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			Introduction

			Sultans Old and New

			In the capital of Turkey, in a palace with a thousand rooms, a man sits on a gilt throne. Some of his soldiers are ornamental and armed with sabres, others fly F-16s and protect him from military coups. The year is 2018. The man is President Erdoğan. The fantasy is Ottoman.

			The Republic of Turkey emerged in 1923 from the ashes of the Ottoman Empire, which at its zenith stretched from Mecca to Budapest, from Algiers to Tbilisi, from Baghdad to the Crimea, connecting millions of people of different religions and ethnicities. An Ottoman subject was an Eastern Orthodox Christian from Odessa or a Jew from Mosul, a Sunni Muslim from Jerusalem or a Catholic Syriac from Antakya. The sultan, who was also the caliph, leader of the Islamic world, allowed non-Muslims to organize their own law courts, schools and places of worship in return for paying ‘infidel’ taxes and accepting a role as second-class citizens: a system of exploitative tolerance that allowed diversity to flourish for centuries in the greatest empire of early modern history.

			In recent years, a bizarre reinvention has been taking place in Turkey: its politicians are reclaiming the legacy of its Ottoman past, while the country remains as nationalistic as ever. In 2017, the country voted to grant unlimited powers to President Erdoğan, nearly a century after the abolition of the Ottoman Sultanate. For some, this was an unfathomable act of political suicide, an event that marked the end of democracy in Turkey. For others, it was a reharnessing of the strength the country needs to lead the Middle East by shining example and stand up to Europe: a return to the kind of power exemplified by the Ottoman Empire.

			‘The last century [the period of the Republic] was only a parenthesis for us. We will close that parenthesis. We will do so without going to war, or calling anyone an enemy, without being disrespectful to any border, we will again tie Sarajevo to Damascus, Benghazi to Erzurum to Batumi. This is the core of our power. These may look like different countries to you, but Yemen and Skopje were part of the same country a hundred and ten years ago, as were Erzurum and Benghazi.’

			The words of Ahmet Davutoglu, Foreign Minister in 2013, sold Turkish voters a heady – if vague – pride in a long-fallen empire, and a belief that it could be effortlessly resurrected. In fact, the discrepancies between the Ottoman glory days and the reality of modern-day Turkey are stark, but Erdoğan and his Justice and Development Party have been adept at claiming the best of the empire and ignoring the worst of it. On 8 February 2018, the ­government launched a new website portal1 which provided Turkish citizens with access to their family trees via digitalized census and tax records stored in the state archives of Istanbul. These archives stretch back to the 1830s, recording the births and deaths of Ottoman subjects scattered across the empire. Within hours, millions had rushed to the e-devlet (‘e-government’) portal in an orgy of self-discovery; the website promptly crashed.

			Bulent Çetin was one of the lucky ones who managed to access the site to download his family tree in the first couple of hours. He found that most of his mother’s side of the family were born outside the borders of modern Turkey, in what was previously Ottoman territory: his great-great-grandfather in Macedonia in 1869, his great-great-grandmother in the Caucasus in 1864. Somehow, they produced Bulent’s great-grandfather in Sivas, in central Anatolia, in 1897, and subsequent generations remained within Turkey, resulting in the birth of Bulent himself in the Republic’s capital of Ankara in 1986. Like many Turkish citizens, Bulent sees no contradiction in being a patriot who is also proud of his Ottoman ancestry, telling me he feels Turkish because ‘we are all united under this flag, within this country, sharing the same destiny.’

			When the website relaunched six days after its crash to a renewed wave of interest, there were unforeseen consequences: Turks who discovered ancestors from ex-Ottoman territories now in the European Union – Bulgaria and Greece, most commonly – started making applications for second citizenships2 to these countries, reflecting the anxiety felt in Turkey over the past few years of political turmoil. As Bulent noted, all Turkish citizens are theoretically ‘united’, but not all want to share in a destiny that looks increasingly bleak; they would rather use their Ottoman heritage to escape the backward-looking Turkey of today.

			While right-wing politicians in Europe, the US and Turkey have misleadingly evoked the glory of vanished empires to harness nationalist votes in recent years, the Left are also guilty of nostalgia, of looking through rose-tinted spectacles at a particular version of the past. In the case of the Ottoman Empire, the diversity of its subjects is sometimes presented as proof that everyone lived in a constant state of peaceful coexistence. This is not true; non-Muslims were second-class citizens, and at the turn of the 20th century there were horrific systematic abuses of these subjects as the empire began to eat itself. Yet the fact remains that its 600-year-old social diversity is almost impossible to imagine today in countries like Turkey, a country that suppresses difference even in thought.

			Halfway through my research for this book I was barred from Turkey, which drastically changed both my life and the course of the book.

			I had first decided to write about the social legacy of the Ottoman Empire while I was in south-east Turkey in 2014, near the Syrian and Iraqi borders. Unlike most of Turkey, where signs of its former wealth of peoples, cultures and religions have been systematically eroded over the past century, towns like Mardin and Antakya offered a glimpse of the Ottoman world I was trying to reimagine – at least, a Levantine corner of it. But by 2015, al-Qaeda and IS had crossed the Syrian border and established cells in these towns. The risk of kidnap for Western journalists was high; even veteran war reporters avoided the area, and suddenly the gentle historical field trips I’d planned seemed a little naïve. Still, I had most of Turkey open to me, and its neighbouring countries, to continue my research. Then, in 2017, while travelling in Greece, I failed to get permission to cross over the land border back into Turkey, and discovered I had an entry ban on my passport, placed by the Interior Ministry. The ministry staff offered no explanation for this, but I knew it was my political journalism, and my appeals were ignored.

			That is how this book became an odyssey encompassing eleven countries of the former Empire. I found myself speaking Turkish with car mechanics in rural Kosovo and with the children of Armenian genocide survivors in Jerusalem; I discussed Ottoman religious diversity with Lebanese warlords and professors in Turkish universities in Sarajevo. My entry ban motivated me to go out and explore the ways in which the empire shaped the histories of people in the Balkans, the Caucasus and the Levant. I found myself asking questions about forced migration, genocide, exile, diaspora, collective memory and identity, not just about religious coexistence.

			Many of the communities I interviewed were descendants of ancient minorities that were allowed to flourish in the empire, and then intimidated, ignored or expelled from modern Turkey. Others, living hundreds of miles from Turkey, believed themselves to be Ottoman in some vague but visceral sense, encouraged by the current Turkish government’s attempts to resurrect regional influence. In the century that has passed since the death of the empire and the formation of the nation state in its former territories, much has changed – primarily how people live together, and their sense of belonging to a greater whole. All across the remains of the Ottoman Empire, new states have been ‘stretching the short, tight skin of the nation over the gigantic body of the empire,’3 to quote the historian Benedict Anderson. But amidst this change, other things have come almost full circle, such as the paranoia and sweeping powers that come with one man rule – a phenomenon not restricted to Turkey in the year 2018.

			Names and Pseudonyms

			Zigzagging between the past and present in this book, I have generally referred to towns like Constantinople, Smyrna, Salonika and Antioch by their modern names (Istanbul, Izmir, Thessaloniki and Antakya) for simplicity. By the late 19th century, the Ottoman Empire was widely referred to in the West as ‘Turkey’ and Ottomans as ‘Turks’ (both of which had a negative connotation), even though the empire was still home to millions of non-Turkish Ottoman subjects; I have used ‘Turkey’ only to denote the Republic, in existence since 1923. I refer to most of my interviewees by their real names, but many of the people I interviewed in Turkey asked for pseudonyms. They feared reprisals for speaking about the discrimination faced by minorities, or they were wary about being quoted in a book written by a blacklisted journalist. To my surprise, however, a couple of my Turkish interviewees refused my offer of anonymity. They were proud to have their family stories immortalized in print, proving that people’s attachment to their roots can outweigh the claims of a nation state – even one as ferociously possessive as Turkey.

			I would like to thank everyone who, wittingly or unwittingly, named or unnamed, helped and inspired me to write this book.

		

	
		
			A HISTORICAL NOTE

			Classified Infidels

			The cultural and economic wealth of the Ottoman Empire was a direct consequence of the system of taxation and governance that allowed non-Muslims to live in a caliphate. These non-Muslim ‘people of the Book’ (i.e. Christians and Jews) living under Islamic dominion were known as the dhimmis and were grouped within religious communities classed as millet or ‘nation’ groups, primarily the Greek and Russian Orthodox Churches, the Apostolic, Orthodox and Catholic Armenian Church, the Assyrians (Syrian Christians) and the Jews. Non-Sunni Muslims such as the Alawites were not allowed to form their own millets but were regarded simply as Muslims – that is to say, Sunni.

			In principle, the lives of dhimmis were dictated by all kinds of Ottoman laws, but in practice, these were often ignored. The historian Philip Mansel4 illustrates this in the case of religion-based, colour-coded dress laws, which were variously implemented and disregarded until the 19th century: ‘Only Muslims could wear white or green turbans and yellow slippers. Greeks, Armenians and Jews were distinguished respectively by sky blue, dark blue (later red) and yellow hats, and by black, violet and blue slippers . . . [however] the rules were often flouted: the status of Muslims was so attractive that the minorities’ desire to resemble them was irrepressible. Individuals could also buy exemption from dress regulations.’

			The difference between the Ottoman mindset towards belonging and identity, and the modern Turkish one, is in some ways encapsulated in the meaning of the word millet, which comes from the Arabic milla (nation). In 19th-century Ottoman Turkish, its primary meaning was ethno-religious community; in modern Turkish, it simply means ‘nation’. Community identity became state identity after the theoretically secular Republic formed in 1923. There was no room for the religious millets – there was only one identity, one millet: Turkey, a home for Turks who were pre-identified by the state as Sunni Muslims. This attitude translated to an intolerance for anyone who resisted their new label of ‘Turk’, even when that amounted to little more than continuing to speak in Armenian, Greek or Kurdish. The Republic had zero tolerance for such deviations from the sanctioned norm, which explains the surface-level homogeneity of modern Turkish society – it is still ill-advised to be different.

			The roots of the millet communities went beneath the Ottoman Empire to the Persian Sassanid Empire5, which existed in the region south-east of Turkey during the 4th century. The millet-based version of tolerance was fundamentally connected to Islam, which recognizes itself as the third of the religions ‘of the Book’, i.e. the monotheistic faiths, and acknowledges its connection to both its predecessors, Judaism and Christianity. As long as the dhimmis swore allegiance to the sultan and recognized Islam as the supreme religion of the empire in which they lived, they were broadly speaking left alone to govern themselves, run their own justice and education systems, and collect the requisite non-Muslim taxes, which included the cizye and the ispençe, historically presented as payment for the sultan’s protection (the dhimmis were exempt from military service). Many of the dhimmi conversions to Islam stemmed from a desire to avoid these taxes, which were one of the main sources of income for imperial coffers.

			Many dhimmi subjects achieved great wealth and prominence in a world where Muslims were encouraged to live modestly and spend their time reading the Koran; at the same time, they also took jobs which Muslims considered ‘dirty’. The historian Bernard Lewis notes that, ‘as well as the more obvious dirty jobs, the dhimmi professions included what was also, for a strict Muslim, something to be avoided – namely, dealing with unbelievers. This led at times to a rather high proportion of non-Muslims in such occupations as diplomacy, commerce, banking, brokerage, and espionage. Even the professions of worker and dealer in gold and silver, esteemed in many parts of the world, were regarded by strict Muslims as tainted and endangering the immortal souls of those engaged in them.’6

			Some sultans embraced the dhimmis more enthusiastically than others, and some were guilty of hideous cruelty to non-Sunni Muslims, who were regarded with more hostility than Christians or Jews on the grounds that they were heretics practising a warped version of Islam. Selim the Grim, who murdered his own brothers and forced his own father to abdicate to secure the throne, drastically expanded the empire’s territories in the east. He massacred 40,000 followers of Alevism (an offshoot of Shia Islam, not to be confused with the Alawites of Syria) on one march in 1514, when he defeated Shah Isma’il of Iran7. In 2016, President Erdoğan horrified Turkey’s current 15 million Alevis – the country’s largest minority – when he inaugurated the ‘Sultan Selim the Grim Bridge’ in Istanbul8.

			Although the dhimmi always came second to Muslims, they were also seen as sources of income, and non-Muslims within the empire were not targets of systematic violence until the 19th and early 20th centuries. By this point, the last few sultans were resorting to increasingly cruel methods to stem the tide of growing nationalism among their minority subjects as nation states began to spring up around the peripheries of the empire, while also introducing reforms to keep these same subjects happy – a bizarre carrot and stick approach. Before he died in 1839, Sultan Mahmud II set the wheels in motion for a series of reforms known as the Tanzimat, essentially an attempt to westernize the failing empire by accommodating its non-Muslim minorities more fairly. Midhat Pasha, a prominent backer of the Tanzimat and the instigator of the first constitution of the Ottoman Empire, the short-lived, liberal constitution of 1876, dreamed of an empire where ‘there would be neither Muslim nor non-Muslim but only Ottomans’9. Less than a century later, there were no Ottomans at all.

			Although the Tanzimat was intended to make the empire stronger, it in fact fostered nationalist movements by diminishing the import­ance of the Church, especially among Eastern and Greek Orthodox Christians. Suddenly, these Christians began to identify themselves along nationalist rather than religious lines – as Armenians, Russians, Bulgarians or Greeks – as the empire’s neighbouring states became the ‘kin-states’ of these minorities, and as sympathy began to grow for the Christians brutally punished by Ottoman forces for pursuing independence, like the Bulgarian nationalists killed in the 1876 Batak uprising. For the last few decades of the empire, the Tanzimat contributed to a cultural swansong as minority communities mixed more freely and openly in public life but it was too little, too late to keep the empire intact. Nationalism and, more dramatically, the First World War, destroyed any modern version of Ottoman multiculturalism that might feasibly have emerged in the 20th century.

			The legacy of a hugely diverse empire like the Ottoman Empire is that its heart – Turkey – has produced an ethnically complicated people. This has only been partially acknowledged, because of the pressure on both religious and ethnic minorities to assimilate after the creation of the Republic. Several of Turkey’s political parties claim the ethnic superiority of the ‘Turkic race’10, of which modern Turks are the supposed heirs. The reality is that most people in this country have a great-grandfather from Macedonia or Albania, or a great-aunt from Syria or Greece, and can tell a seemingly fantastical family story of exile and survival.

		

	
		
			Turkey: Heart of the Empire

			‘Either I conquer Istanbul, or Istanbul will conquer me’

			Sultan Mehmet II, 1452

			There is an absence in Turkey that is at first hard to identify. It lies in shadows and silence, in obsolete place names, faded inscriptions and a surplus of antiques. It is the ghostly presence of people who used to live here, for many more years than they’ve been absent.

			Walk up the marble steps from Istanbul’s Taksim Square to Gezi Park, and you are walking on tombstones taken from a demolished 16th-century Armenian cemetery a few miles down the road11. Climb into the hills above the Mediterranean coastline and you find the abandoned homes of Greek Orthodox Christians and Jews. Float in a hot-air balloon above the fairy chimneys of Cappadocia in Central Anatolia and you pass over cave churches where locals congregated less than a hundred years ago.

			The fates of the minority communities once living in Turkey were tied to the demise of the 600-year-old Ottoman Empire. By the early 20th century, the empire had grown so weak that it was known in the West as ‘The Sick Man of Europe’ and by the end of the First World War in 1918 it had collapsed in all but name, its territories lost to the Allies. British forces occupied Istanbul, the empire’s capital for over 500 years, allowing the last puppet sultan, Mehmet IV, to cling on for another four years before he escaped to Malta.

			In the face of total occupation, Mustafa Kemal Pasha – later Atatürk, ‘Father of the Turks’ – fought a fierce and ultimately victorious war of resistance to save at least Anatolia, the heartland of the empire. In 1923, he declared a Republic of Turkey with its capital in Ankara. This new state was to be for self-identifying Turks only; such a dramatic reordering of what remained of a once-vast empire was necessary for its survival, but the stiflingly nationalistic atmosphere of the new Republic forced many of the remaining minorities either to leave or to relinquish their real identities so as to pass as ‘Turks’. Minorities become even more invisible as the decades passed, and their cultural impact dimmed; the families and congregations who remain have a proud but sad attachment to the past.

			Istanbul

			I met seventy-six-year-old Ivan in the pouring rain in Taksim Square in March 2014. His Russian credentials were immediately obvious: steely blue eyes, a yellow-tinged beard and a kind of dogged, cheerful pessimism. His spoken Turkish, however, was that of a native, and he holds only a Turkish passport. He was born in Kars, the old Russian garrison town on Turkey’s border with Armenia, after his parents fled Moscow at the outbreak of the Second World War, and was brought up in Istanbul.

			‘I went to the Russian Embassy to ask for a passport,’ Ivan told me, blowing cigarette smoke slowly through his beard, ‘but they said no. “You have Turkish nationality. You cannot be Russian.”’

			Ivan fumed, literally, at the memory.

			‘I said, what about Gerard Depardieu? They said he was a special case. Pah!’

			Ivan is resolutely Russian, whatever his passport says, and obsessed with the fast-disappearing Russian Orthodox community in Istanbul, though he himself is not religious. His allegiance to the Church is his way of expressing his true national identity, a very Ottoman mentality born of the empire’s millet-ordered society. The nominally secular republic of Turkey has resisted such distinctions, because Turkish citizens are assumed to identify as a Sunni Muslim.

			Ivan took me to see one of the last remaining Russian church services in the city, a strangely secretive evensong in St Panteleimon, a tiny chapel on the top floor of a dilapidated building in Karaköy, near the Golden Horn. St Panteleimon and the monastic dormitory below it have been in use since 1878 when the dormitory served as a pit-stop for Russian pilgrims en route to the monastery of Mount Athos in Greece. Now, services are attended mainly by Moldovan, Bulgarian and Georgian Christians, most of them women who work in the homes of rich Istanbul families, while St Andrei, the chapel just next door, is the preserve of the handful of White Russian families who remain in the city, relatives of the thousands who escaped here from the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. Ivan hinted darkly that the two congregations do not get on, a tiny localized class war, but they are both reminders of the gamut of Russian, Balkan and Caucasian congregants of the Eastern Orthodox Church, rich and poor, that have lived here in varying numbers for centuries.

			A wizened old lady led us into the chapel, which was crowded, the air heavy with the scent of melting wax. On every inch of wall and ceiling were carefully restored gilt icons of Christ and the Apostles. Facing the congregation was an altar thronged with candles, and on either side, two large Cyrillic letters, X and B (for Христос Воскресе – ‘Christ has Risen!’) garishly lit by flashing pink light bulbs. The whole effect was reminiscent of the kitsch ecclesiastical aesthetic of Baz Luhrmann’s iconic film Romeo + Juliet. Hidden behind a screen, two ladies sang in Russian, their sopranos occasionally supplemented by an unseen, rich bass. Eventually, the embodiment of this bass made an entrance from behind a curtain: spectacularly huge and bearded, he waved his smoking pendulum of frankincense with unhurried majesty, a red-and-gold embroidered cassock draped around his shoulders. As he walked round the chapel, the congregation turned to face him like sunflowers, bowing as he intoned. I was led out at this point because I was wearing trousers – the old lady explained kindly that men wear men’s clothes and ladies wear ladies’ clothes. She found a floral gypsy skirt in a cardboard box, tied it round my waist, gave me an approving look and pushed me back inside the chapel.

			Both the social and architectural legacies of Ottoman Istanbul are fading, and services like those at St Panteleimon have an almost furtive aspect to them. Old Greek and Armenian districts are full of once-splendid houses with crumbling neoclassical facades, flanked by purpose-built apartment blocks; furniture abandoned by their owners gathers dust in antique shops down the road. Place names have become redundant; Arnavutköy – ‘Albanian Village’ – is now a collection of expensive houses on the European waterfront, and Polonezköy, ‘Polish Village’ – once the 19th-century home of Polish émigrés – is a collection of kiosks in a park on the outskirts of the city, a Christian graveyard the single, fitting reminder of its previous existence. The banking quarter in Karaköy is still heavy with the grandeur of granite-columned exteriors but inside, in place of the tills and halls which were once thronged with Jewish bankers and Levantine merchants, laminated red letters spell out HSBC and an ATM flashes in the corner behind a glass pane. Down by the shore of the Golden Horn, the elegant grey-stoned Greek Orthodox patriarchate is almost unchanged. Its view, however, is no longer of the Genoese-built Galata Tower across the water. In front of that, a new bridge stretches to the opposite shore and every four minutes a high-speed train thunders across the water before disappearing into the ground.

			The Empire had its seat here from 1453, when the twenty-one-year-old Sultan Mehmet II conquered the city, until 1922, when the last sultan, Mehmet VI, was exiled. ‘Ottoman’ (Osmanlı in Turkish) is an anglicisation of Osman, the Turk from central Asia who in 1299 planted the seeds of the empire in the Anatolian town of Söğüt, from which he waged war against the crumbling Byzantine Empire in the west. Osman’s fledgling empire reached its height centuries after his death, in the early 17th century. By this point, Istanbul was the greatest capital in the world, a city of several hundred thousand people, so rich and bustling that authorities had begun to worry about its over-population12. Mosques, churches, synagogues, hospitals and schools enriched the nexus of a fast-growing empire, catering to an array of subjects who were perhaps at their most diverse under Suleiman the Magnificent, who ruled between 1520 and 1566. His favourite court architect, Mimar (‘Architect’) Sinan, was born into a Christian family – either Greek or Armenian – in Kayseri, central Anatolia, before joining the janissary corps and converting to Islam. He designed some of the most iconic mosques in the world, including Suleiman’s eponymous Suleymaniye Mosque in Istanbul. His architectural achievements outside Turkey serve as landmarks of 16th-century Ottoman expansion: the Juma-Jami Mosque in Yevpatoria, Crimea (1564), the Tekkiye Mosque in Damascus, Syria (built for Suleiman’s son, Selim I, in 1566) and the Banya Bashi Mosque in Sofia, Bulgaria (1576) among them. The Armenian Balyan family, famed architects of the 18th and 19th centuries, built the lavish Dolmabahçe Palace on the banks of the Bosphorus among other iconic buildings. Their legacy shows both how much the empire relied on its non-Muslim subjects, and how high these non-Muslim subjects could climb – Jews and Christians were typically the sultan’s most trusted military commanders, doctors, architects and advisors.

			Almost all the contemporary accounts we have of Ottoman life in Istanbul were written, unsurprisingly, by men. Evliya Çelebi, a court favourite of Sultan Murad IV in the mid-17th century thanks to his note-perfect, eight-hour recitations from the Koran, was also the Ottoman Herodotus, known for blending fact and fantasy in his collection of travel writing, the Seyahatname. A devout Muslim who wryly described sex as ‘the greater jihad’13, he was a strange mix of intrepid explorer and court sycophant. He commented extensively on the daily habits of the sultan in his chronicles of life in Topkapı Palace, and occasionally on the social life of the city. His account of a Greek goldsmith who worked in his father’s workshop in Unkapanı, a western district of Istanbul, gives us an idea of the atmosphere of a city in which an ‘infidel’ would naturally exchange stories of the empire’s glorious Christian past with a precocious Muslim child spouting Persian.

			‘One of the goldsmiths in our shop was an infidel named Simyon. He would read aloud from the history of Yanvan, and I would listen and record it in my memory. From childhood on I used to hang around with him, and being clever for my age, I learned fluent Greek and Latin. I instructed Simyon in the [Persian–Ottoman] dictionary of Şahidi, and he instructed me in the history of Alexander the Great, which included an account of the ancestors of the Roman emperors going all the way back to the Amalekites and to Shem the son of Noah.’14

			Some of the more atmospheric descriptions of Ottoman life in the city were made by an English woman writing in the early 18th century, when the empire still retained much of the wealth and cultural diversity of its zenith in the previous century. In 1716, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu and her husband, the newly appointed British Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, set off from London for Istanbul; between 1717 and 1718 they lived in a house in Pera, a cosmopolitan district just above Galata. It is obvious from Lady Mary’s correspondence with friends in England that she would have made a far more successful diplomat than her husband, who was recalled to London after only a year (she was also something of a medical pioneer – having observed smallpox inoculation being used by Ottoman doctors, she introduced the method to English doctors who were at first sceptical before being convinced when Lady Mary demonstrated it successfully on her own daughter15). She made the most of her privilege as a woman to access the nuclei of Ottoman life, braving the steamy nudity of the hamam and learning Turkish by infiltrating the haremlik (women’s quarters) of Topkapi Palace, where she befriended the women closest to Sultan Ahmet III and learned about political machinations hidden from her husband.

			The district of Pera, where the Montagus lived, was full of a dizzying array of Ottoman subjects, visiting traders, diplomats and workers. The Montagu household itself was an immigrant hub: ‘My grooms are Arabs, my footmen French, English, and Germans,’ she wrote in one of her letters. ‘My nurse an Armenian, my house-maids Russians; half a dozen other servants, Greeks: my steward an Italian; my janizaries [guards on loan from the sultan, like embassy guards provided by a host state] Turks; so that I live in the perpetual hearing of this medley of sounds, which produces a very extraordinary effect upon the people that are born here; for they learn all these languages at the same time, and without knowing any of them well enough to write or read in it. There are very few men, women, or even children here, that have not the same compass of words in five or six of them.’16

			This proliferation of polyglots was not something unique to Istanbul; it existed throughout the major trading towns of the empire. For example, the historian Mark Mazower tells us that in Thessaloniki, ‘as late as the First World War, Salonikan bootblacks commanded a working knowledge of six or seven languages’17. Smyrna was even more of a cosmopolis, composed of all the most eclectic groups of the empire, along with other major trading hubs of the Levant – Alexandria, Beirut and Tyre. In the 21st century, the tyranny of English as a global language means that – despite the many second, third or even fourth languages spoken in cities like New York and London – we are unlikely to experience that level of true linguistic diversity again.

			Ziya

			Ziya Gökmen is a dynamic, chatty man in his forties. He is fluent in several languages because he runs a tourist agency in Istanbul – a difficult endeavour in these times – and is more prone to dwelling fondly on the past than speculating on an uncertain future. One afternoon, he told me his family background over endless cups of tea in his office, occasionally picking up the phone to check a date or a name with his mother. He is fascinated by the Ottoman roots of his family – long before the Turkish government digitalized everyone’s family trees, Ziya had his almost perfectly memorized.

			‘My grandmother Bedriye was born in 1912 in Macedonia, in a town called Ustrumca [modern Strumica], at the time of the watermelons. People at that time didn’t record exact birthdays so they did it by the fruit season. So, when is watermelon – July, August? Let’s say August.

			‘The First Balkan War started two months later, in October; it was fought between the Ottomans and the Balkan states who wanted to carve up the remaining European territories of the sultan. My great-grandfather Nazmi, who was a manager at Ziraat Bankası [a bank that still exists today in Turkey] got advance warning from Istanbul via the bank to leave ASAP and escape to Istanbul before the war really started; they had to go via boat from Selanik [Salonika, modern-day Thessaloniki]. So when Bedriye was still a tiny baby, they got on a horse and travelled a hundred and thirty-three kilometres to escape from the soldiers [who would have targeted the family as Muslim “Turks” – i.e. the enemy].’

			At this point, Ziya rings his mother to check the 133km claim, and is reminded of some extra eyewitness testimony from his great-grandmother.

			‘Oh yes! My great-grandmother Hatice said they even left the chestnuts in the saucepan when they were leaving the house, they took whatever they could carry and left for Selanik. Most of the families in that area abandoned their babies. Hatice hid my two-month-old grandmother in the saddlebag – she had seen babies massacred by Bulgarian soldiers. She worried my grandmother would die of suffocation, but before they got to each check point, she checked the saddlebag to see if her baby was still alive.’

			Ziya’s absorption in his own story, in the every breath of his baby grandmother, is mesmeric.

			‘There were two boats in the dock at Selanik harbour – one going to New York, and one to Istanbul. They didn’t let my great-grandpa get on the boat because only women and children were allowed, so he chose the Istanbul boat for his family because he knew the baby wouldn’t survive the journey to New York. As my great-grandpa watched them board, he started chatting in Bulgarian with the soldier at the checkpoint, and gave him a cigarette. After a while of chatting together, they become friendly, and somehow the soldier helped him sneak through the checkpoint on to the boat to join his wife and baby.

			‘There is a saying in Turkish: “Bir lisan bir insan” – “Each language is one person” – you add a persona to yourself if you add a language. My grandmother’s life was saved by her father knowing Bulgarian, and that’s why it is so important in my family to learn new languages.’

			Visibly moved, Ziya stands up and picks up an English dictionary from his bookshelf.

			‘Bedriye gave me this dictionary because she wanted me to learn English, she understood that a new language helps you to be harboured in a new country [Ziya studied in America]. I met her mother – my great-grandmother – in her nineties when I was a kid. She was speaking Turkish with a Macedonian dialect – “yaporoz, edoroz”, instead of “yapıyoruz, ediyoruz”.

			‘Because my great-grandfather was a civil servant working in a bank, he was given the advice to get back to Istanbul as soon as possible. That’s why he survived – but others suffered much worse. Many left their babies with their neighbours, thinking they would die. Lots of Armenians did that in 1915. Many Turkish Muslim families today used to be Armenian or Greek before they assimilated, or they are the orphans of Armenians who died during the Armenian relocation.’

			The term ‘Armenian relocation’ is a common euphemism for ‘the Armenian genocide’, which is never referred to in Turkey – in fact, the even more euphemistic ‘events of 1915’ is more often used to describe the massacres and forced marches of the majority of the Armenian population of Ottoman Anatolia in the middle of the Great War. Ziya actually knows much more about this period of history than the average Turkish citizen, and is particularly interested in the overlap between Armenian survivors of the genocide and the Alevi community of Turkey, partly for personal reasons.

			‘People in Tunceli [a town in eastern Anatolia] who are Alevi used to be Armenian. In 1915, they decided to become Muslim rather than be deported but they thought Sunni Islam was too harsh, so they wanted instead to become Alevi. The grandmother of Derya [Ziya’s wife] died a few weeks ago. Derya and her brother went to Çorum for the funeral and it took place in a cemevi (an Alevi house of worship] – they suddenly realized that their father’s mother was Alevi but they never knew that. They asked their father, ‘Dad, why did you never tell us?’ He was a retired military colonel, and he told them, ‘Kids, if my soldiers knew I was Alevi they would never listen to my orders.’

			I often get asked by non-Turks whether my name has any connection to Alevism. ‘Alev’ means flame, and fire is used extensively in Alevi worship, but the more mainstream theory is that Alevism is a Turkish derivation of ‘Alawite’, i.e. a follower of Ali, the son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad. Even without an etymological connection, however, I feel drawn to Alevis, because I like their extremely relaxed form of Islam. They drink alcohol, and women and men worship together, not in a mosque but in a modest, round room (the cemevi), which is often hard for outsiders to find. There is a typically unobtrusive, white-washed cemevi on Burgaz Ada, one of the islands off the coast of Istanbul which were home to many of the city’s minorities during the Ottoman era, including Jewish and Christian families. They were party islands for rich Muslim subjects too, and today they are full of Arab tourists from the Gulf delightedly eating ice cream while being driven around in horse-drawn carriages.

			‘Derya’s mother’s side of the family is blond and blue-eyed, and they are from the south-east of Turkey. There could be two explan­ations for this: that they are related to the crusaders and pilgrims who passed through en route to the Holy Land hundreds of years ago, or that they have Russian blood. In 1915, the Young Turks [revolu­tionaries who seized power from the sultan in 1908 and led the empire on to the losing side of the war] fought against the Russians at the battle of Sarıkamış in the mountains of Eastern Turkey near Armenia. They lost, and decided to relocate Armenians and Russian families in Eastern Turkey to Iraq and Syria. [Again, a circumspect reference to the Armenian genocide.] But some families – blue-eyed, blond-haired – remained.’

			Blue-eyed Turks are one of my favourite subjects of conversation, and I tell Ziya so.

			‘Yes. We are all mixed up, you know. In Sagalassos [an ancient Greek site in modern south-west Turkey], Bulgarian archaeologists were carrying out excavation work and hired local Turks to work on the site. They found skeletons from the second century so they decided to compare the DNA of the skeletons with the local workers. It was a one hundred per cent match. They called the workers to explain the skeletons were their ancestors, and the workers were completely horrified. They went on strike, saying, “Are you trying to say we are Greeks?”’

			The absurdity of this reminds me of the famous speech from the 1964 film Zorba the Greek, where the titular hero gives an angry speech about the perils of nationalism: ‘I have done things for my country that would make your hair stand. I have killed, burned villages, raped women. And why? Because they were Turks or Bulgarians. That’s the rotten damn fool I was. Now I look at a man, any man, and I say, “He is good. He is bad.” What do I care if he’s Greek or Turk?’

			As I travelled across Turkey and to ex-Ottoman territories beyond its borders, I met for myself the people Ziya had told me about – the Armenians of the eastern empire, and the Balkans of the west – but first, I found an ancient minority community from the south-east of Turkey almost literally on my doorstep.

			The Sacré Coeur

			I used to live near Taksim Square in the district of Gümüşsuyu (‘Silver Water’), on one of the highest points in Istanbul, with a panoramic view of the Bosphorus. About twenty metres from my door was the unassuming Sacré Coeur church, and at Easter, the usually tiny congregation would blossom – extended families would materialize in full regalia, grandmothers teetering in high heels, fussing over children with carefully combed hair. There was a sense of occasion, of celebration, and the collective body language of the congregation held an almost imperceptible defiance.

			This was the Syriac Catholic community, which hails origin­ally from Aleppo in northern Syria, and now has a base in the south-east of Turkey. The Syriac Catholic Church sprang from the more ancient Syriac Orthodox Church, established around AD 500, after Jesuit missionaries sent to Syria from France in the 17th century began appointing their own patriarchs, causing a ­Cath­olic-Orthodox schism within the community. The sultan initially backed the Orthodox patriarchs, but after a protracted struggle both churches were accommodated. In the early 20th century, massacres of Syriacs along with Armenians were followed by state persecution after the founding of the Republic in 1923 (in 1925, shortly after the establishment of the Republic of Turkey, Atatürk expelled the Syriac Orthodox patriarchate from Turkey to Syria). Today, a very rough estimate of 10,000 Syriacs remain in Turkey (most of them Orthodox), many of whom no longer live in the south-east of the country but in Istanbul. Like most of the city’s minorities, they are relatively wealthy and the younger generations have started to leave, part of Turkey’s increasingly rapid brain drain, exacerbated by an increasing sense that local non-Muslims have become vulnerable in recent years.

			On Easter Sunday in 2016, armed riot police stationed themselves outside the Sacré Coeur church, reinforcements waiting in vans parked up the narrow street, and civilian police in red security vests stood nearer the entrance as families arrived for the Easter service. This was a response to recent threats made by IS to the kafir (infidels); all churches and synagogues were on high alert throughout Istanbul. I joined the people streaming through the doors just in time for the 11 a.m. service. Inside, the church gave the impression of light and space despite being crowded, its high roof covered with a turquoise mosaic. Around 250 people had shown up, despite the police presence outside, and a sizeable, mixed choir was accompan­ied by an electric keyboard set to organ mode. At one point in the service, there was a muffled commotion in the choir; a girl stormed down the aisle in tears and a boy hurried behind her – a covert lovers’ spat. Here was a community with inner relationships and gossip, all played out and dissected during the two-hour service and in the scrum outside the church afterwards, where chocolate eggs were handed out to the children. By the end of the service, so many people had arrived that there was barely standing room at the back; I felt guilty, a non-believer taking up a precious seat, but also too self-conscious to leave mid-service.

			Many of the ancient minorities of Turkey have been forced from their ancestral homeland in the east of the country to the metropolis of Istanbul – or, in far greater numbers, further afield – to Europe and the United States. In Byzantine times, Anatolia was a Christian heartland, hosting some of the most important events and figures of Christian history. The Council of Nicea (modern-day Iznik) in AD 325 was the first ecumenical council of the Church, and resulted in the first articulation of uniform Christian doctrine, the Nicene Creed. The Council of Chalcedon in modern-day Kadıköy, Istanbul, was the third ecumenical council, at which almost everyone agreed that Jesus Christ was both perfectly divine and perfectly human. Smyrna – modern-day Izmir – was home to one of the seven churches addressed in the Book of Revelations, and Antioch – modern-day Antakya – is the seat of Eastern Christianity, where St Paul (born in Tarsus, south Turkey) set off on his missionary journeys. According to the Book of Genesis, Antioch is also the home of the first non-Gentile Christians (the first to actually be called ‘Christian’). Much of the Christian history of Turkey is no longer evident, but the towns of Antakya and Mardin are still home to both Christian and Jewish congregations.

			I headed down there for the first time in 2012, just before the opposing factions of Syria’s civil war began to spill across the border into Turkey; by the time I visited again in 2014, they had not only spilled over but established cells in these towns.

			Antakya

			A large signpost to HALEP (Aleppo) on the road from Hatay airport serves as a reminder of the proximity of Syria’s devastation just twenty kilometres over the border. Antakya lies south of the port of Iskenderun on Turkey’s Mediterranean coast; the surrounding province of Hatay used to be part of Syria, then existed as an independent state for one year in 1938 before finally being subsumed into the Turkish Republic in 1939, a sore subject for Syrians ever since. There are roughly half a million Syrian refugees in Hatay province, most of them Sunni Muslims fleeing the Alawite regime of Bashar al-Assad across the border, but also a number of Alawites fleeing the Sunni rebels in nearby villages – the divisions between the two groups means that more and more are leaving for the relative urban anonymity and safety of Istanbul. While many Antakyan residents I spoke to claimed that they are ‘all brothers’, this seems increasingly anachronistic: tensions have seeped into the town, and kidnaps and bomb threats are common. While I was there, a group of Sunni Muslim men wearing white marched down the central street, loudly protesting the arrival of more Alawites.

			Those who live in Antakya like to compare it to pre-war Damascus and the town does have a very Middle Eastern feel, particularly the ancient warren of the medina (centre): baking sandstone houses, souks, narrow streets overhung by fig trees and vines, criss-crossed by the odd chicken or goat, and children darting through heavy wooden doors open to the hurly-burly of family life within. In shops and cafés, Arabic is liberally scattered through conversation, and Turkish has the harsh aspiration of the south-eastern accent and Arabic mother tongue. On my way to the pilgrim house where I would stay that night, a meandering walk led me via the smell of warm caramel to a tiny atölye (atelier) manufacturing stewed walnuts and pumpkin slices, bubbling away on little stoves in sugar water. Eventually, I found the pilgrim house, which is run by a sturdy German Catholic nun called Sister Barbara. A few hours after I arrived and dropped my bag, I had the awkward experience of encountering her in a bar on the outskirts of the medina; she sipped a beer, avoiding eye contact, so I followed her lead.

			The town is still full of Orthodox, Protestant and Catholic churches and a single synagogue, which attracts only a handful of elderly worshippers. The old faithful attend their services doggedly and narrate the centuries-old histories of their communities with undimmed enthusiasm. When they speak of themselves, however, it is usually with a melancholic bent, conscious that they are literally dying out. One Jewish man showing me around the empty synagogue looked bowed down by sadness. At one point in the tour he stopped and turned to me: ‘I sometimes worry that when I die there will be no one left to bury me.’ The energy of the medina dissipated in this echoing testament to past faith.

			Mardin, 500 kilometres to the north-east of Antakya, is a sprawling town of sandstone high on a hill, overlooking the plains of Mesopotamia. I visited in the early years of the Syrian war, arriving as dusk was falling and the call to prayer was ringing out from scattered minarets into the valley below, the amplified Arabic at odds with the quiet of the landscape. A minute later, a bell struck solemnly from the Syriac Orthodox church and as evening approached, the town came alive with light and sound, the tinkle of wine glasses and the swell of Kurdish, Arabic and Turkish conversation. The next day I attended a service at the church. Unlike the Catholic service in Gümüşsuyu, this was in Aramaic, and I spent some time after the service marvelling over the otherworldly script in a beautifully bound Bible I found near the altar.

			I thought of the energy of the medinas of Mardin and Antakya when I read Battle for Home, an account by a Syrian architect, Marwa al-Sabouni, of her home city of Homs. She describes its pre-war transformation at the hands of inept ‘urban planners’ who, even before years of shelling wrought irreversible destruction, damaged a centuries-old communal spirit by replacing some of the ancient structure of the town with apartment blocks.

			‘It was common to hear the bells of Christian churches and the Muslim calls for prayer echoing through the streets at the same time.18 [. . .] In Old Homs, neither Christians nor Muslims had to prove their social status through their religions; they belonged to the city, and the city embraced them through a common experience of the built environment, with their religions publicly honoured and placed at the core. In Old Homs, as in all old Syrian cities, alleys embraced houses, and mosques opened their front doors to the facing doors of churches, and minarets and church towers raised their praying hands in unity above the rooftops. This way of life promoted cultivation and harmony.’19

			In 2017, the Turkish government ‘re-appropriated’ around fifty properties belonging to the Syriac Orthodox Church, on the grounds that their ownership deeds had lapsed after the reordering of muni­cipal boundaries in 2012. Monasteries such as the 5th-century Mor Gabriel became the official property of the Diyanet, Turkey’s religious body which holds jurisdiction over mosques and Koranic schools across the country, before an outcry reversed the decision20. As a leader who casts himself in the Ottoman mould, President Erdoğan often makes grand gestures to accommodate minorities in Turkey – for example, in the early years of the Syrian war he invited the Syriac patriarchate back to Turkey, though nothing came of this overture. In 2013, he also pledged to repatriate Syriac Orthodox properties previously seized by the government, only some of which have been returned. Social strictures on minorities introduced after the formation of the Republic are still imposed – for example, Syriac children must still take Turkish names as well as their family-given Christian names.

			The Greek Orthodox Patriarch Bartholomew claimed in 2012 that under the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) ‘circumstances are better than the past for the Greeks and other minorities’. It would not be difficult for any government to improve on the record of the Republic, but the AKP’s efforts are counterbalanced by an overeagerness to identify with less politically correct examples of Ottoman history, such as the decision to name Istanbul’s third bridge after an Alevi-massacring sultan.

			Izmir and the Levantines

			At the western end of the Anatolian trade route is Izmir – ancient Smyrna. Like Antakya, Smyrna has an ancient Christian history, but is defined by its even more ancient community of Greeks. Until the day it burned to the ground in September 1922 it had a majority of non-Muslim inhabitants (most of them Greek, and a significant number of Jews), which earned it the nickname Gavur Izmir (‘Infidel Smyrna’). In Ottoman times, and indeed in Turkey today, members of the Greek Orthodox community are known as Rum – a reference to the Byzantine Christian Empire as the eastern division of the Roman Empire. Rum (literally “Rome”) always refers to a Greek within Turkey, as opposed to Yunan – a Greek from Yunanistan (Greece).

			In the latter centuries of Ottoman rule, a community of entrepreneurial Europeans from Italy, Britain, Spain and France based their highly profitable businesses in coastal towns like Izmir, not only a city of infidels but also ‘the Pearl of the Aegean’ and the most significant trading port in the Levant (literally the ‘rising [sun]’ or ‘The East’). Essentially, the Levant is the Eastern Mediterranean, and in particular the major trade ports of Izmir, Mersin, Beirut and Alexandria, where Christian and Jewish merchants settled from Byzantine times, and in much greater numbers during the latter half of the Ottoman Empire. There are still around a thousand well-known Levantines in Turkey today, members of the grand old families: Jonathan Beard, for example, represents the sixth generation of the famous Beards of Alexandretta, or ‘little Alexandria’ (modern-day Iskenderun near Antakya, in the province of Hatay). The Beards moved there from England in 1846 to start a liquorice, cotton and tobacco business and, 170 years later, Jonathan Beard has a curious quasi-English accent in Turkish despite having grown up in Istanbul, and an occasional Turkish lilt in English. He states on the website of the Levantine Heritage Foundation that he indulges all his composite cultural parts ‘without hesitation’:

			‘As is dictated by our family rules I look forward to the day my eldest daughter Natalie takes over the business to become the 7th generation [of Beards]. I am proud to be referred to as a Levantine, I received my education in Arabic, Turkish, English and French and indulge in these cultures without hesitation. I look forward to returning to England one day but realize it shall not be permanent as the Levant and its beauty and intrigue is our natural home.’

			In November 2014, the historian Philip Mansel told an audience at the British Consulate in Istanbul: ‘We are all Levantines now.’ The status of a Levantine has always been curiously exalted, even today – perhaps especially today, because the very use of the word recalls a bygone time where highly respected European families living on Turkey’s coastline held a unique social status, boasting international connections that locals could not compete with and enjoying the support of local European consuls (the original Beards, for example, went into business with the British Consul in Iskenderun, Augustine Catoni, and subsequent generations kept up the partnership). Rich Levantines were the original Western ex-pats, several social levels above most economic migrants in the empire. They also had the oddly fierce attachment to their European roots that is typical of diasporic communities, artificially glamorized with distance and time.

			The Lebanese writer Amin Maalouf is a Maronite Christian from Beirut who now lives in Paris; his mother was an Egyptian Catholic of Turkish origin, and his father belonged to the Greek Melkite Church (‘Melkite’ comes from the Arabic for ‘king’ and was used pejoratively to describe those who backed the Byzantine emperor during the schism in Eastern Christianity after the Council of Chalcedon). In his novel Balthasar’s Odyssey, Maalouf reimagines the life of a 17th-century Levantine book-dealer, Balthasar Embriaco, who runs a legendary bookshop in the Lebanese town of Gibelet, home of the Embriaci for centuries. One day, he decides to pursue a particularly valuable book across Anatolia to Istanbul and finally to Genoa, the lost home of his ancestors. In Maalouf’s imagining, Balthasar’s belatedly awoken love of Genoa has an element of sentimental hypocrisy: a wealthy ex-pat worshipping a city abandoned by long-dead relatives for the prospect of making money abroad. Maalouf presents Genoa as a Promised Land to the Embriaci, inviting a comparison to Jews who feel they can only be truly accepted and safe in Israel; at one point Balthasar declares that,

			‘My father always told me our mother country wasn’t the Genoa of today but the Genoa of all time.’21

			This seems to be the inverse of Mr Beard’s attachment to Istanbul as his Levantine home and destiny combined. As a Lebanese native living in Paris, perhaps Maalouf attaches more importance to the self-identified exile than to the native in the split personality of Balthasar, who finally decides to remain in Genoa rather than return to Gibelet on the grounds that ‘Genoa, where I’d never lived before, has recognized me, embraced me, taken me to its bosom like the Prodigal Son. I walk head held high along its narrow streets, say my Italian name aloud, smile at the women and am not afraid of the janissaries. One of the Embriaci’s ancestors may have been accused of drinking too much, but they have a tower named after them too. Every family ought to have a tower named after them somewhere.’

			The idea of an everlasting ancestral tower shows the human need for legacy. Oral history and family histories handed down through the generations are important, but deep down, people need something fixed to reassure themselves of their place in the world, their past, the presence of ancestors. Family heirlooms are not just valuable in worldly terms but in what they represent to living members of a past legacy. The irony of the Embriaci is that they were the most comfortably established family in Gibelet, enjoying local respect and wanting for nothing material – Genoa was a mental itch, an artificial longing that, when it materialized, was too powerful to resist.

			‘We are all Levantines now.’ I took Mansel’s words to mean that we are all part of a diaspora in some shape or form in the age of globalization. Yet, to paraphrase George Orwell, some diasporas are more equal than others. Mansel was addressing an audience of rela­tively wealthy Europeans and ‘White Turks’ – academics, diplomats and historical dilettantes, sure of our place in the world. We could perhaps claim the status of modern Levantines but most minorities in Turkey certainly cannot, not even in the old Levantine hub of Smyrna/Izmir.

			In the excruciatingly hot June of 2016, a month before the infamous coup attempt, I flew with my friend, the photographer Bradley Secker, from Istanbul to Izmir, the most secular metropolis in Turkey – far more so than Istanbul, which has a high proportion of conservative rural migrants. Locals still consistently vote for the Republican People’s Party (CHP), the party established by Atatürk himself on principles of secularism, despite its forty-year losing streak in general elections. During the 2013 anti-government protests in Gezi Park in Istanbul, crowds thronged the streets of Izmir in solidarity, calling for Erdoğan to resign.

			Although the city has existed in various guises for 4,000 years, its current aesthetic is very much ‘20th-century sprawl’, because at the end of Turkey’s War of Independence in 1922 the city was burned to the ground – by incoming Turkish troops, according to the Greeks, and by retreating Greek troops, according to the Turks. Yet it retains something of the cosmopolitan vibrancy and fun it was once famous for, its streets full of tables spilling out of restaurants, crowded with people drinking beer and rakı (rather than ayran, or watered yoghurt, the recommended national drink of President Erdoğan), and international film and music festivals. Bradley and I arrived just before the Gay Pride march on 4 June 2016, which went ahead despite its cancellation by the governor the day before. A crowd composed mainly of teenagers marched and danced boldly down the corniche, swaddled in rainbow flags and yelling, ‘We are here, darlings!’ Meanwhile, riot police stationed themselves on street corners, as though for a terrorist attack (which was, incidentally, the excuse given for the cancellation of the march). In the same year, Pride was also cancelled in Istanbul, and police made sure no one marched by dispensing tear gas and rubber bullets into the gathering crowds.

			But, like many places in Turkey, a relatively liberal attitude and thriving cultural scene does not mean that locals in Izmir are always tolerant, particularly towards people who look different. Bradley and I had come to Izmir to meet the self-described Afro Turks: black Turks who are simultaneously the most noticeably different and the most overlooked of Ottoman minority descendants – in the words of the black Turkish Cypriot artist Serap Kanay, ‘the most visible invisibles’.

			The Afro Turks

			Like all empires, the Ottoman Empire was built by slaves of varying legality. Many of them were taken as children from their families in Africa, Eastern Europe or the Caucasus, and their descendants grew up with no knowledge of their family’s history bar a vague notion of geography. The huge demand for concubines meant that the Ottoman noblesse continued to buy female slaves long after the sultans of the late 19th century issued firmans (decrees) against the trade, in much the same way that illegal human trafficking is still alive and well in the 21st century. In fact, most of the sultans of the empire were the sons of Christian slave women who ended up in the harem. The most famous of these women was Roxelana (later Sultan Hurrem), an ethnic Ukrainian captured from the Kingdom of Poland at the age of fifteen at some point in the 1520s, and taken to the haremlik of Suleiman the Magnificent, where she became his favourite concubine, converted to Islam and contrived to make herself the first legal queen of the Ottoman Empire, spectacularly breaking the infidel glass ceiling.

			Slavery was never banned in the empire, although in 1857 the British government managed to pressure the sultan into stopping the trade. Existing slaves were only freed in 1924 when the Republic’s new constitution granted equal rights to all citizens. For centuries, Christian boys were taken from their families in Eastern Europe and the Balkans in a kind of ‘blood tax’ called the devşirme, converted to Islam and trained up to serve the state. Some of them ended up as köçekler, effeminate belly dancers who performed in social contexts where women were not allowed. Others received sizeable salaries as janissaries (yeniçeri, ‘new troops’, in Turkish), soldiers of the sultan. Since slaves were not technically allowed to serve in the Ottoman armed forces, in 1860 male Circassian slaves from the region just north of Georgia were bought from their owners by the Ottoman government and freed so that they could be recruited, a measure which was also partly designed to stop a nationalist-inspired slave revolt in the turbulent years of the late 19th century when Russia and Turkey were at war.
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