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Preface
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This book tells the story of a nation rising from the ruins of an empire—a journey from silence to will, from helplessness to resolve. What is recounted here is neither a mere chronological sequence of events nor a narrative woven from the cold language of documents. These pages speak of the closing of one age and the birth of another; of how an idea formed in a single mind was transformed into the destiny of an entire people.

In the dark days of 1919, Anatolia was not only an occupied land; it was a nation whose will was meant to be paralyzed. Foreign battleships lay anchored in its ports, occupying troops filled its cities, and fear and submission ruled in the palaces. On the surface, everything seemed lost. Yet this work confronts the deeper truth hidden behind that sense of finality: history advances not on the shoulders of those who surrender, but on those who dare to resist.

This text approaches Mustafa Kemal Pasha’s first step onto the soil of Samsun not as a beginning, but as a reckoning. That step was not merely a landing on a shore; it was a rejection of a collapsed state, a decayed political order, and deceptive formulas of salvation. Between the lines moves not the mind of a soldier, but that of a founder. Why a mandate meant bondage, why protection was nothing more than a new chain, and why fragmented acts of resistance had to unite under a single will—these ideas are not simply explained here; they are made to be felt.

The book in the reader’s hands does not observe events from a safe distance, behind the veil of detached historicism. It carries the reader into the fog-bound harbor of Samsun, the telegraph office of Havza, the dark nights of Amasya, and the stone-walled halls of Erzurum. It lays bare moments in which decisions were kneaded with doubt, betrayal lurked in ambush, and friendship and courage were put to the test. Heroism here is not an embellished legend, but a responsibility whose price has already been paid.

This work is also a warning. The struggle it recounts is not merely a victory story confined to the past. It reveals how national will can be weakened, how submission can be disguised as “reason,” and how independence can be turned into an object of negotiation. Within these lines, the reader confronts not only yesterday, but today as well.

As this book unfolds, the reader will witness a pasha laying aside his epaulettes and leaning upon the conscience of a nation. It will become clear that history is made not by uniforms, but by will; not by rank, but by determination. And perhaps most importantly, it will be understood that the Republic was born as a state of mind long before it was proclaimed as a form of government.

This preface does not invite the reader into a story.

It calls the reader to a nation’s moment of destiny.
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GENTLEMEN,

“WE SHALL PROCLAIM THE REPUBLIC TOMORROW”

[image: ]




After long days spent battling the Black Sea’s violent waters, the Bandırma steamer finally drew alongside the shores of Samsun on the mist-laden morning of May nineteenth, 1919. A heavy fog had descended upon the coast like a dense curtain binding sea and sky together. When Mustafa Kemal Pasha set foot on the Tütün Pier, the damp, iodine-scented air that filled his lungs was no different from the suffocating politics of Istanbul he had left behind. The city seemed withdrawn into itself, holding its breath beneath the shadow of British soldiers, waiting. The dull sound of the Pasha’s boots striking the wet planks echoed as the first reverberation of a new march beginning atop the ruins of a fallen empire.

When he entered the study on the second floor of the Mıntıka Palas Hotel, the scene before him resembled all of Anatolia: cold, silent, and exhausted. The harbor visible through the window looked like the dying body of a state. The Ottoman army was shattered, its hands bound by the heavy chain called Mondros. During the endless years of the Great War, the nation had buried its sons, its grain, and its hope in the soil; it had been left poor, weary, and abandoned. Mustafa Kemal stepped closer to the window. His gaze fell upon the foreign battleships anchored in the harbor. The image he had left behind in Istanbul streamed through his mind like a strip of film. Those who had cast the country into the heart of this inferno were now hiding in dark corners, preoccupied only with saving themselves. Vahdettin, seated upon the throne of the sultanate, had degenerated into a base fear, calculating ignoble measures by which he imagined he might preserve only his person and his throne. The government of Damat Ferit, meanwhile, had long since surrendered its honor, bowing its head to the will of the palace and the occupying powers.

He reached for the paper on his desk. As he dipped his pen into the inkwell, the weight of reports arriving from every corner of Anatolia pressed down upon his fingertips. Adana lay beneath the French boot. Urfa and Antep were under British control. Italian soldiers roamed Antalya, while British patrols marched through the streets of Merzifon and Samsun. Only four days earlier, on May fifteenth, the Greek occupation that descended upon İzmir had plunged into his heart like a dagger. Minority groups, seeking to bring down the state whose bread they had eaten for centuries, were forming bands under the banners of the Mavri Mira and Pontus societies, with the blessing of the patriarchates, setting villages ablaze.

As he turned this dark picture over in his mind, he began to pace the room. With every step he took, the notes he committed to paper proclaimed history’s starkest truth:

“On the nineteenth day of May, 1919, I landed at Samsun. The general condition and appearance of the country are as follows: The group to which the Ottoman State belonged has been defeated in the Great War; the Ottoman army has been shattered on all fronts; an armistice with heavy terms has been signed. During the long years of the Great War, the nation has been left weary and impoverished... Vahdettin, who sits upon the throne of the sultanate and the caliphate, has degenerated and is seeking ignoble measures, imagining that he can protect only himself and his throne. The government headed by Damat Ferit Pasha is powerless, dishonorable, and cowardly.”

He set the pen down. Yet within this horrific tableau, faint sparks of resistance were still flickering. In the heart of Anatolia, in every corner, one or two remedies for salvation were being sought. He could hear of the efforts of the Trakya-Paşaeli Association in Edirne; the rising voice of the Society for the Defense of National Rights of the Eastern Provinces in Erzurum and Elazığ; the determination of the defenders of rights in Trabzon.

İzmir, above all... On the night of May fourteenth, only hours before the occupation, the cries of that small band of patriots who had gathered at the Jewish cemetery now echoed against the walls of the room in Samsun. “Rejection of annexation,” they had said. They had refused surrender, even at the cost of death.

He looked out toward the fog-shrouded horizon of the Black Sea. These local resistances were like separate torches burning on their own. Each struggled to save its own region, yet none was sufficient to pierce the darkness. What was needed was a will capable of turning these sparks into a single great conflagration. That will was not in the palace in Istanbul. It was certainly not in the capitulationist government. That will was the weary yet dignified nation itself.

The creaking wooden stairs of the Mıntıka Palas groaned beneath the hurried steps of aides and telegraph clerks. Seated at his desk, Mustafa Kemal examined the accumulating reports and the statutes of various associations. He recalled the leaders of the Trakya-Paşaeli Society he had met in Istanbul. They were well-intentioned but helpless men. Having accepted the fall of the Ottoman State, they dreamed at least of saving Thrace by imagining a “Republic of Thrace.” They even believed such a dream could be realized only by taking shelter under the shadow of a foreign power—seeking salvation through the mercy of Britain, or failing that, France. He clenched his teeth. Freedom begged for at a foreign door could be nothing but a new form of servitude.

The flickering light of the gas lamp fell upon the reports arriving from the East. The voice of the Society for the Defense of National Rights of the Eastern Provinces rose from the frost of Erzurum and the rugged mountains of Elazığ. Their struggle was one of sheer survival. Against Armenian ambitions, they sought to make their voices heard in the civilized world. Their center in Istanbul published French-language newspapers, drafted memoranda, and strove to send delegations to Europe. On paper, everything appeared so civilized. Yet in the East, reality was far bloodier.

On his desk lay a declaration from the Erzurum branch. As he read the three-point text, his gaze hardened:

They would never migrate.

They would immediately organize themselves scientifically, economically, and religiously.

They would unite in defense in every corner of the Eastern provinces that might be attacked.

The hope sought at the diplomatic tables of Istanbul was hidden within this three-point will of steel. They would not migrate. They would not leave. They would die where they stood, but they would not surrender the land. He scribbled a small note in the margin of the document: This determination must one day become the common will of the entire homeland.

The news from Trabzon was no different. Against those inflamed by the Pontus dream, patriots had erected barricades. Yet there, too, there was a yearning to break away from the center. Decentralization was being mistaken for salvation.

He gathered the documents on his desk. Everyone was trying to extinguish his own fire. Thrace separate, the East separate, the Black Sea separate... All were justified, yet all were alone. These fragmented resistances were doomed to be crushed one by one between the gears of the occupiers.

As the clicking of the telegraph machine mingled with the sound of rain, the reports before him showed that the homeland was also besieged from within. The Kurdish Advancement Society, Teali-i Islam, the Friends of England... The names and connections spilling from the files revealed how deeply treachery had penetrated. Independence was being bartered under the guise of friendship with England. The shadow of Priest Frew seeped from between the pages.

He pulled the map toward him. On paper, the state of the army was little more than a shadow. Divisions had been dispersed, munitions sealed. Yet there was still a force in the East: the corps under Karabekir’s command in Erzurum. That force still stood.

At last, he took a folded paper from his pocket—the directive that had enabled his passage from Istanbul to Anatolia. The trap his enemies had set to silence him had now turned, in his hands, into a key capable of changing the fate of the homeland.

The truth echoing in his mind was clear:

The enemy was attacking.

The government had surrendered.

The army existed only in name.

The nation, meanwhile, was still waiting.

Three paths lay before him: protection, mandate, dismemberment... All three were abysses. Mustafa Kemal paced the room. As the Samsun night outside was crushed beneath this weight, a fourth path—one no one had yet dared to voice—was quietly taking shape in his mind.

If this abyss were to be crossed, it would be crossed with the nation.

And with this decision, a road with no return had been entered.

Time itself seemed to grow heavy in the silent room of the Mıntıka Palas. Mustafa Kemal Pasha brushed aside with the back of his hand the reports on mandates and protectorates, the false prescriptions for salvation spread across his desk. As the papers fell, the rustling sound echoed briefly through the dimness of the room. The pale light of the lamp hardened into an unyielding resolve in his steel-blue eyes. The reasoning in his mind was now complete. The naked truth that others ignored or lacked the courage to utter stood before him in all its weight: the Ottoman State had collapsed, its life exhausted. To try to keep a ruin with rotten foundations standing was nothing but a waste of time.

He walked toward the window. In the darkened harbor, the ghostly silhouettes of British battleships swayed on the water. He asked himself whose and what inviolability was being spoken of. There was no sultan left worth protecting, no government left to be taken seriously. Concepts such as independence, the sultanate, and the caliphate had become hollow words in the darkness that had descended upon the homeland. Even this last ancestral land in which the Turkish nation took refuge was being divided at negotiating tables.

In the face of this picture, only one path remained. The footsteps echoing in the room were no longer hesitant. He returned to his desk and engraved in his mind the essence of the great decision not yet committed to paper: a new Turkish state would be founded, based on national sovereignty and unconditional independence. This was not merely a political or military choice; it was a matter of character. The Turkish nation was honorable. Whatever its wealth, a nation deprived of independence could have no place in the civilized world other than servitude. To take refuge in the mercy of a foreign power meant to accept weakness and indolence from the outset.

At that moment, he heard the unshakable voice rising from the depths of Turkish history. Turkish pride and capability did not accept bondage. Though his throat tightened, his resolve did not waver. He sealed this great truth in his mind: either independence would be won, or—by daring death for its sake—the nation would withdraw from the stage of history with honor. Even when he contemplated the possibility of failure, he saw that enslavement would in any case be inevitable. The difference lay between those who had chains forced around their necks and those who fastened them with their own hands. A nation willing to risk death for its independence would have made the sacrifice demanded by human dignity; those who bowed their heads, by contrast, were doomed to be erased from history.

He knew the price of this decision would be heavy. The continuation of the sultanate and the caliphate had now become the greatest harm that could be inflicted upon this nation. It was intolerable to allow a handful of people—severed from conscience, their minds enslaved—to hold sway over the nation’s fate. Moreover, in an age illuminated by science and technology, the institution of the caliphate was steadily becoming a ridiculous relic. Yet to speak this truth openly meant to strike directly at centuries-old habits and values the people held sacred. Reactions were inevitable; accusations of being “godless” and “traitorous” lay in wait. Still, for the salvation of the homeland, this risk had to be taken.

He turned up the light of the lamp on the desk. The great secret he had buried in his heart when leaving Istanbul was now about to turn into a fire in the bosom of Anatolia. The name of that fire was full independence. That night in Samsun, the fate of a nation had begun to be rewritten in silence. It was past midnight. As the boots of British soldiers on patrol echoed through the stone-paved streets outside, Mustafa Kemal constructed the plan in his mind step by step, with the meticulous care of a chess master. The decision was firm; yet to announce it too early could suffocate everything at the very outset.

Had he declared from the first day that he no longer recognized the sultan and the caliph, even those closest to him might have withdrawn, and the innocent people of Anatolia could have turned against him in defense of these offices. For this reason, the great objective had to be carried like a secret. Society would be prepared; steps would be taken in stages. First, unity would be forged around the common cause of “saving the homeland,” and loyalty would be directed toward the national struggle by emphasizing that the sultan and caliph were under captivity. In time, the ineffectiveness of these offices would be shown to the people through the natural course of events.

As he looked at the map on his desk, he made a vow to himself. He would seal his emotions and his true objective within his heart and, when the day came, overcome each obstacle one by one. This was not merely a military struggle, but a revolution of mentality. It was necessary not to clash head-on with the people’s fears and habits, but to transform them step by step.

When the door opened slightly, an attendant entered, silently took the empty tea glass, and left. Mustafa Kemal extinguished the lamp. As the room sank into darkness, the time had come to turn this secret into action, to carry the first spark from Samsun into the depths of Anatolia.

As the waves of the Black Sea battered the foreign battleships in the harbor, his mind had already crossed the mountains, roads, and barracks of Anatolia. Each click on the telegraph wires was shaping the fate of a nation. Messages sent to Erzurum, Ankara, and Thrace were slowly gathering fragmented wills into a single center. The journey from Samsun to Havza was not merely a change of place, but the carrying of an awakening.

When he arrived in Havza, he was weary but his mind was clear. News of occupations coming from the west tore at his heart, and the silence of the army and the nation shook him even more. Standing at his desk, he murmured to himself: the nation had to be awakened. It had to be a call so powerful that it would be heard not only in Istanbul, but in Paris and London as well.

On the morning of May 28, 1919, in the telegraph office in Havza, the clerk’s fingers worked without pause, carrying the fate of Anatolia to the ends of the wires. The lines flowing from Mustafa Kemal Pasha’s pen reached governorships, district administrations, and corps commands with lightning speed. These words were not a request; they were an order of the homeland. The occupation of İzmir, followed by Manisa and Aydın, showed that the danger ahead could no longer be concealed. It was clearly stated that, to preserve the integrity of the country, the reaction the nation would display had to be vigorous and continuous; emphasizing that events such as occupation and annexation had made the entire nation bleed, it was declared imperative that large and passionate demonstrations be organized within the coming week, and that these protests be spread to towns and villages alike.

In this directive, the Pasha had focused with particular sensitivity on one point. While defending its just cause, the nation had to preserve its dignity. Not the slightest sign of attack or hostility toward the Christian population was to be seen in the demonstrations. The aim was not to present the world with a barbaric mob, but to show the outcry of a civilized nation demanding justice. For this reason, the telegrams to be sent would not go only to the Sublime Porte, but also to all representatives of the great powers; with every word, it would be proclaimed that Anatolia was not without an owner.

As the evening chill settled over the streets of Havza, the telegraph wires carried this call to awakening to the remotest corners of Anatolia. Mustafa Kemal approached the window and looked out over the steppe swallowed by darkness. Now, before the sound of cannons, the voice of the people would rise. These demonstrations would not be ordinary protests; they would be the first great display of the national will, sprouting from beneath the dead weight of apathy.

This order radiating from Havza had accelerated the blood coursing through Anatolia’s veins. In town squares, village coffeehouses, and mosque courtyards, people were preparing to abandon whispers and roar for the first time. Seated at his desk, Mustafa Kemal Pasha read line by line the telegrams arriving from all over the country. News from some cities filled his chest with pride, heralding the unshakable will of the nation. Yet there were reports that made him frown and slam his pen down on the desk in anger.

A coded telegram dated June 9 from the commander of the Fifteenth Corps in Erzurum revealed the hesitation in Trabzon. At this strategic gateway of the Black Sea, the demonstration committee had backed down at the last moment. Fear that the Greeks might provoke an incident had blocked the path of national enthusiasm. Even worse, in the midst of this secret and national meeting, Greek representatives named Istrati and Polidis had also been present. When Mustafa Kemal learned of this, a harsh reaction rose within him. To give enemy observers a seat at the table where a nation sought to determine its own future was the clearest sign of weakness and laxity. Such indecision displayed in a fortress like Trabzon was bound to whet the appetite of collaborators in Istanbul and the occupying states.

The report from Sinop, however, bore the traces of an entirely different mentality—a more insidious game. The newly appointed district governor had supposedly directed the demonstration himself and sent the memorandum he had prepared to Havza with great pride. As Mustafa Kemal read this long, florid text, he immediately sensed the poison hidden between the lines. On the surface it was a protest; yet it contained ominous expressions implying that the Turkish nation could not adopt European civilization and could live only under the sovereignty of the sultan and the protection of Europe.

The signatures beneath the memorandum explained everything to the Pasha. Just below the acting mufti’s name appeared that of the second chairman of the Freedom and Accord Party. This was not a simple blunder, but a calculated betrayal. The people’s sincere cry was being exploited, once again using the people’s own signatures, to be presented at the tables of the colonial powers. Mustafa Kemal dimmed the lamp slightly. He saw once more that throughout Anatolia, the struggle was not only against the occupiers, but also against this surrenderist mentality that had seeped into the nation’s soul.

How precariously the cause he led was advancing had now become even clearer. On one side stood the weakness of those who lacked the courage even to hold a demonstration; on the other, the cunning of those who sought to seize the platforms of protest and hand independence over to foreign protection. Mustafa Kemal crumpled the paper in his hand and tossed it aside. The only force capable of breaking these games was the national will—bound to no condition and no individual, founded solely on full independence. From the foggy ports of the Black Sea to the dusty roads of Central Anatolia, this will now had to be purified with greater firmness, vigilance, and resolve.

A message that reached the telegraph office in Havza on the morning of May 31 revealed how deeply disturbed the occupying powers were by this rising voice in Anatolia. The British High Commission had conveyed, through the Ministry of War, a baseless note claiming that Armenians were in danger in Sivas and its surroundings. Similar threats soon followed from French officers. As Mustafa Kemal read these correspondences, he rose with a bitter smile. There had been neither attack nor unrest. This was nothing more than an attempt to use the nation’s honorable resistance as a pretext to intervene more deeply in Anatolia.

He returned to his desk and dipped his pen into the inkwell. The reply he drafted was not merely a defense; it was an open challenge. He stated plainly that so long as the Entente Powers respected the nation’s rights and independence, the Christian minorities had no reason to fear. Yet if what had occurred in İzmir were to be repeated, there would be no force capable of restraining the nation’s fervor, nor any government willing or able to assume responsibility for the consequences. This correspondence was circulated to governors and commanders, turned almost into a shield.

In Istanbul, meanwhile, telegrams bearing the signature of Sait Molla rained down upon municipalities, attempting to fabricate a false public opinion in favor of British protection. News agencies spread the lie that even the Council of the Sultanate had agreed to unite under the protection of a great power, while Grand Vizier Damat Ferit, intoxicated by his invitation to Paris, whispered that he had accepted Armenian autonomy in the eastern provinces.

On June 3, Mustafa Kemal Pasha sent yet another encrypted message from Havza to all of Anatolia, marked “personal” and “urgent.” He sought to rouse the nation’s conscience against both the delegation bound for Paris and the palace that had dispatched it. He emphasized that full independence was an absolute condition and that the majority could not be sacrificed for the sake of minorities. He ordered that telegrams be sent en masse to the sultan and the grand vizier, compelling the delegation to learn what the nation truly wanted. At the end of the message, he added his own oath: he declared that he had sworn upon what he held sacred to work selflessly until independence was won.

On the morning of June 8, a brief and cold order reaching the Havza telegraph office signaled the first rumble of the long-expected storm. The Ministry of War was summoning Mustafa Kemal Pasha back to Istanbul at once. Yet the Pasha had already discerned the true intent behind the command. British pressure had borne fruit; the palace and the government were moving to smother the rising voice in Anatolia.

He laid the summons on the desk. He had not yet been on Anatolian soil for even a full month. In that short time, he had linked scattered army units together and awakened the nation from its slumber through rallies and circulars. To return now would mean abandoning this awakening halfway and delivering the nation into the hands of its executioner.

Mustafa Kemal gazed out the window at the Anatolian mountains rising like silhouettes on the horizon. He would not obey the recall order; he had already made that decision in his mind. Yet he also knew that from this moment on, the protective shield provided by official authority had cracked. He was aware that he now stood in the position of a “rebel,” acting independently and refusing orders. The phase of saving the homeland through the means of the state had ended, giving way to a harsher, deeper, and far more dangerous process. From here on, the road was one of no return.

The reasoning in his mind, clear as ever, charted the course. The great move to be made could no longer remain a personal initiative of an inspector or a general. Anything personal was fragile—open to criticism, liable to collapse. The struggle they faced had to stand not on temporary wills, but on deeply rooted legitimacy. For the movement to rise like an impregnable fortress against the occupying powers and Istanbul alike, it was essential to shed his personal identity and assume a form that represented the entire nation. As he clarified this thought in his mind, he could not resist noting down an observation that would later pass into history: the initiatives and activities to be undertaken had to be removed from the realm of the personal as soon as possible and must be carried out in the name of a committee that would ensure and represent the unity and solidarity of the entire nation.

He folded the map on his desk and looked at his aide, Cevat Abbas. In his eyes there was not only the cool resolve of a military genius, but the composure of a founder. The issue was no longer merely the command and control of the army; it was the necessity of gathering that immense force rising from the nation’s bosom under a single representative will. He was ready to dissolve his own person within that will, yet he felt upon his shoulders the responsibility of transforming it into the greatest resistance history had ever seen.

The time had come to depart Havza. The road stretching before him was not merely a geographical route, but the road of independence on which a commander would become the leader of a nation. The step to be taken toward Amasya—to unfurl the banner of a national cause rather than a personal one—would seal the fate of Anatolia.

The waters of the Yeşilırmak flowed with a deep murmur at the foot of Amasya’s sheer cliffs. In its thousands of years of history, the city had witnessed countless rulers and rebellions; yet what transpired in the dim room of the Saraydüzü Barracks was of a kind that would change the course of history entirely. On the night connecting June 21 to June 22, Mustafa Kemal Pasha sat at his desk, dictating the most critical sentences of his life to his aide, Cevat Abbas Bey.

The room was silent. Only the rustle of the pen on paper and the sound of the river outside could be heard. The Pasha’s mind revolved around the secret decision he had sent to Thrace days earlier: to gather all centers of resistance in Anatolia and Rumelia under a single roof. This was not a simple military arrangement; it was the official declaration of a nation taking its destiny into its own hands.

As Cevat Abbas transcribed the Pasha’s carefully chosen words, each sentence struck the decrepit walls of the empire like a blow. It was stated clearly that the integrity of the homeland and the independence of the nation were in danger; it was emphasized that the Istanbul government had failed to fulfill the responsibility it had assumed; and it was set forth as an unambiguous judgment that the nation’s independence would be saved by the nation’s own determination and resolve. The phrase “the determination and resolve of the nation,” in particular, was the first mortar laid in the foundation of a new state, replacing centuries of sultanate tradition. This was not a secret decision taken behind closed doors, but the cry rising from the nation’s heart, cast onto paper.

When the circular was completed, Mustafa Kemal signed it. He then passed the document to Chief of Staff Colonel Kâzım Bey. Hüsrev Bey, Aide-de-camp Muzaffer Bey, and other officials signed in turn. The signatures affixed that night did not merely seal a document; each signatory declared his willingness to risk everything personal for the salvation of the homeland.

The success of this grand plan depended on secrecy and speed. Sivas had been chosen as the safest center in Anatolia. Reliable representatives from every district would set out in secret, while delegates from the eastern provinces would flow from Erzurum toward Sivas like a river. When Mustafa Kemal looked one last time at the draft on the desk, he knew that this paper was no longer a simple text, but a banner of revolution. Against the orders of Istanbul, the threats of the occupiers, and all forms of pressure, the nation’s resounding voice would spread to the world through these lines. The lamp did not go out that night in Amasya, for the Pasha knew that once the ink had dried, Anatolia would no longer be the Anatolia it had been before.

In the high-ceilinged room of the headquarters, the light of the gas lamp cast enormous shadows on the walls. With every opening of the door, Mustafa Kemal Pasha awaited a new face entering with the cold night air. By a twist of fate, the key figures who would shoulder Anatolia’s destiny were brought together in the same room on the same night. Though this meeting appeared coincidental, it was underpinned by great caution and foresight.

He recalled the vague telegram received days earlier from Ali Fuat Pasha, speaking of an unnamed individual. Taking no chances, he had instructed them to come to Amasya in disguise and without leaving a trace. When he saw that the man standing before him was Rauf Bey, the final moments before his departure from Istanbul flashed before his eyes. He remembered Rauf’s warning that his ship might be sunk in the Black Sea and the reply he himself had given. Rauf Bey’s arrival in Anatolia in disguise was silent proof of how perilous the path they were walking truly was.

In one corner of the room stood Refet Bey. This commander, to whom Mustafa Kemal had entrusted the civil administration in Samsun, had managed to arrive only that night after days of inspections. For an outside observer, the figures gathered around the table formed the nucleus of the National Struggle: Mustafa Kemal, Ali Fuat, Rauf, and Refet.

The Pasha placed the draft he had dictated at the center of the table. The air in the room grew heavy. This document was a banner of rebellion unfurled against Istanbul, the sultan, and the world. Taking the floor, he stated that it was not a personal decision, but the charter of the nation’s salvation, and that they would sign this charter together. As the signatures were affixed, hesitations, grievances, and inner conflicts surfaced as well. Rauf Bey, claiming to be merely a guest, hesitated, yet eventually signed. Refet Bey, however, remained undecided; the ambiguous mark he left was the first sign of future separations.

As the first light of dawn illuminated Amasya, Mustafa Kemal did not confine himself to sending the circular throughout Anatolia. He wrote personal letters to patriotic intellectuals and former statesmen in Istanbul. In these letters, he stated plainly that rallies alone would not suffice, that the true power lay in the nation’s collective will, and that Istanbul must now be subordinate to Anatolia.

Pens were laid down, ciphers began to be transmitted. The light lit in that dark room in Amasya had now become the first spark of a great fire that would engulf the entire homeland.

Feverish work continued at the Amasya headquarters until the morning of June 25. While Mustafa Kemal Pasha awaited the sprouting of the seeds of independence he had sown in the soul of Anatolia, the dagger being prepared against him in the dark corridors of Istanbul had already been drawn from its sheath. On June 23, the Minister of the Interior, Ali Kemal, had sent an encrypted message numbered “84” to all governors and district administrators. This text resembled less an ordinary administrative directive from a statesman’s pen than the decree of an executioner seeking to smother a rising revolution.

Mustafa Kemal was only able to read this ominous circular on June 27, when he arrived in Sivas. In his telegram, Ali Kemal described him as “a great soldier, but an ignorant man who understands nothing of politics,” declaring unequivocally that he had been dismissed from duty and ordering that no official was henceforth to obey him. According to the minister, national organizations such as Redd-i İlhak were nothing more than unlawful bands extorting the public. At a time when the world, exhausted by five years of “madness,” was settling accounts, the only sensible course, he claimed, was to behave properly and appear agreeable to the civilized world.

As Mustafa Kemal read these lines, he was still unaware of the insidious bargaining that had taken place behind Ali Kemal’s resignation. Having loosed this poisoned arrow, Ali Kemal had immediately stepped down and gone straight to the presence of the sultan. In the letter of resignation he submitted to Vahdettin at the palace, he claimed that he had tried to extinguish the “revolutionary fire” in Anatolia but had been abandoned out of jealousy by his colleagues. The sultan received him almost as a savior, assuring him that the palace doors would always be open to him, thus sanctifying this betrayal.

Yet the true script of this game was written not on the public stage, but between the lines of a secret letter. The correspondence sent by Sait Molla to the British agent Priest Frew laid bare Ali Kemal’s real role without disguise. In this letter, Ali Kemal was described as a tool to be preserved and used at the appropriate moment, and it was emphasized that he would obey Frew’s instructions to the letter. Any means was considered permissible in order to cloud the national spirit in Anatolia.

The note appended to the letter was a clear summary of the trap being set for Mustafa Kemal. He and his supporters would be treated as though they were being supported for a time, so that he might be drawn to Istanbul without suspicion. When Sait Molla and Frew realized they could not stop Mustafa Kemal in Ankara or Sivas, they planned to lure him to Istanbul and eliminate him there. As the Pasha pieced these documents together in his mind on the dusty roads of Sivas, he once again saw that the enemy before him was not merely the soldier on the battlefield.

On one side stood occupiers wearing the mask of civilization; on the other, a palace enamored of its own executioner, and salaried ministers acting at its command. Mustafa Kemal set the paper down on the table and looked out toward Sivas Castle. Istanbul was no longer a capital in his eyes, but a trap to be avoided. The great fire rising in the heart of Anatolia could not be extinguished by Istanbul’s murky waters.

Intelligence reports that reached him in Amasya on the morning of June 25 clearly showed that a web of treachery was being woven in Sivas. Ali Kemal’s poisonous circular had begun to bear fruit. Staff Colonel Ali Galip, appointed governor of Elazığ by Istanbul, had settled in Sivas with a group of men disguised as civil servants. Posters declaring Mustafa Kemal a rebel and a traitor were being hung on the city walls, systematically poisoning the minds of the people.

In the office of Sivas Governor Reşit Pasha, tensions were steadily rising. Ali Galip sat before the governor with an air of arrogance, asking what he would do if Mustafa Kemal came to the city. Reşit Pasha hesitated. Striking the table, Ali Galip said that if he were in the governor’s place, he would arrest the Pasha at once. As the conversation dragged on, the room filled with people, while outside the crowd waited for the decision to emerge from within.

At the same hours, Mustafa Kemal had completed preparations to leave Amasya secretly. On the morning of June 26, before sunrise, the automobiles set off. As soon as he reached Tokat, he took control of the telegraph office and imposed a temporary silence on the world—and on Sivas. His plan was precise. The telegram announcing his departure for Sivas would reach the city just moments before he himself arrived.

When the telegram reached the Sivas Governor’s Office on June 27, Ali Galip was still delivering speeches about arrest. When Reşit Pasha handed him the paper, Ali Galip glanced at his watch and calculated the timing noted in the telegram. His face suddenly drained of color. He realized that Mustafa Kemal was not on his way—he must already have arrived. His defiant tone from moments earlier collapsed, and his words began to soften. The atmosphere in the room changed; talk of arrest gave way to preparations for a welcome.

When Mustafa Kemal heard the words “Please rest a little, Pasha” from those waiting for him at the Ziraat Model Farm at the entrance to Sivas, he sensed a trap. Without hesitation, he ordered everyone back into the automobiles. When Governor Reşit Pasha’s vehicle appeared, he firmly rejected the governor’s suggestion to transfer to another car and instead took him beside himself.

The scene at the city’s entrance told the whole story. The streets were full, soldiers stood at attention, and the people of Sivas greeted the commander declared a “rebel” with great enthusiasm. The posters melted away in the face of the people’s will. Mustafa Kemal went straight to the corps headquarters and summoned Ali Galip and his men to appear before him.

That night, Ali Galip came secretly to the Pasha, making professions of loyalty. There was no trace left of his earlier arrogance. As Mustafa Kemal listened to him, he placed his trust not in the man’s words, but in the determination he had seen in the streets of Sivas. Sivas had proven that it was ready to become the center of the revolution.

When Mustafa Kemal Pasha entered Erzurum on July 3, 1919, the matter was no longer merely one of reception, but of the greatest test of existence in history. Kâzım Karabekir, Rauf Bey, and other staff officers gathered around a large table. The Pasha knew that this table was not only the table of the homeland’s fate, but of each man’s personal destiny as well.

The time for plain speaking had come. He stated that the protective shield provided by official positions had fallen apart and that from now on the struggle would be waged openly. The era of sheltering behind a uniform was over. Those who would walk with him had to accept in advance dismissal from office and every conceivable danger. He even declared openly that this cause did not necessarily have to proceed through his own person and that he was ready to hand the burden to another who could carry it.

These words were not an order, but an examination of conscience. After a brief pause, everyone made his decision. It was stated plainly that obedience to him would continue even on the day he removed his uniform. On that cool July morning in Erzurum, Mustafa Kemal was no longer merely an Ottoman pasha, but an unranked leader born of the nation, his will forged of steel.

With the order he sent to all commanders on July 5, he demanded that negative instructions arriving from Istanbul be blocked. Erzurum was becoming not just a city, but a fortress from which independence would be proclaimed. Ranks could be stripped away, orders could be rescinded; but the leadership etched into the nation’s heart could no longer be undone.

The July sun of Erzurum had not yet fully melted the snows on the peaks of Palandöken, while the city itself was enduring the pains of a historical birth. From the moment he set foot in Erzurum, Mustafa Kemal Pasha fixed his entire attention on a single goal: to convene the Congress of the Eastern Provinces at any cost. This assembly, which would determine the fate of the East, was not merely a regional defense meeting, but the nucleus of the will that would reverse the homeland’s ill fortune.

Yet the conditions were harsher than sending an army into battle. Since March, the Society for the Defense of National Rights of the Eastern Provinces had struggled to convene this congress; invitations and appeals echoed and died away in the silence of the steppe. The planned date of July 10 had long since passed. The expected representatives from cities and districts were not arriving. Some were under the pressure of occupation, some feared the insecurity of the roads, and others were paralyzed by the climate of fear spread by Istanbul.

Mustafa Kemal saw that waiting would be disastrous. With the resolve of a master strategist, he forced the process forward. While sending open telegrams to governors and commanders, he simultaneously injected national fervor into the veins of local leaders through secret ciphers. Time was running out; July 23 stood before him like a final line that had to be reached. After thirteen days of painful delay, when representatives began to appear one by one in the stone streets of Erzurum, the Pasha drew a deep breath. The first tangible body of the national will was finally taking shape.

But this awakening could not remain a purely civilian movement. The army’s steel resolve had to be added to the process. The Pasha’s gaze was fixed particularly on the coastal line. The division in Trabzon was headless; its commander, Halit Bey, was hiding in Bayburt. Mustafa Kemal regarded this concealment as a sign of weakness. He wanted to show officers and people alike that defying Istanbul’s orders was not flight, but open defiance. He summoned Halit Bey to Erzurum at once. The meeting was brief but jarring. Looking him in the eye, the Pasha spoke plainly: the era of hiding was over. It was now time for open stance and open resistance. With this order, Halit Bey was immediately sent back to take command of his division, and the coastal line was secured.

Amid these intense preparations, telegrams from Istanbul fell onto the desk like poisoned arrows. The Minister of War, Ferit Pasha, and the Sultan himself, with feigned courtesy, recalled Mustafa Kemal, attempting through promises of every kind to draw him back into Istanbul’s suffocating cage. While parrying these diplomatic assaults with time-gaining and skillful replies, the Pasha kept one thought firmly in his mind: he would go to Istanbul—but not as they wished. He would go as the head of his nation.

In the stone building in Erzurum, the lamps did not go out until well past midnight. Every hour leading up to the congress marked another milestone on the road between the collapse of an empire and the birth of a new state. Mustafa Kemal was not merely preparing a congress there; he was laying, at the same time, both the civilian and military foundations of the greatest uprising history had ever witnessed.

On the night connecting July 8 to July 9, one of the quietest yet deepest tremors in history took place. The clicking of the telegraph machine compressed the thousands of kilometers between Istanbul and Erzurum into a single room. On one side stood months of stalling tactics; on the other, the centuries-old hierarchy of an empire. The Ministry of War spoke with finality, ordering him to “return.” The Sultan, in a softer tone, advised him to rest and refrain from all involvement. Mustafa Kemal could clearly see the invisible bars behind these invitations. Every reply of “I cannot come” landed in Istanbul like a slap. When the hours passed midnight, the curtain fell, and Istanbul informed him that his official post had been terminated.

Mustafa Kemal drew a deep breath. He closed his eyes for a brief moment. In his mind, he weighed one last time the gold-braided epaulettes, the medals on his chest, and the uniform he had carried like a matter of honor since childhood. This was not an end. At 10:50 p.m., with a telegram sent to the Ministry of War—and ten minutes later another sent directly to the Sultan—he announced that he was resigning not only from his official post, but from the military profession itself.

From that night onward, Mustafa Kemal was no longer an army inspector nor an Ottoman general. He was simply Mustafa Kemal—stripped of rank, cleansed of official authority, yet bearing in the nation’s conscience the highest responsibility of all. When he awoke in the morning, he possessed no formal power; his only support was the fire burning in the nation’s heart.

That night, however, the telegraph wires were not being listened to only by patriots. News arriving from Konya revealed how deep betrayal had penetrated. Refik Halit Bey, Director General of Telegraphs and Posts, and Cemal Bey, the Governor of Konya, were discussing how Mustafa Kemal would be brought to Istanbul, regarding him as easy prey once stripped of rank. When Mustafa Kemal read this report, he smiled. They were too blind to understand that rank resided not in cloth, but in the soul.

On the morning of July 9, when he stepped among the people of Erzurum, there were no epaulettes on his shoulders—but in his gaze rested the full burden of a homeland. The moral duty had begun, and neither a sultan nor a minister could take it from him.

Another piece of news that arrived on Erzurum’s cool July evening struck Mustafa Kemal deeply. Cemal Pasha had taken ten days’ leave and gone to Istanbul. That this commander—who had given him hope since Samsun—would succumb to the capital’s treacherous pull at the most critical moment of the cause was unacceptable. Mustafa Kemal foresaw the chain reaction this would trigger and realized that his earlier warnings had gone unheeded. Istanbul was trying to leave Anatolia leaderless by drawing commanders back one by one.

It was at this point that Mustafa Kemal erected a barrier in history on July 7, 1919. This was not a circular, but the new backbone of a nation and its army. Just hours before shedding his ranks, he gave the army one final spirit. He declared openly that the national will was the sole sovereign power over the fate of the state and the nation, and that the army was bound to this will. These lines were not merely orders; they were an oath of independence.

With this declaration, a clear message was sent to the chain of command. Istanbul could dismiss officials and issue orders, but no unpatriotic individual would be allowed to occupy a command post. If one town were attacked, soldiers elsewhere would not remain idle. Civil servants, associations, and the army were now a single body.

As Mustafa Kemal sealed the declaration, he knew exactly what it meant. Cemal Pashas could depart, some might hesitate; but the national will had once entered the army’s barracks. From that moment on, no minister and no sultan could enter through that gate bearing chains of servitude. On the morning of July 9 in Erzurum, as the sun filtered down from Palandöken and struck the stone buildings, Mustafa Kemal looked at the uniform hanging before the mirror. The empty spaces upon it were not shackles taken from him by an empire, but chains he had gifted to the nation.

Outside, Erzurum’s biting chill resisted the heat of July, while inside headquarters an icy silence reigned. In Istanbul—and especially in Konya—those “clever” men like Refik Halit and Governor Cemal Bey were congratulating one another, lying in wait to pounce on Mustafa Kemal now that he was without rank. In their minds, a pasha was nothing more than the stars on his shoulders; once the stars were torn away, they imagined that only an easily hunted “rebel” would remain.

Mustafa Kemal donned his civilian clothes and adjusted his kalpak. His hands no longer reached for the hilt of a sword, but for the maps on the table and the fate of the nation. At that moment, heavy boot steps echoed down the corridor. The door burst open as if hurled by a storm, and the commander of the Fifteenth Corps, Kâzım Karabekir Pasha, entered.

The room instantly grew heavy. Karabekir stood facing Mustafa Kemal. For a brief moment, Mustafa Kemal studied his friend’s face. Did Karabekir hold an arrest order from Istanbul, or would he join those who refused to take orders from a rankless civilian? If Karabekir were to turn his back at that moment, the National Struggle could suffocate silently in that narrow room in Erzurum.

Kâzım Karabekir Pasha snapped his heels together with a dignity like steel and delivered the sternest, most meaningful salute of his life. As his voice echoed off the stone walls, hope filled Mustafa Kemal’s eyes and an immense strength surged into his heart. Karabekir declared that, together with his army, he was at his command with all his being, just as he had been until now and would continue to be. At that instant, Mustafa Kemal’s throat tightened. The man who had just left his ranks on paper was now being reborn as the legitimate and moral commander of an entire army. It was unmistakably clear that rank now resided not in fabric, but in the unshakable faith between two sons of the homeland.

At the same time, news from Konya confirmed the ominous void created by Mersinli Cemal Pasha’s departure for Istanbul under the pretext of a “family visit.” Mustafa Kemal sat down at his desk. He was now a civilian leader, yet the lines flowing from his pen were sharp enough to hold together the most disciplined armies in history. He immediately dictated another proclamation. This text was not meant only for paper, but for the gates of every barracks in Anatolia, to be hung as a plaque of honor. It declared unequivocally that no interference with the national forces would be tolerated, that the national will was the sole authority over the fate of state and nation, and that the army was bound to this will.

Pressing his pen harder, he continued. Command would never be abandoned. Istanbul would not be allowed to leave Anatolia leaderless, as it had done in İzmir. If a commander departed, that seat would remain empty until a patriot took it. Against a government that attempted to disperse the army under enemy pressure, both weapons and wills would stand upright.

Mustafa Kemal lifted his head and looked out the window toward Erzurum Castle. The night before, he had gone to sleep as a pasha of an empire; this morning, he had awakened as the fire of a nation’s freedom. Before him stood Karabekir; behind him, a people risen to their feet. From that moment on, every civil servant and every soldier of the homeland was no longer a victim of the Defense of Rights, but its very hero. The road was long, the paths were dusty—but command now lay not in palaces, but in consciences.

As Erzurum’s sharp winds rattled the windows, the encrypted telegram in Mustafa Kemal’s hand froze the air in the room. The date was July 13, 1919. The message from Kavak, sent by one of his closest companions, Refet Bey, caused an unexpected shock within the ranks of the National Struggle.

Mustafa Kemal read the telegram over and over. Refet Bey had handed over his post to Colonel Selahattin Bey, sent from Istanbul—and this officer had disembarked from a British ship, under the shadow of an enemy flag. The Pasha rose from his chair and took a few steps into the dim corner of the room. Disappointment swelled within him. Given Refet Bey’s known contacts with Istanbul, it was obvious that boarding that ship without British approval would have been impossible. Worse still, entrusting command to someone whose loyalty to the national cause had yet to be tested, and then departing without maintaining any connection, defied all reason.

When he returned to his desk, a bitter smile crossed his face. He was confronted with a fait accompli, but he could not burn bridges immediately. He dictated a courteous yet distant reply to Refet Bey, stating that Selahattin Bey’s arrival ostensibly strengthened the situation. To Selahattin Bey, he sent a telegram inviting him to the میدان of patriotism and reminding him of the heavy burden of national responsibility. It was a move designed both to win over the newcomer and to bind him morally to the cause.

Two days later, on July 15, another telegram from Refet Bey deepened Mustafa Kemal’s suspicions. Refet Bey spoke of Selahattin Bey almost as if he were a stranger, offering advice to Mustafa Kemal from the posture of an outside observer. He referred vaguely to obscure efforts by unknown parties, in unknown places, to prevent the dismissal of Hamit Bey, the District Governor of Samsun; drawing on rumors he had heard from the British and passing Americans, he implied that Kâzım Karabekir’s position was “dangerous.” As always, he concluded by recommending moderation and careful management of the situation.

As Mustafa Kemal read these lines, a sharp reaction rose within him. The man who spoke of moderation had, only days earlier, violated the order not to abandon command, surrendered his post to an officer arriving from a British ship, and withdrawn. Worse, by taking enemy agents’ whispers and mandates seriously, he was allowing suspicion to seep into a will that needed to remain unshakable. Mustafa Kemal looked out over Erzurum’s boundless steppe. The National Struggle would have to fight not only the occupier outside, but also these hesitations within—these anxieties seeping into the hearts of friends. This attitude was the first deep crack foreshadowing future partings.

Before the shock had fully subsided, another telegram reached headquarters from Samsun on July 14. Hamit Bey, the District Governor of Canik, reported that he had learned from a reliable source that he had been dismissed and that he would be going to Istanbul. As Mustafa Kemal read these brief lines, his brow furrowed. Hamit Bey had been appointed upon his own recommendation, trusted for his patriotism. Now, as if it were an ordinary bureaucratic matter, he was preparing to walk straight into the intrigues of enemy-occupied Istanbul.

Mustafa Kemal paused for a moment and looked at the map in the room. While he was trying to draw Anatolia’s most valuable sons toward the heart of the struggle, even a single friend choosing to walk willingly into the fire struck him as an incomprehensible folly. He sat down at the desk at once and, on July 15, sent Hamit Bey a stern warning tempered with the concern of an elder brother. He asked what sense of security could possibly be encouraging the idea of going to Istanbul, ordered him to go immediately to Refet Bey, and stated that he expected a definite reply without delay.

Five days passed. As the sound of hurried footsteps preparing for the congress echoed through Erzurum’s stone streets, a long telegram from Hamit Bey arrived on July 20, once again tightening the heavy air of headquarters. The message was angry, disordered, and riddled with contradictions. On the one hand, Hamit Bey declared his disgust with the “Byzantine disgrace” of Istanbul; on the other, he dismissed Mustafa Kemal and his companions as confused men who “wasted time on form and theory, choosing unnecessarily long paths.” The solution he proposed was explosive: an open ultimatum should be delivered to the Sultan, and if a new government were not formed within forty-eight hours, all ties should be severed.

One sentence in the telegram hung in Mustafa Kemal’s mind like a document of warning. Hamit Bey spoke of a nation that felt no sorrow in bowing its head out of habit and concluded, “Let us walk ahead; the people will follow.” As he read these lines, Mustafa Kemal slowly shook his head. This was not the perspective of a statesman, but the flawed gaze of an elite who neither knew nor respected the people. History was full of the failures of those who set out without reckoning with the nation. Hamit Bey was ignoring the call to come to Erzurum while simultaneously belittling the people and trying to conjure paper tigers.
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