.”

         “Who would you be protecting us from?” asked Bonkowski Pasha.

         “The head of the Department of Scrutinia, Chief Scrutineer Mazhar Effendi, will explain all that!” said the Governor.
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         Chief Scrutineer Mazhar Effendi oversaw the Governor’s rich and tangled web of spies, informants, and plainclothes policemen. He had first been sent to the island from Istanbul fifteen years ago, tasked—upon pressure from Western powers—with the entirely unrelated quest of transforming the antiquated local law enforcement agency into a modern gendarmerie and police force. While he successfully introduced the necessary reforms (such as keeping separate and alphabetized files on each suspect), he also found time to marry into one of Mingheria’s oldest Muslim families—his bride was Hajji Fehmi Effendi’s daughter—and, like many who happened to settle on the island in their thirties, he fell in love with Mingheria’s people, its climate, and everything else about it. In the early years of his marriage he toured the island with fellow Mingheria enthusiasts, and even set out to learn the old language of the indigenous Mingherian people. Later, when the overly apprehensive Governor Pasha who had commissioned the armored landau instituted a Department of Scrutinia (an office which existed in no other Ottoman province), Mazhar Effendi began to expand his already extensive network of informants, and the relationships he had cultivated during his early years on the island turned out to be of great use as he worked to follow, identify, and arrest the island’s secessionist agitators.

         When Mazhar Effendi arrived to meet them, the Royal Chemist and his assistant, Doctor Ilias, found that he was a much-less-conspicuous presence than the Governor Pasha. With his threadbare jacket, narrow mustache, and affable expression, the Chief Scrutineer was a quintessential bureaucrat. In his best bureaucratic voice, he told them straightaway that he had planted spies among the island’s various religious, political, commercial, and nationalist groups in order to track and monitor all their activities. He was of the opinion that there were several factions on the island—among which foreign consuls, Greek and Turkish nationalist militant groups, and certain elements that had been inspired by the snatching of Crete away from Ottoman control—who were angling for this terrible plague and quarantine nuisance to grow and turn into an international affair. Mazhar Effendi had discovered furthermore that there were various groups of unhinged religious fanatics from village sects who were determined to cause trouble and have their revenge on the Governor Pasha for an old incident that had come to be known as the Pilgrim Ship Mutiny.

         “In light of all these dangers, you shall have to undertake your patient visits in the armored landau.”

         “But will that not draw even more attention upon us?”

         “It will. Children here love to follow the landau and tease Coachman Zekeriya. But there is no alternative. Still, you must not worry; every house and every building you will enter is being watched very closely by municipal employees, spies disguised as hawkers, and various others in our network. But I must make one humble request of you: please do not protest at every guard you see. Even if you think there are too many, and find their presence irksome, I must advise you to desist from any attempt at escaping them … Not that you would be able to escape even if you tried, for our spies are razor sharp, and they would catch you immediately … And if you should hear someone calling out to you—‘Most esteemed Pasha, we too have a patient at home, might you come and see?’—do not, under any circumstances, follow their lead.”

         Like a carriage escorting a pair of curious European travelers, the Governor Pasha’s armored landau first took the Chief Inspector of Public Health and his assistant to the prisons of Arkaz Castle, as famous as the island itself. In order to keep the mysterious visitors apart from the island’s quarantine doctors, the Governor had told the Chief Prison Warden that they were the state’s two new health inspectors (one of whom was also a doctor). The warden made sure to keep Bonkowski Pasha and Doctor Ilias out of sight of the convicts looking out of the peepholes that had been carved into the Castle’s thick walls. They passed through various passageways and unlit courtyards and emerged onto the bastions. From there they climbed down a treacherous stone stairway overlooking a rocky cliff face crisscrossed by seagulls, and entered a damp, dark cell.

         As soon as the crowd milling about the cell door parted, allowing more light inside, Bonkowski Pasha and his assistant understood immediately that Guard Bayram had definitely died from the plague. They had seen that same unearthly pallor in at least three other victims in Smyrna, those same sunken cheeks, the protruding, wide-open, astonished eyes, and the fingers clutching at the hem of the jacket as if to try and claw out the pain. The traces of vomit, the bloodstains, and even the strange smell in the room were also the same. Doctor Ilias carefully unbuttoned and peeled off the guard’s shirt. There were no buboes on his neck or near his armpits. But once they had uncovered the dead man’s stomach and legs, they saw the plague bubo on his left groin. It was large and prominent enough to leave no room for doubt. When they pressed on it, they found that the bubo had lost its initial firmness, which meant that it was at least three days old and that the victim must have died an agonizing death.

         Doctor Ilias pulled out a needle and scalpel from his bag and sterilized them with the disinfectant solution he had also brought, while Bonkowski Pasha dispersed the throng at the door. Had the patient still been alive, they could have alleviated his pain by making an incision on the bubo and draining the pus. Doctor Ilias inserted the needle into the bubo and extracted a few drops of the yellowish, gelatinous liquid inside. Once he’d carefully transferred the liquid onto one of the tinted glass slides they had brought to collect microbial samples, and just as carefully placed it in its protective casing and into his bag, their job in the great prison was done. As the disease was definitely plague and not cholera, it was imperative that the sample should be sent to Smyrna for testing.

         Bonkowski Pasha ordered the victim’s belongings to be incinerated, but when nobody was looking, he picked up the scalpel and cut off the small amulet that was tied around the guard’s neck. He disinfected the amulet and put it in his pocket to examine later, then walked out into the daylight. He could tell from the state of the guard’s corpse that the disease would spread quickly on this island and that many more people were going to die, and the weight of this knowledge was such that he felt a pain reaching from his throat all the way down to his stomach.

         As they passed through the gnarled jumble of streets in the old city, Bonkowski Pasha and his assistant Doctor Ilias saw that the coppersmiths had opened their shops, that the blacksmiths and carpenters had already got to work despite the early hour, that life in the city went on as if nothing were happening. A cafeteria that served the neighborhood’s tradesmen had also ignored the rumors and opened its doors. When the chemist pasha noticed that Kotzias Effendi’s pharmacy (which looked more like a spice emporium) was also open, he stopped the carriage, got off, and went inside.

         “Do you have any acide arsénieux?” he asked the shopkeeper coolly.

         “No, we’re out of ratsbane,” replied Kotzias, owner of the Kotzias Pharmacy. The pharmacist felt nervous, for he could tell that the distinguished-looking gentlemen who had just walked into his shop must be important people.

         Bonkowski Pasha saw that in addition to selling spices, dyes, seeds, coffees, and herbal teas, the pharmacist also supplied pastes, ointments, and old wives’ remedies. Even in his busiest days crossing the breadth of the Empire as Chief Inspector of Public Health and Sanitation, Bonkowski Pasha never forgot that he was a chemist and a pharmacist first and foremost. On Kotzias Effendi’s shelves and tables he now saw some of the readymade medicinal products supplied by well-known pharmacies in Istanbul and Smyrna. As a young man, he would often come across pharmacists selling old wives’ remedies in small provincial towns, and he would never hesitate to enlighten them on the principles of modern pharmacology. But this was not the time.

         The bays and the hotels and tavernas along the shore were dotted with colorful sunshades, and the outdoor restaurants teemed with cheerful customers. The landau traveled through linden-scented backstreets and up past lavish Greek mansions until it reached Hamidiye Avenue. The peach trees were in bloom, and there was a distinctive, appealing aroma of roses in the air. They saw gentlemen wearing hats and fezzes and villagers with leather slippers on their feet walking under the plane and acacia trees that flanked the wide Hamidiye Avenue. Bonkowski Pasha and his assistant gazed uncomprehendingly at the row of houses that lined the creek all the way to the market, at the storehouses, the hotels, the horse-drawn carriages and their dozing drivers, at life unfolding on Istanbul Street as it wound its way down to the port and the Customhouse. They saw that classes had begun at the Greek Middle School, and that the travel agencies had put new notices and advertisements for ferry companies on display. When they stopped in front of the Hotel Majestic and gazed out at the city and its mostly pink, yellow, and orange hues, the guilt caused by the knowledge that all of this beautiful, winsome way of life was about to come to an end became so difficult to endure that Bonkowski Pasha began to think that perhaps he had been mistaken.

         But he would soon realize that he had not made any mistake. Bonkowski Pasha and Doctor Ilias were next led to the Hagia Triada neighborhood, to visit a stone cottage surrounded by olive trees. There they found a coachman named Vasiliy, who had been driving around the city for fifteen years, lying in a semiconscious state, dazed with pain, and with a substantial bubo protruding from his neck. In Smyrna, Bonkowski Pasha had often seen how the plague microbe’s stupefying, befuddling, and wholly debilitating effects could, within a couple of days, reduce many patients to a state where they became unable to talk—if they could talk at all—in anything but an unintelligible stammer. Most patients who reached this point died fairly soon thereafter, and very few survived.

         When the patient’s teary-eyed wife pulled at his arm, Vasiliy seemed to come to his senses for a moment, and tried to speak. But his mouth was dry and wouldn’t open properly, and even when it did, he could only manage a stutter.

         “What is he saying?” asked Bonkowski Pasha.

         “He is speaking in Mingherian,” said Doctor Ilias. The coachman’s wife began to cry. Doctor Ilias tried to apply the treatment he had used with patients in Smyrna when they had reached this stage of the illness. With his scalpel he made a delicate incision on the bubo, which was still hard and fresh, and patiently drained the pearly, yellowish pus that burst forth, wiping it off with a piece of cotton until there was no more liquid left. The patient’s queer, unpredictable twitching knocked one of the doctor’s glass laboratory slides to the floor. Although they were already sure that the disease was plague, Doctor Ilias still took utmost care in readying the samples that were to be sent to Smyrna for testing, diligently dabbing the liquid he’d extracted from the patient onto the slides he had prepared.

         “Make him drink plenty of boiled water, sugar water too, and yogurt if he is able to eat,” said Bonkowski Pasha on his way out. He personally propped open the door and the room’s single small window. “Most important: you must keep the air in the room fresh and boil his clothes clean. He must not exert himself, and he must sleep as much as possible.”

         Bonkowski Pasha suspected that these recommendations he had so often given to the comparatively wealthy Greek shopkeepers that had been his patients in Smyrna would not be of much use in this case. Yet despite all the discoveries that had been made in Europe over the past decade on the subject of bacteria, he still believed that clean air, a peaceful environment, and a hopeful disposition could “in some measure” help a plague patient to recover from the disease.

         Past the Stone Jetty (with its backdrop of steep black-and-white mountain peaks) beloved by Romantic painters, the armored landau entered the Taşçılar neighborhood and stopped outside the garden gate of one in a long row of derelict houses. The guide Mazhar Effendi had assigned them told Bonkowski Pasha and his assistant the doctor that this was the area where Muslim youths who’d fled Crete after the troubles there three years ago had now settled. This particular house was occupied by three young men who hauled cargo and worked odd jobs or skulked about in the port, and according to the guide kept causing trouble for the Governor Pasha who had so generously housed them here.

         Three days ago, one of the youths had died. Another who had since also fallen ill was now beset by a fierce, agonizing headache, but his body was fighting back with sudden, forceful twitches. In Smyrna, two out of every five infected patients had died. There were also people who were exposed to the microbe that didn’t fall ill or even realize they had it. Doctor Ilias felt he might be able to save this young man and set about trying to treat him.

         First he gave him an injection to lower his fever. Then, with help from an older man the boys referred to as “Uncle,” they took off the patient’s discolored clothes. Despite a careful examination, Doctor Ilias could not see any buboes in his armpits, on his groin, or around the backs of his legs. Regularly dipping his fingers into disinfectant solution, the doctor probed the youth’s armpits and the lymph nodes in his neck, but could not detect any hardening or unusual tenderness there either. A doctor who had not already been informed about the outbreak of plague would never have concluded, from observing the patient’s accelerated heart rate, fever-parched skin, bloodshot eyes, and delirious rambling, that this was a case of plague.

         Bonkowski Pasha noticed how carefully the rest of the household was watching the doctor and could see in the two youths’ faces that, since their friend’s passing, they had quite understandably been gripped by a fear of death, but this did not trouble him, for he knew that it was only this fear that would ensure people paid heed to quarantine doctors. What he could not understand was why the youths, despite having been so clearly in need of a doctor, were still using their dead friend’s belongings.

         In truth there was only one thing left to say now to this household and to everyone on the entire island: “Get out of here!” Bonkowski Pasha wanted to shout. “Run!” He had heard stories from European doctors of how this disease had killed tens of thousands of people in China, how in some places entire families, villages, and tribes had been completely wiped out before they had even had time to comprehend what was happening to them. That same devastation and those same horrors would soon, he feared, destroy this calm and charming island.

         He could see that the microbe had “infiltrated” deep into Arkaz, that it was spreading undetected, and even disinfecting with spray pumps would be of no use in clearing houses like this one of the disease. What really needed to be done was to completely evacuate contaminated buildings and, if anyone protested, resort to the same ruthless methods that had been employed hundreds of years ago: lock people up inside their own homes and nail the door shut. In areas that were affected particularly badly, and where everyone was infected, another old and effective remedy was to burn people’s homes and belongings.

         In the afternoon they found buboes on the neck and groin of a fourteen-year-old barber’s apprentice in a house in the Çite neighborhood. The boy was suffering from headaches and uttered such agonized screams with every fresh wave of pain that his mother would start crying too, and his helpless father would flee to the back garden, then give up and quickly come back inside. Only much later did they realize that the boy’s grandfather, who was lying on a daybed in the adjacent room, was also ill. But nobody was paying him any attention.

         Doctor Ilias made an incision on the hard but not-yet-swollen bubo on the boy’s neck and cleaned the wound with disinfectant solution. As he was performing this procedure, he noticed the boy’s father approaching with a prayer sheet, which he pointed at his son’s body. Bonkowski Pasha had often seen people caught in the hysteria of an epidemic hoping for some benefit from these sorts of prayer sheets. Christians too would sometimes appeal to priests who were willing to hand out talismans of this sort. As they left the house, Bonkowski Pasha turned to the clerk that the Chief Scrutineer had assigned to them and asked him who was issuing these consecrated prayer sheets.

         “The holy man whose prayers and benedictions the whole island trusts, and whose blessings are the most powerful of all, is of course the sheikh of the Halifiye sect, Hamdullah Effendi,” said the clerk. “But he is not like these other unscrupulous sect leaders who’ll hand out amulets to anyone who comes knocking on their door offering money. There are many who try to copy him. That must be where these prayer sheets came from.”

         “So people are aware that the blight of the plague is upon them, and they are beginning to take precautions.”

         “They are aware that there is some kind of pestilence, but they do not fully realize the gravity of the situation,” their guide replied. “Sometimes people request love charms, or amulets to cure their stutter, or to protect them from the evil eye … The Governor Pasha has got our informants watching every sheikh, every amulet-giving holy man from the most effective to the most dishonest, and all the priests who do the same kind of thing from their monasteries. He sends them spies disguised as supplicants and disciples, and even as mystics. And he extracts information from their real acolytes too.”

         “Where is Sheikh Hamdullah’s lodge? I would like to see that neighborhood too.”

         “If you go there, there is bound to be gossip,” said the clerk. “The sheikh does not venture out much anyway.”

         “Gossip is the least of our worries now,” said Bonkowski Pasha. “The plague has definitely arrived in your city, and it is imperative that everybody should know this.”

         Bonkowski Pasha and Doctor Ilias personally delivered the samples they had extracted that day to the Messageries Maritimes Smyrna-bound Baghdad and sent two telegrams to Smyrna as well. Bonkowski Pasha requested an urgent meeting with Governor Sami Pasha that same afternoon, but it was around the time for evening prayers when he finally knocked on the door of the Governor’s Office.

         “We had given the Sultan our word that we would keep your visit here a secret!” said Governor Sami Pasha, his manner suggesting how regrettable it was that this promise had not been kept.

         “Secrecy would have been important if the unsubstantiated rumors spreading through the Sultan’s twenty-ninth province had turned out to be untrue. That would have revealed this to be a political matter, and it would have been important, in that case, to prevent the spread of false information. Unfortunately, as we have observed today, the plague has spread widely here. We are certain that the disease that has struck the island of Mingheria is the same as the one observed in Smyrna, in China, and in India.”

         “But the Baghdad has only just set sail for Smyrna with the samples you extracted.”

         “Your Excellency,” said Bonkowski Pasha, “tomorrow they will send us a telegram from Smyrna with the official results. But I can tell you now, in my capacity as the Sultan’s Chief Inspector of Public Health and former Royal Chemist, accompanied here by the brightest among my doctors, and backed by forty years of experience in the field of epidemic disease, that this is plague. There is no room for hesitation in this matter. I wonder if you recall our encounter in Dedeağaç Province? It was when you were governor there, twenty years or so ago, just before the war with Russia. And that was only a bout of summer diarrhea, or perhaps a little outbreak of cholera!”

         “How could I forget?” said Governor Sami Pasha. “Thanks to our sultan’s resourcefulness and your prodigious efforts we acted without delay and the city was saved. The people of Dedeağaç remain grateful to you to this day.”

         “You must immediately gather the press and have them declare that there is plague in the city, and that quarantine measures will be announced tomorrow.”

         “It will take time for the Quarantine Committee to convene,” said the Governor Pasha.

         “Do not wait for the results from the laboratory in Smyrna; send notice now that quarantine will be declared,” said Bonkowski Pasha.
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         But the next morning the Mingherian Quarantine Committee did not manage to gather. The Muslim delegates were ready, but the French consul was away in Crete, Doctor Nikos—chairman of the committee—wasn’t home, and the British consul, whom the Pasha considered a friend, asked to be excused on some unexpected pretext. The Governor Pasha summoned Bonkowski Pasha from the shabby guesthouse where he was being kept with sentinels guarding the door. “While we wait for the Quarantine Committee to convene, I thought you might wish to see your pharmacist friend from Istanbul, Nikiforos—your old business partner,” he continued.

         “Is he here? I had no response to the telegrams I sent him,” said Bonkowski Pasha.

         The Governor turned toward a corner of the room, where Mazhar Effendi—whose presence had gone hitherto undetected—sat like a nebulous shadow. “Nikiforos is on the island, and I can confirm that he has received both of your telegrams!” said Mazhar Effendi. He had no qualms about making this statement, counting on the fact that Bonkowski Pasha would deem it entirely normal for the Governor’s spies to screen every telegram sent to the province.

         “He did not reply to your telegrams because he was afraid you might bring up the business disputes you’ve had with him in the past, and the matter of the royal concession,” said the Governor. “But he is at his pharmacy right now, waiting for his old friend to honor him with a visit. Ever since he left Istanbul and opened a pharmacy here, he has become a rich man.”

         Bonkowski Pasha and Doctor Ilias walked to the pharmacy. Shopkeepers all along the little roads that led up to Hrisopolitissa Square had pulled down their blue-and-white-and blue-and-green-striped awnings to protect the wares displayed in their windows—fabrics of every color, lace, ready-to-wear clothes from Thessaloniki and Smyrna, bowler hats, European-style umbrellas, and shoes—from the glare of the morning sun, so that the streets seemed narrower than they were. Here too the chemist and the doctor noticed something they had observed in so many other cities during the early days of an outbreak: none of the people they saw walking around seemed unduly concerned about bumping into one another and catching the disease. The women out doing their morning shopping with their children in tow, the street vendors hawking walnuts, shortbreads, Mingherian rose biscuits, and lemons, the barber quietly shaving his distinguished customer’s cheeks, and the boy selling the Athenian newspapers that had arrived with the latest ship were all signs that life on the island continued as it always had. Bonkowski Pasha surmised from the relative wealth of these streets and neighborhoods, and the variety of goods and services on offer in these shops which served the Greek bourgeoisie of Arkaz, that his old friend Pharmacist Nikiforos’s business must be thriving.

         Bonkowski Pasha had met the Mingherian-born Nikiforos twenty-five years before, when Nikiforos owned a small pharmacy in Istanbul’s Karaköy neighborhood. In the back of his shop, which stood on a side street leading to the Ottoman Bank and was adorned with a sign that read pharmacie nikiforos, there was a makeshift kitchen—the so-called cauldron room—that he had converted into a workshop. Here, Nikiforos produced rosewater-scented hand lotions and sweet green peppermint-flavored cough pastilles and was able to sell these to some of the Empire’s more distant provinces thanks to Abdul Hamid’s railway expansion policies.

         Their acquaintance had deepened in 1879, when—in the wake of the 1877–78 Russo-Turkish War, which had resulted in another rout for the Ottomans, and at a time when the sting of the Empire’s latest territorial losses and the plight of its displaced populations were still keenly felt in Istanbul—the two young men had worked together to set up a pharmacists’ guild. Soon the Société de Pharmacie de Constantinople, as it was also known, had gained more than seventy members, most of them Greek. Their organizational success and educational activities had caught Abdul Hamid’s attention too, and soon the youthful sultan was entrusting young Bonkowski—whose father he knew from the army—with a variety of tasks, such as analyzing the quality of Istanbul’s supplies of drinking water and producing reports on microbes.

         It was around this time that Abdul Hamid had turned his attentions to the production of rosewater, as part of his broader ambitions for shifting traditional Ottoman cottage industries to workshop and factory-based manufacture. For hundreds of years families in Istanbul had been distilling small quantities of rosewater in their homes from plants grown in their own gardens and using it in jams, in baking, and in their day-to-day lives. With this kind of experience and tradition behind it, might the Ottoman Empire embark on production on a significantly larger scale, in European-style factories, and could it harvest enough roses to adequately supply such an undertaking? Soon Sultan Abdul Hamid II had commissioned the indefatigable young chemist Bonkowski Bey to prepare a report on this question too.

         Within a month Bonkowski Bey had drawn up plans and a budget for a factory in Istanbul that could produce industrial quantities of rosewater, explaining to the Sultan that aside from the greenhouses in the Beykoz area, the only location that could house the vast farms that would be needed to supply the tonnes of rose petals such a factory would require was the island of Mingheria, the twenty-ninth state of the Ottoman Empire. In gathering this information, Bonkowski Pasha had of course relied upon the ideas and suggestions of his Mingherian friend Nikiforos, who made hand creams from roses grown on the island. The Sultan summoned Bonkowski Bey and Pharmacist Nikiforos for an audience at the palace, where he asked them again whether or not it really was possible—as Bonkowski’s report posited—for Mingheria to supply substantial quantities of the special rose plant known for its particular fragrance, its oiliness, and its heavy yet layered and syrupy aroma, and when the two trembling pharmacists before him, one Catholic and the other Orthodox, had responded in the affirmative, he had finally left the room.

         Afterward a messenger sent to Bonkowski Bey from the government had announced that the Sultan would issue Bonkowski Bey and Nikiforos Bey with a royal concession to cultivate roses in the province of Mingheria and sell their crop to the rosewater factory the Sultan intended to set up in Istanbul. The recipients of this royal charter would not have to pay any tax on this activity.

         Nikiforos took this privilege the Sultan had granted them more seriously than Bonkowski did. A year later he had set up a company to produce rosewater on the island. Bonkowski, who had invested ten golden liras of his own money in the business, managed the company’s relations with the Ministry for Commerce and Agriculture in Istanbul and handled its publicity activities, and in that first year they enjoyed some success in systematizing the island’s cultivated rose production. Bonkowski had even found a farmer familiar with the intricacies of rose cultivation who had fled to Istanbul from the Balkans after the 1877–78 Russo-Turkish War and had sent him and his family to the island.

         But these efforts and endeavors were interrupted when Bonkowski Bey suddenly fell from Abdul Hamid’s good graces. His offense, it seemed, was to have pompously informed two doctors and a pharmacist in the waiting room of Istanbul’s Apéry Pharmacy about the Sultan’s trouble with his left kidney, and this in the presence of two dissident journalists—one of whom was a spy. (Abdul Hamid would die thirty-eight years later of renal disease affecting his left kidney.) What had wounded the Sultan was not so much that his illness should be revealed, but rather the fact that Bonkowski had spoken so casually of his kidneys.

         Stanislaw Bonkowski’s real crime, though, was the unforeseen success of the modern Pharmacists’ Guild he had helped set up. In those days, old-fashioned herbalists selling folk remedies, spices, herbs, roots, and poisons, as well as opium and other drugs, were still able to compete with pharmacies run according to modern medical principles. Upon Bonkowski Bey’s suggestion, and initially with Abdul Hamid’s support, a new pharmacists’ charter was drawn up which forbade herbalists from supplying poisonous, mind-altering, or otherwise noxious substances, even by prescription.

         Seeing their income thus reduced, traditional herbalists, most of whom were Muslim, soon began to protest. They wrote to Abdul Hamid claiming that Muslim businesses were being persecuted and sent countless letters to the Sultan, signed and anonymous, denouncing this or that injustice. It was all part of those Greek pharmacists’ wicked scheme to ensure they alone became the sole purveyors of poisons and narcotics! Abdul Hamid stopped handing young Bonkowski Bey any new assignments for a while, probably—we would argue—because he was displeased with Bonkowski’s lapse in discretion, but after five years and much pleading from various go-betweens, the Sultan was finally mollified into trusting Bonkowski again and began once more to commission various reports from him, such as on the water quality in Lake Terkos or on the causes of the recurring summer epidemics of cholera in the city of Adapazarı. The chemist, now forgiven, would go on to write numerous treatises on subjects ranging from a list of which plants from among those grown in the gardens of the Yıldız Palace could be used in the production of poisons to the cheap new substances discovered in the West that could be used in disinfecting holy Zamzam water.

         In the intervening five years, Bonkowski had lost touch with his old pharmacist friend in Karaköy, while Nikiforos had closed his shop and gone back to live in his native Mingheria.

         As he studied the abundance and variety of wares on offer at the enormous pharmacy on Hrisopolitissa Square now, Bonkowski Pasha felt glad for his old friend. In the window, adorned with the sign nikiforos ludemis—pharmacien, the pharmacist had placed in prominent view his fez decorated with an image of a rose. This was the same symbol he had used in his shop in Istanbul to make himself known to illiterate customers with prescriptions that needed filling. Next to the fez, they saw dainty bowls and bottles of Nikiforos’s own rosewater creations, as well as jars of fish oil, camphor, and glycerin. Boxes of medicines, Swiss chocolates, bottles of Evian and Vittel mineral water imported from France, canned goods, Hunyadi Janos branded items from Hungary, English Atkinsons cologne, boxes of aspirin imported from Germany, and many more items brought in from Athens all filled the window with color.

         The owner stepped out to greet the two distinguished newcomers admiring his window. Taking care not to come too close, Pharmacist Nikiforos showed his guests inside and ordered some coffee. The reunited friends paid each other many compliments as if it had not been years since their last encounter, and shared a few reminiscences.

         “Governor Sami Pasha said you did not wish to see me?”

         “Governor Sami Pasha is not fond of me.”

         “I have not been involved in the royal concession His Supreme Highness granted us all those years ago to encourage our work,” said Bonkowski Pasha.

         “I invite you to inspect the products of the company we established together.”

         Nikiforos first showed them the delicate, tasteful bottles of rosewater he arranged to have manufactured in Istanbul. Then they inspected his range of rosewater-scented hand lotions, ointments, rose-flavored soaps of various colors, and rose-scented perfume sprays.

         “Our brand of ointments is second only to Edhem Pertev’s products in popularity. There is much demand for our hand lotion, not just in Istanbul’s Greek pharmacies, but also among Muslim housewives.”

         Today we know what was discussed during this encounter at the Nikiforos Pharmacy because the conversation was transcribed word for word by a spy hiding in the next room, where he had been sent by the Chief Scrutineer. Having first described his success in distributing his rosewater preparations across the port cities of the Levant, Nikiforos began to speak proudly of where most of the money he made from Abdul Hamid’s concession really came from: more than half the rose farmers on the island of Mingheria sold their harvest to Nikiforos and his sons. Todoris, the elder of two sons from his Mingherian Greek wife Mariantis (whom he’d married while he still lived in Istanbul), now ran the farm in the village of Pergalo in the north of the island. His younger, Apostol, managed the Mingherian Rose company’s shop in Athens.

         “It is a worthy cause to be promoting Mingheria’s fruits abroad and bringing wealth back into the island,” said Bonkowski Pasha. “How come Governor Sami Pasha doesn’t like you?”

         “The rival Greek and Muslim gangs that roam around Pergalo village in the north are always fighting and battling and ambushing each other. The Greek outlaw Pavlo is very popular with the inhabitants of that mountainous region, and if he comes down to our rose farm and demands payment, my son cannot refuse him. If he tried, our farm wouldn’t last three days before it got burned down or someone got killed. Everyone knows that dastardly Pavlo won’t think twice about murdering Ottoman government employees, raiding Muslim villages and running off with their daughters—he claims, ‘They’re all Greeks that were forced to convert’—and poking people’s eyes out or cutting their ears off when he really loses his temper.”

         “Can’t Governor Sami Pasha catch Pavlo?”

         “His Excellency the Governor has thought it best to fight the wicked Pavlo by backing the leader of the pious Terkapçılar lodge in the nearby Muslim village of Nebiler, and their protégé Memo the outlaw,” said Pharmacist Nikiforos, with a jaunty wink to signal to his guests that he knew his words were being listened to by someone next door. “But Memo is just as bad as Pavlo, and a fanatic too, who won’t hesitate to punish any restaurant that dares open its doors during Ramadan.”

         “Good heavens!” said Bonkowski Pasha, glancing smilingly at Doctor Ilias. “So what sort of thing does this Memo do, then?”

         “Last Ramadan he horsewhipped the owner of a diner in Dumanlı village for serving food during the day, both to make an example of him and to make a name for himself.”

         “But what about Mingheria’s own Muslim community, the government clerks, the old families—do they tolerate these kinds of abominations?”

         “And what if they didn’t?” the pharmacist replied indifferently. “As good, dutiful Muslims, they might disapprove … But it is only Memo who protects them from Pavlo, for it always takes rather a long time for the Governor Pasha to send soldiers over from the capital. The one thing the Governor does know how to do is to identify the names and locations of the insurgent Greek villages that support Pavlo’s atrocities, so that in the summer he can invite the Ottoman navy’s battleships Mahmudiye and Orhaniye to bomb them all. Luckily, the ships usually never come.”

         “It sounds like you really do have your work cut out for you!” said Bonkowski Pasha. “But at least your shop seems to be thriving!”

         “You will have heard that around thirty or forty years ago there was a period of about a quarter of a century when Mingherian marble—known around the world as Mingherian stone—was very much in demand,” said Pharmacist Nikiforos. “From the stone jetties we would put load after load of pink Mingherian marble onto ships headed for America and Germany. In the 1880s, the pavements lining the boulevards of many cities known for their cold winters—Chicago, Hamburg, Berlin—were all made with stone we had carved off of our mountains, and which was said to be resistant to cold and ice. In those days, trade with Europe was conducted over Smyrna. But over the past twenty years, between the decline in the popularity of Mingherian stone and the support we have been receiving from Greece, our products are increasingly going to Athens instead. Athenian and European ladies like to use our rose-scented cream on their hands, and treat it almost as if it were some kind of expensive perfume. In Istanbul, meanwhile, rosewater is merely a drink you sip on at the patisserie, and not an especially expensive one either. But I gather you are not really interested in our rosewater concession. So it must be true what they say, that you are here to fight the plague.”

         “The outbreak has spread because it was kept secret,” said Bonkowski Pasha.

         “Things will take a sudden turn for the worse, just like when the rats died,” said Nikiforos.

         “Aren’t you afraid?”

         “I know that we are standing on the verge of a tremendous catastrophe … But because I cannot quite picture it, I keep telling myself I must be mistaken, and then, my dear friend, I find I cannot bring myself to think about it any longer. What really scares me is that the Governor Pasha has spent so long pandering to these worthless sects and their spoiled, ignorant leaders that they won’t let him implement a proper quarantine. These third-rate sheikhs with their prayer sheets and amulets will do everything in their power to water down the quarantine.”

         Bonkowski Pasha brought out the amulet in his pocket. “I found this on the dead prison guard!” he said. “Don’t worry, I made sure to disinfect it.”

         “Now tell me something, my dear Stanislaw,” said Pharmacist Nikiforos. “You are bound to know better than anyone else: Is it really true that there have to be rats and fleas around for the plague to spread? Even if there were no rats, could it not be transmitted from person to person? Or, say, from this amulet to me?”

         “Even the wisest, most celebrated doctors and quarantine specialists at the Venice Conference last year could not quite say that it cannot be spread through touch or even through saliva and particles in the air. When you cannot be sure of either of those things, your only choice is to resort to traditional isolation and quarantine methods and to start hunting rats. There is still no vaccine against this awful curse. The British and the French are looking for one; we will see what comes of that.”

         “Then may the Lord Jesus and the Virgin Mary help us all!” said the pharmacist.

         The church bells began to ring for noon. “Do you have any rat poison?” asked Bonkowski Pasha. “What do people use on the island? Ratsbane, perhaps?”

         “Our pharmacies stock cyanide-based products from Smyrna’s Great Britain and Aristoteles Pharmacies. They are not too expensive. A single box can last you seven or eight weeks. People here used to buy their ratsbane and their arsenic from the herbalist to get rid of mice in their homes. You could also use the solution that has just been sent to the Pelagos Pharmacy from Greece on the latest Pantaleon ferry, or the one that has arrived from Thessaloniki for the Dafni store. That one’s got more phosphorus in it. But you are the chemist; you’ll know more about poisons than I do.”

         The two old friends exchanged a deep, mysterious look. In that moment Bonkowski Pasha felt as if he had grown distant from this friend from his youth, and more attached to Abdul Hamid and the Ottoman Empire, though readers of the Princess’s letters will know that this was not entirely true. Even so, Bonkowski couldn’t understand Nikiforos’s emotions; he could not accept that Nikiforos had broken with Abdul Hamid and Istanbul completely.

         “When the rats first struck, then began to die of their own accord, nobody had any interest in mousetraps and rat poison,” Nikiforos continued. “But now, with this talk of a plague and these stories of people hunting rats in Smyrna, the wealthy Greek Yanboidakis family’s daughter-in-law has bought herself two mousetraps imported from Thessaloniki. And the Frangiskos’ gardener bought one of our carpenter Hristo’s spring-loaded traps.”

         “You must tell Hristo to make as many mousetraps as he can!” said Bonkowski Pasha. “How long would it take to have some more brought over from Crete or Smyrna?”

         “Ever since these quarantine rumors first started, there have been fewer scheduled ferries and more unscheduled ones than usual. Some wealthier families who usually come for the summer have already fled, worried they wouldn’t be able to leave once quarantine starts. Some haven’t even come this year. It would take a day for rat poison to get here from Crete, and two days from Smyrna.”

         “As a pharmacist, you must surely see that soon everybody will be infected, the hospitals will run out of beds, and there won’t be enough doctors to deal with the sick nor enough undertakers to bury the dead.”

         “But in Smyrna you defeated the disease quickly and easily.”

         “In Smyrna, we got the owner of the city’s biggest pharmacy, the Greek Lazarides, and the owner of the Muslim Şifa Pharmacy to sit together in the same room, and instead of blaming each other for what was happening, they rolled up their sleeves and set about fighting this scourge. Tell me, are there any supplies on the island that might serve to make disinfectant solution?”

         “In the garrison they have a lime kiln where they make their own solution. The municipality imports barrels of disinfectant from Istanbul and Smyrna, while some of the hotels and restaurants source theirs from Nikolas Aghapides’s pharmacy in Istanbul. The smell of lavender in certain hotels and restaurants might give the impression that the place has been disinfected, that it is clean, but I do wonder whether the concentration of alcohol in these solutions is high enough to kill the plague microbe, and whether these scented disinfectants really achieve the desired results. Mitsos, the owner of the Pelagos Pharmacy, is also a member of the Quarantine Committee and will often loosen quarantine measures on hotels that buy his solution at a favorable price.”

         “Do you carry copper sulfate?”

         “They call that blue vitriol, here … If my esteemed friend can wait a day, I should be able to source enough from the other pharmacies to make some disinfectant solution. But the nature of quarantine politics on this island is such that I do not think we will be able to procure a steady supply.”
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         Bonkowski Pasha was impressed by Pharmacist Nikiforos’s exhaustive knowledge of which substances were currently available on the island of Mingheria, and precisely where they could be found. “You too must join the Quarantine Committee, not just Pharmacist Mitsos,” he said.

         “You honor me with your offer, dear Pasha,” said Nikiforos. “I love Mingheria. But I will not put up with those consuls who are only good for selling ferry tickets, smuggling contraband, and finding new ways of outwitting each other. Of course none of them are actual consuls; they are all vice-consuls. In any case it will be difficult to make any quarantine work as long as His Excellency the Governor continues to protect those sheikhs.”

         “Which of the sheikhs is the most fervent opponent of quarantine?”

         “Us Greeks would never seek to meddle in the religious affairs of the Muslim community. But you must understand, this island is just like a boat, and we are all on it together. The arrows of the plague make no distinction between Muslims and Christians. If Muslims break quarantine, it is not just they who will die, but Christians too.”

         Bonkowski Pasha stood up from his chair to signal that the time had come for them to leave and began scrutinizing the glass cabinets in which the pharmacy’s rosewater products were displayed.

         “Our two most popular creations remain La Rose du Minguère and La Rose du Levant,” said Nikiforos. He opened the cabinet and handed Bonkowski Pasha a small, shapely bottle of one and a medium-sized jar of the other.

         “La Rose du Minguère is our rose-scented hand lotion, and La Rose du Levant is our finest rosewater. We came up with those names together one night in Istanbul more than twenty years ago. Do you remember, Pasha?”

         Bonkowski Pasha did remember that night in Istanbul, and smiled wistfully at the memory. With the Sultan’s royal concession suddenly and unexpectedly in hand, the two young pharmacists had sat in the back room of Nikiforos’s shop in Karaköy drinking rakı and dreaming of the riches that would soon be theirs. First they would bottle Mingheria’s special rosewater; then they would use it to make hand creams. The 1880s were the golden age of the kinds of concoctions referred to in Europe as spécialités pharmaceutiques. Traditional herbalists’ shops with their profusion of scents and colors had fallen out of favor, and suddenly the market had come to be dominated by pharmacies with their walls painted white and their windows framed with timber, where people had their medicines made for them by prescription. These pharmacies had soon begun to import goods from abroad—stylish bottles of ready-made callus ointments and stomachache remedies, beard and hair dyes, toothpastes, and antiseptic creams. Some pharmacies in Istanbul and Smyrna even sold eaux de toilettes and purgatives from Europe. It was around this time that certain cannier pharmacists had begun to make their own domestic versions of these products. Even Bonkowski Bey had set up his own company for manufacturing “laxative sodas” and “carbonated fruit juice.” That was when he discovered that the bottles, the lids, the luxurious boxes, and the fancy labels that many of these “locally made” medicinal drinks and preparations came with were often made in Europe—usually in Paris. In Paris, they charged you for the design they put on the label too. So Bonkowski had enlisted his painter friend Osgan Kalemciyan instead.

         “Your friend Osgan drew this for our rosewater bottles. We haven’t changed it since. When we started out, we got the only printer in Arkaz who specializes in labels and business cards to print a thousand copies, and we stuck them onto our bottled rosewater.”

         “Osgan was not only a pharmacist and chemist but also the most sought-after advertising artist of his time,” said Bonkowski Pasha. “He made posters for all the best-known hotels and several famous shops—including Lazzaro Franco’s—and of course drew catalog pictures and designed packaging for pharmacies.”

         “Come and look at this!” said Nikiforos, and having led Bonkowski Pasha to one side, he lowered his voice to say: “The most fervent enemy of quarantine measures, the one that the Governor Pasha must really watch out for, is the sheikh of the Rifai sect. Sheikh Hamdullah secretly supports him too.”

         “Where are their lodges?”

         “Go to the Vavla and Germe neighborhoods. Do you recall this symbol we used for the Rose of the Levant? A more figurative design. You will notice traces of the Castle’s characteristic spired towers, of the White Mountain, and of the Mingherian rose.”

         “Yes, I remember this one, too!” said Bonkowski Pasha.

         “I will send some samples of our products in the landau for His Excellency the Governor,” said Nikiforos, gesturing at the two bottles of Rose du Levant he had put into a basket. “I once had the design on these bottles stitched onto a cloth to hang up in the window as an advertisement, but sadly the Governor, mistaking my intentions, had the banner confiscated and has still not given it back. I will join the Quarantine Committee on the condition that my piece of cloth is returned to me. It is an important part of the history of our company.”

         Half an hour later, having insisted upon a meeting with Governor Sami Pasha, Bonkowski Pasha entered the Governor’s Office and immediately conveyed Nikiforos’s request: “My old friend Pharmacist Nikiforos has agreed to join the Quarantine Committee,” he began, “but on one condition: that we give him back his advertising banner.”

         “He told you about that, did he? The audacity! That Nikiforos is a vile, ungrateful little man. He has earned a fortune from his rose farms, his pharmacy, and his rosewater, and all because of the royal charter the Sultan granted him. Yet no sooner had he made his money than he turned his back on His Royal Highness and started sidling up to the Greek consul and the trade minister. If I wanted to, I could set the tax inspectors on him, issue him with a few fines and tax bills, and watch his rosewater palaces come crashing down over his head.”

         “You mustn’t do that, Your Excellency!” said Bonkowski Pasha with an air of humble deference. “Quarantine is a labor of unity and collaboration. It was hard enough to persuade him to join the Quarantine Committee.”

         The Governor Pasha walked through a green door to a small room next to his office, opened a trunk, and took out a pink-tinged Mingherian red cloth, unfurling it like a sheet.

         “Look! You can see how this could easily be construed as a flag.”

         “I understand your concern, Your Excellency, but this is not a flag; it is a label Nikiforos and I designed many years ago to advertise the products of the pharmaceutical company we set up together. It is like a badge to affix on bottles!” said Bonkowski Pasha. “Your Excellency,” he quickly added, “please have the Telegraph Office check again!” He had not been trying to change the subject; he just could not believe that there still hadn’t been a telegram from Smyrna. Later, Bonkowski Pasha and his assistant walked back to the disused guesthouse where they were staying. When they arrived, Doctor Ilias once again urged the impatient Bonkowski not to venture to the Telegraph Office alone.

         “What exactly is the danger? Why would anyone here want there to be an outbreak of plague? This island is just like everywhere else; when the plague strikes, all its warring factions will immediately set their quarrels aside.”

         “There will be those who come after you only for the glory, Your Excellency. You will remember what happened in Adrianople, where you toiled for a month to end that outbreak of cholera. Yet even as you were preparing to leave the city, some individuals were still claiming that you had been the one to bring the disease to Adrianople to begin with.”

         “But this is a warm, green, and thriving land!” said Bonkowski Pasha. “People are gentler here, just as their climate is.”

         When there was still no word from the Governor’s Office on the expected telegrams, the Ottoman Empire’s Chief Inspector of Public Health and his doctor assistant slipped quietly out of the guesthouse. By the time the sentries and guards stationed at the door had caught up with them, the two men had already reached the State Hall Square. The sky above the square on that hot spring afternoon was clear. The lively, gleaming views of the magnificent Castle to their left and the sheer, mythical rock face of the White Mountain to their right stirred Bonkowski Pasha’s spirit. They walked in the shade of the colonnades around the State Hall Square. The Post Office and the chic fabric store Dafni had each stationed someone at their door to spray disinfectant solution over visitors. There was no other sign that there was a plague in the city. The horses harnessed to the carriages around the square dozed on their feet, and the coachmen chattered cheerfully among one another as they waited for customers.

         As they entered the Post Office, a clerk at the door sprayed them with rose-scented Lysol. Bonkowski Pasha looked around and picked out an elderly telegraph operator who was busy counting something, dipping his fingers in vinegar every now and then.

         “The telegram you were expecting has arrived, and so have those addressed to the Mingherian Quarantine Committee!” said the clerk before returning to his counting.

         Anxious for news, Bonkowski Pasha had also sent Smyrna’s Quarantine Chief a personal telegram inquiring after the test results. So it was that he “officially” learned that there was an outbreak of plague on the island, just as he had already surmised.

         “I shall quickly drop by Vavla and Germe before the quarantine meeting begins!” said Bonkowski Pasha. “A quarantine official must make sure to see everything with his own eyes.”

         Doctor Ilias saw that, just to their right, the door to the parcel storage room behind the telegraph counter had been left open. The door that led out of the storage room itself was also ajar, and they could see the dark green of the garden at the back of the building.

         Bonkowski Pasha noticed the surprise in Doctor Ilias’s expression, but paid it no heed. He stepped behind a counter to their left. He wandered around undisturbed (Postmaster Dimitris and a clerk were looking at a document and had their backs turned to him) and entered the empty storage room in the back. He kept going without slowing down, pushed the half-open door that led to the back garden, and walked right out of the Post Office building.

         Doctor Ilias would not normally have left his superior alone in such circumstances. But everything had happened at once, and he had watched him as if in a trance, thinking that the Chief Inspector would come back the way he had gone.

         As he stepped out into the back garden, Bonkowski Pasha basked in the gleeful knowledge that he was momentarily free of the spies and bodyguards employed by the Department of Scrutinia. He walked out onto the street and up a sloping road. Soon they would send all their men to look for him, and it would not be long before they found him. But the venerable sixty-year-old chemist was enjoying his little escapade and was delighted to have evaded everyone’s attention.

         Two hours later, Bonkowski Pasha’s bloodied corpse was found in the corner of an empty plot diagonally across the street from the Pelagos Pharmacy in Hrisopolitissa Square. To this day, historians of Mingheria still sometimes argue, if reluctantly, over what the Sultan and the Ottoman Empire’s Chief Inspector of Public Health (and head chemist of Abdul Hamid II’s personal pharmacy) did during those two hours, and over the mystery of when, how, and by whom he was abducted and killed.

         The narrow, sloping road Bonkowski Pasha had wandered into and climbed in slow, unhurried steps was flanked on one side by an old wall whose plaster had long since fallen off, and whose surface was overhung with vines, weeping willows, and hackberries, and on the other by a stretch of empty land, where a group of laughing, boisterous women were hanging their laundry up to dry among the trees as their half-naked toddlers scampered around them. Farther ahead, Bonkowski Pasha saw two lizards coupling energetically among the vines. The Greek community’s Marianna Theodoropoulos Girls’ Secondary School had not yet closed, but only half its students were still turning up for classes. Walking along the wall and peering into the school’s back garden as if he were looking between the black railings of a prison yard, the Chief Inspector of Public Health observed—as he had so often witnessed in his extensive experience of epidemics—that here too, despite the news of the outbreak, many Greek children whose mothers and fathers could not stay at home to look after them and did not have the resources to feed them were still being sent to school so that they might at least have a bowl of soup or a slice of bread to eat, and as he watched those children now, whiling the hours away as their school’s population steadily dwindled, he could see the apprehension in their faces.

         Bonkowski Pasha then walked into the courtyard of the Hagia Triada Church. Two funeral processions had just set off for the Orthodox cemetery behind the Hora neighborhood, and a relative calm had descended on the churchyard following the commotion of their departure. Bonkowski Pasha remembered the controversy that had accompanied the construction of this new Greek Orthodox church twenty years ago, and whose echoes had reached all the way to Istanbul. The site of the church had previously been a cemetery built hastily to house the victims of a cholera epidemic that had ravaged Arkaz in 1834. Those among the Greek community who had most prospered from the island’s marble trade wanted to exorcise the memory of those terrible days of cholera by erecting a church on this same site. The Governor at the time had stalled under the pretext that constructing a new building on land where cholera victims were buried would have adverse effects on public health, until one day, during a discussion of Istanbul’s supplies of drinking water, Abdul Hamid had asked the young chemist for his views on the matter, following which a permit had finally been issued for the church to be built over the cemetery. Like all Ottoman churches constructed over the previous sixty years, in the wake of Tanzimat-era reforms allowing for domes to be used in Christian architecture too, the Hagia Triada possessed an enormous dome. Mingheria’s governors resented the fact that the proportions of this dome and the view of the church’s belfry would give visitors approaching the harbor the impression that this was a Greek island. The dome of the New Mosque, the largest Ottoman-made building on the island, may well have been bigger, but its location was not perhaps quite as striking!

         Bonkowski Pasha knew that if he stepped inside the church, he would be hounded by the fireman with the disinfectant pump and by the congregation, so he remained outside in the courtyard, walking close to the walls. One of the walls was lined with shops. In the same corner on the opposite edge there was a boys’ high school funded by the church’s charitable trust. It reminded Bonkowski Pasha of his days going around high schools in Istanbul thirty years ago delivering chemistry lectures to the pupils there. He would have enjoyed doing the same now, teaching these bewildered, idling students about chemistry, microbes, and the plague.

         As he walked out of the courtyard, he came across an elderly, well-dressed Greek man and asked him in French if he could point him in the direction of Vavla. The stuttering old man (who happened to be distantly related to the island’s wealthy Aldoni family) showed him the way, and afterward, having reported this encounter and the Chief Inspector’s question to the police just two hours after Bonkowski Pasha’s body was discovered, he was treated for a time as if he too were a suspect, an unpleasant experience which he would recount to an Athenian newspaper ten years later.

         Once he had left the church, Bonkowski Pasha walked by several convenience stores and greengrocers—some open, others closed—and past Zofiri’s almond biscuit shop, which remains in business to this day (2017 at the time of writing). As he climbed down Donkey’s Bane Hill, Bonkowski Pasha stepped to one side to make way for a small gathering of mourners pulling an enormous coffin up the same slope. He was seen doing so by Barber Panagiotis, whose shop stood in the corner where the slope met Hamidiye Avenue. A series of funerals had just taken place, and in the time before the next batch was due to begin, the mosque commissioned in 1776 by former grand vizier and renowned Mingherian Ahmet Ferit Pasha stood empty and quiet. Bonkowski Pasha passed this comparatively smaller-domed mosque, stepped through the gate on the side of its courtyard that faced the sea, and walked along the threadlike, linden-scented streets nearby. When he saw the Hamidiye Hospital, which had not yet been completed but had already begun admitting patients that morning, he realized that the Chief Scrutineer might send his men to look for him there, and so he turned around and made his way first into the Kadirler neighborhood, and later into Germe.

         When he entered these streets that had already lost so many lives to the disease, Bonkowski Pasha stood for a time looking at the ditches that carried sewage down the middle of the road, at the children running around barefoot, and at two boys—brothers—tussling over some indeterminate disagreement. He walked past the lodge led by the sheikh who had blessed the amulet he carried in his pocket, and which had belonged to Bayram Effendi. We know all this because it was reported by a plainclothes policeman who was permanently stationed in this area.

         This policeman did not know Bonkowski Pasha. But he would later witness an encounter near the lodge between Bonkowski Pasha and a young man, and the beginnings of the conversation that took place between them, which went more or less as follows:

         “Doctor Effendi, we have a patient at home, please come.”

         “I am not a doctor …”

         They continued to talk for a time, but the policeman was not able to hear the rest of their conversation. Then, all of a sudden, they vanished.

         The Chief Inspector of Public Health and the agitated young man walked briskly for a while until they reached a garden with a low wall and no gate. Bonkowski Pasha felt as if he were in a dream, pushing vainly against the wrong door. He kept pushing despite knowing that even if he did manage to open the door, it would be of no use.

         Then the house door opened, and they stepped inside. The air was heavy with the smell of sweat, vomit, and stale breath that was the mark of plague-infested homes. Fearing that he might catch the disease too unless someone opened the windows soon, Bonkowski Pasha stopped breathing. But nobody opened the windows. Where was the plague patient? Instead of taking him there, they all stood staring at him with accusatory looks, and Bonkowski Pasha became so distressed that for a moment he thought he might suffocate.

         Then, a figure with fair hair and green eyes stepped forward and said: “You have brought sickness and quarantine here again to blight us. But this time, you will not prevail!”
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