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Praise for Blood and Silk


‘A fascinating and many-layered portrait of Southeast Asia, brimming with colourful characters, insights and anecdotes, Blood and Silk is a rich palimpsest as can only be written by a longstanding student and scholar of the region like Michael Vatikiotis’ – Thant Myint-U, author of


The River of Lost Footsteps


‘Vatikiotis’s arguments are fluent and convincing, and his writing is suffused with a deep knowledge of and affection for Southeast Asia and its peoples’ – Richard Cockett,


Literary Review


‘Books on the rise of Asia tend to concentrate on China and India. Vatikiotis fills a gap by providing a lively and learned guide to the politics, personalities and conflicts that are shaping a dynamic group of countries, including Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and Burma’ – Gideon Rachman,


Financial Times Summer Reads


‘Vatikiotis offers a lucid portrait of this fascinating region by bringing together a student’s sense of wonder and curiosity, a journalist’s scepticism and diligence in making sense of reality, and a peacemaker’s compassion for the vulnerable’ – Salil Tripathi,


South China Morning Post




Dedicated to my parents, Patricia and Panayiotis,


and to the memory of two beloved uncles:


John Mumford and Yannis Vatikiotis
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‘It is very hard to live with silence. The real silence is death and this is terrible. To approach this silence, it is necessary to journey to the desert. You do not go to the desert to find identity, but to lose it, to lose your personality, to be anonymous. You make yourself void. You become silence. You become more silent than the silence around you. And then something extraordinary happens: you hear silence speak.’


Edmond Jabès, Egyptian Jewish poet (1912–91)




LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS


1 Muhammad Ali


2 Ferdinand de Lesseps


3 The Grand Hotel de la Poste as it is today


4 Old building in Port Said today


5 The Cairo Opera House as it was in 1871


6 Okelle Monferrato as it is in Alexandria today


7 Sornaga family outing c.1900 (Lidia Sornaga on the far right)


8 The Cairo Post Office today


9 Restored Sornaga villa at El-Wedy


10 Samuele Sornaga (standing left)


11 Sornaga Ceramics factory advertisement


12 Greek Orthodox Cemetery in Acre


13 Hydriot fireship attacks an Ottoman man-of-war c.1827


14 Evmorphia (seated in the middle), wife of Baba Yannis, pictured in the 1920s


15 Outside Saint George’s Church in Acre today


16 Jerasimous Vatikiotis as a young man


17 The Monastery of Abba Theodosius


18 Brother Maximos Meimaraki


19 Paraskevi Meimaraki (seated right) c.1923


20 Allenby reading the Jerusalem Declaration


21 Richard Mumford aged twenty with his mother Elizabeth, c.1914


22 5 Mosul Lane as it is today


23 The Vatikiotis family in Haifa, 1944


24 Aldo and Alda Lusena and baby Bianca-Maria


25 Metro Cinema in Cairo today


26 Panayiotis Vatikiotis singing at the Grand Hotel Nassar in 1945


27 Aftermath of the bombing of the King David Hotel in Jerusalem


28 Nicholas Ninos: the last Greek dentist in Jerusalem


29 Panayiotis Vatikiotis c.1945


30 Patricia Mumford in Cairo, 1950


31 SS Steel Apprentice


32 My father’s Ottoman pocket watch




[image: image]





[image: image]




TIMELINE






	1798

	Napoleon Bonaparte invades Egypt






	1801

	Anglo-Ottoman invasion expels the French Armée d’Orient






	1805

	Muhammad Ali appointed Viceroy of Egypt






	1854

	Said Pasha appointed Viceroy of Egypt






	1859

	Construction starts on the Suez Canal






	1863

	Ismail Pasha appointed Viceroy of Egypt






	1869

	Grand opening of the Suez Canal






	1871

	Verdi’s opera Aida opens at the Cairo Opera House






	1875

	Britain acquires 44 per cent of shares in the Suez Canal






	1882

	British bombardment of Alexandria






	1914

	End of Ottoman rule and establishment of the British ‘veiled protectorate’ over Egypt






	1914

	Start of the First World War






	1916

	Sykes-Picot Agreement






	1917

	Balfour Declaration






	1917

	Allenby enters Jerusalem






	1918

	End of the First World War






	1921

	British Mandate established in Palestine






	1921

	Establishment of the British protectorate of Transjordan






	1922

	Formal abolition of the Ottoman sultanate






	1922

	Britain grants independence to Egypt






	1936

	Outbreak of the Great Arab Revolt






	1939

	Start of the Second World War






	1942

	Battle of El-Alamein






	1944

	Alexandria Protocol: formation of the Arab League






	1945

	End of the Second World War






	1947

	UN Partition of Palestine






	1948

	Establishment of the State of Israel






	1948

	First Arab-Israeli War






	1952

	‘Black Saturday’ Cairo fire






	1952

	Gamal Abdel Nasser assumes power in Egypt






	1956

	Nationalisation of the Suez Canal






	1956

	Suez Crisis









PART I


PIONEERS




PRELUDE


‘Alla Franga’: The Ottoman Pocket Watch


The Ottomans were poor timekeepers. In their medieval empire, timekeeping was primarily a function of determining the Muslim call to prayer according to sunrise and sunset. Use of a lunar calendar made the exercise imprecise. Confusingly, there were also overlapping time frames based on dynastic anniversaries, political activities and even agricultural seasons. In addition, each confessional community was permitted to use their own calendars – the Hebrew, the Orthodox Christian Julian calendar and the Gregorian, used by Europeans. This rather arbitrary marking of time made the administration of the empire hard to synchronise, yet promoted an easy tolerance of diversity and nurtured communal harmony.


Mechanical clocks started appearing in the sixteenth century. Most of them were gifts from European ambassadors arriving in the Ottoman capital of Istanbul, referred to rather elegantly in Europe as the Sublime Porte. Before then, sundials and the calculations of star-gazing astronomers (using astrolabes) kept the time. Even when mechanical clocks started appearing, the Ottoman practice, alla Turq, was to set the hand to twelve at sunset. There was only one public clock in the entire empire by the seventeenth century, in Skopje, where, according to the British historian Jason Goodwin, ‘it tolled the hours in the European manner, alla Franga, and its survival, or erection, was considered something of a marvel, for bells and public clocks were generally outlawed.’ Islamic clerics feared that the clock, like the printing press, would dilute their authority. The clerics protested when, in the mid-nineteenth century, Sultan Abdulhamid II started erecting clock towers across the empire to mark time alla Franga, defined as the official Ottoman state time alongside the traditional marking of Muslim prayer times.


By then, mechanical pocket watches had become so fashionable that many European watchmakers established themselves in Istanbul, near the present-day Galata Bridge. It is one of these watches, silver, engraved and double-cased, that was the sole item left to me by my father, Panayiotis Vatikiotis.


This arrival of European mechanical timekeeping precipitated a cultural invasion of the Ottoman mind. The mechanical clocks, with their predictability and assumptions of the universality of time, breached a high wall of Ottoman particularity and marked the beginning of the end of more than half a millennium of empire. The clerics were right: scholars today argue that the empire underwent a ‘crisis of the clock’, referring to this transformative – and ultimately destructive – period of modernisation.


My father was born in the holy city of Jerusalem in 1928, six years after the formal end of the Ottoman Empire. He grew up with seven clock towers the Ottomans erected across Palestine at the turn of the twentieth century. Imposing and mostly built with contributions of local Christians, Jews and Muslims, the towers were symbols of progress and prominent monuments to Ottoman rule. When the British seized Jerusalem from the Ottomans in 1917, they marched into the city under an elegant Ottoman clock tower built adjacent to Jaffa Gate; a few years later they demolished the tower, just as the Ottoman Empire was ending.


Quite how my father came upon the watch is a mystery. Yet the more I delved into the history of my family in the Middle East, the more the watch, with its meniscus crystal face, marked for me the transition between the era of Ottoman rule and the start of the European period, a seismic shift in the history of the Middle East and the Levant that my family straddled and thrived in, only to fall victim to its violent legacy after the end of the Second World War.


I carried the watch with me as I traced my father’s family across the Mediterranean from its ancestral home in the Greek islands to the coast of the Holy Land, a region transformed by the Ottomans before being lost to French and British colonial powers, and eventually liberated by the clashing forces of Arab and Zionist nationalism. My mother’s Italian Jewish family hailed from Leghorn (now Livorno), a city that took in Jews fleeing persecution in Spain and Portugal in the late fifteenth century and which, much later, served as a jumping-off point for these same Jews trading and settling across the Ottoman Empire – my maternal relatives landing in Egypt.


My family’s eastward peregrinations were a startling discovery for me, a child of modern European prosperity. I grew up in England in a time of inward migration from the former colonies. The schools I attended were filled with the children of migrants fleeing instability and insecurity across the Middle East, Africa and the Indian subcontinent.


My father’s silver pocket watch was made at a time when Istanbul, the Ottoman capital, presided over an imperial realm that was a magnet for migrants; today the former empire’s territory is the source of 40 per cent of the world’s refugees. Not being a scholar of the region, I held on to this talisman as I ventured into a landscape of violent contention.


The hands of the silver pocket watch are fused at noon. Or midnight. For the Ottomans, noon was not only the brightest hour but also the darkest, the time of the devil. I prefer to think of the hands frozen at midnight, at the end of the Ottoman Empire’s long period of neglectful but nonetheless prosperous existence, and the start of a prolonged nightmare of suffering from which the region has yet to recover.




CHAPTER ONE


Piercing the Sands


What of this piercing of the sands?


What of this union of the Seas


This grasp of unfamiliar hands


The blending of strange litanies?


This pot pourri of East and West Pilau and potage ala bisque


Circassian belles whom Worth has drest


And Parisiennes a l’odalesque


Punch, November 1869


The ferry from Port Said to Port Fuad crosses the Suez Canal in less than fifteen minutes. The ride is free. Many locals take the trip simply for a bit of breeze and a chance to be with loved ones, cramming together in the slippery gangways on either side of the rusty, flat-bottomed boat. Imperceptibly, the crossing spans two great continents, and it was here, alongside the dark, bittersweet waters of the canal where Africa and Asia meet on a flat, featureless desert isthmus, that my parents began their lives.


Over a period of almost a century my Greek-Italian family, and hundreds of thousands of other Europeans, flocked to the Middle East in search of security and stability during a time of what seemed to be relentless conflict and instability in Europe. This book tells the story of why they came, how they prospered and what eventually forced them to leave.


It begins in the mid-nineteenth century with the conception and construction of the Suez Canal, commissioned by an ambitious clan of Ottoman rulers of Albanian descent at the behest of competing European powers. The story spans a period of remarkable modernisation and growth as well as upheaval in the Middle East from the 1850s to the 1950s and is mainly set in Egypt and Palestine (and what is today Israel). It captures an era subject to much nostalgic retrospection, characterised by a social and cultural milieu of cosmopolitanism most often described as Levantine.


These Levantine societies perfected a unique mingling of diverse peoples of different faiths and a hybridisation of European and oriental sensibilities. They thrived on the fertile rims of the region facing the Mediterranean Sea: the coasts of Turkey, Syria, Lebanon and Palestine, the mouth of the Suez Canal and the Nile Delta. They evolved under the authority of the Ottoman Empire, which, already in decline, was struggling to modernise and looked to skills and technology from Europe. The European powers, which replaced Ottoman rule after the end of the First World War in 1918, needed trustworthy and diligent non-native administrators and entrepreneurs; thus the Levantines continued to thrive.


While the Levantines mingled socially and professionally and enjoyed mostly untrammelled freedom, there was an illusory quality to their cosmopolitanism: they were not completely integrated with their host communities because they were held apart, protected and privileged by legal mechanisms based on their status as foreign citizens, which, aside from religious and ethnic considerations, militated against their assimilation. All the same, the Levantines contributed greatly to the remarkable modernisation of Egypt, and to the commercial progress of the coastal port cities of what is often called the Levant (Al-Mashriq in Arabic), which towards the end of the nineteenth century was comprised of significant centres of both regional and global commerce.


The Levantines, mostly people of southern and eastern European origin, but also Armenians and Sephardic Jews from the east, established for themselves a prosperous, educated existence. They maintained boundaries defined by ethnicity and religion, though mingled easily with each other and with the aristocratic and landed classes of their host communities through the medium of mostly the French language and, later, English. At the same time, they absorbed many of the customs and mannerisms of the oriental world they had inhabited for several generations. Even so, it remains hard to identify a distinctive Levantine culture; in part because so much of what they aspired to and how they lived was Eurocentric.


Like other successful minorities they cultivated close ties to the powers that be, which made them cautious and somewhat mercurial. Later, this bound them fatally to the European, mostly British imperial project, and condemned them to eventual exile and dispersal after the Second World War. Interestingly, the term Levantine conveys a derogatory meaning, describing people who are hesitant, untrustworthy and avoid taking sides. They made ideal go-betweens, which was essentially what their Ottoman patrons wanted them to be.


The Levantine milieu, which is perhaps the best way to describe them rather than as a definable community or group, has vanished. It was upended and destroyed midway through the twentieth century in a whirlwind of violence that inaugurated what we call today, rather generically, the Middle East Conflict. Luckily, most people were permitted to leave, though not always with their wealth. The survivors are mostly, like the veterans of the last century’s wars, either dead or well into their eighties and nineties. Some have told their stories, and there is a rich legacy of biography, mostly out of print. Their society served as a colourful backdrop to literary works of the last century – notably, in English, Lawrence Durrell’s Alexandria Quartet and Olivia Manning’s Levant Trilogy. Their descendants have gone to some lengths to trace and study what made Levantine society tick; the Italians and Greeks of Egypt are a much-chronicled diaspora. For me, a child of Levantines born in and exiled from the Middle East, this was not enough.


I was curious to explore the cosmopolitan era that nurtured and shaped the identities of my mother’s family of Italian Jews from Egypt and my father’s family of Greeks from Palestine. My own identity, too, for I grew up very much aware of being tethered to a mélange of cultures and places that inspired a deep sense of loss and longing. My first overseas visit was to Beirut in the late 1950s, where my father showed off his infant son to old school friends from Palestine, by then members of the Palestinian Liberation Movement and exiled in Lebanon. I have returned again and again to the region – as a wide-eyed teenager, as a student, a journalist and, latterly, as a conflict mediator. On each occasion I have experienced a strange emotional confluence of attachment and detachment. I regret being unable to see and chronicle the world my parents grew up in as one of their contemporaries, or as a participant. In today’s world of sharply defined, possessively protected identities, I suppose this makes me something of an interloper. Yet I feel more like an outcast in exile.


As I embarked on a journey to explore the roots and way stations of my family, I took some comfort from the experience of some of my forebears – they were outcasts, too: Jews from Italy who distrusted the promise of a unified Italian state; Greek islanders unable to thrive in the new Kingdom of Greece they had fought the Ottomans for. The Suez Canal was in the mid-nineteenth century a kind of Statue of Liberty – a beacon, offering the possibility of refuge to those in search of a new life.


Before we get to the Suez Canal, an important historical reality check needs highlighting, one that will strike most contemporary readers as surprising: the Middle East – the home of al-Qaeda, the Islamic State, Saddam Hussein, Bashar al-Assad, rivers of blood flowing from decades of senseless wars – was once and for quite a long time a place people escaped to, rather than from. The stream of migrants from war-torn Syria and Iraq that has fed anti-migrant sentiment and boosted right-wing politics across Europe in the second decade of the twenty-first century offers a striking counterpoint to the flow of people in the other direction at the end of the nineteenth century. Today we see desperate refugees scrambling aboard flimsy rubber dinghies to cross from the coast of Turkey to nearby Greek islands such as Lesbos. Some 123,000 people, many of them from Syria, arrived in the course of 2019. Yet for long periods of history these same islands were jumping-off points for eastward and southward migrations away from Europe and towards the Middle East, which then was the central region of a relatively well-governed empire tolerant of minorities and, in fact, welcoming, in contrast to its European neighbours.


In the era before the birth of unified modern states in Europe, to be a Jew, or a Catholic in a Protestant setting, or vice versa – indeed, to belong to any religious minority – invited persecution and death. A Statute of Jewry drawn up in 1275 mandated residential segregation between Jews and Christians in England. The expulsion of Jews from England in 1290 marked the first of its kind in Europe. This was not the case in the Middle East under Ottoman rule, where tolerance of religious minorities was built into government practice – and harnessed to the progress of statecraft and commerce. There was inequality, in that Jews or Christians were considered inferior to Muslims and were taxed more; but there was no barrier to conversion to Islam, or to intermarriage. ‘Such was the level of integration,’ noted the British journalist Nicolas Pelham in his excellent short study of Ottoman pluralism, ‘that the Ottomans had no word for minorities.’


Many Europeans from persecuted minorities and distressed areas were therefore drawn eastwards to the Ottoman Empire and to Istanbul, its bustling cosmopolitan capital. The Ottomans in fact encouraged Jews to abandon Europe, where they were hounded and persecuted in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and even sent ships to collect them. Following King Ferdinand II’s Alhambra Decree of July 1492, which expelled the Jews from Spain, the Ottoman Sultan Bayezid II sent a naval flotilla to pick them up for resettlement in Istanbul. ‘You venture to call Ferdinand a wise ruler?’ the sultan is reported to have said to his courtiers. ‘He who has impoverished his own country and enriched mine?’


Indeed, those who ventured east found more opportunities to make their fortunes as merchants, officials, soldiers or even concubines. Another Ottoman Sultan, Suleiman the Magnificent (1520–66) befriended an Orthodox Albanian-Greek, later called Pargali Ibrahim Pasha, who served as his grand vizier, or chief advisor. Others followed. They were generally well-travelled, well-educated men who provided an invaluable interface for the Ottomans with the European world. They were appointed as dragomans to the court, effectively the diplomatic corps. But many also were wealthy traders and became administrators of Ottoman provinces, especially in the Balkans.


This is not to say that Ottoman society was uniformly tolerant or peaceful. Minorities including Jews and Christians were taxed and persecuted to varying degrees, often depending on the probity and predilections of local rulers. In medieval Egypt, for example, greedy Mamluk rulers intimidated and extorted minorities to raise revenue and enrich themselves. This pattern of casual extortion started to change, argues the Arab political scientist Sami Zubaida, only when bold and ambitious Ottoman rulers recognised the need to modernise, and realised that to do so they needed to tap into European expertise and know-how. ‘It was only during the course of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth – with a combination of the processes of modernity and capitalism under the increasing hegemony of the European powers, especially Britain, and the responses of Ottoman reforms – that communal barriers become more permeable, especially in the main centres of power, commerce and culture.’ The mainspring of what has been styled cosmopolitanism, therefore, was the slow collision of two empires: the Ottoman, which was desperately looking for ways to reinvigorate and preserve its existence, and the rising European imperial powers searching for trading partners and territory.


These accommodations of diversity, aimed at effectively administering a heterogenous society, evolved over time and persisted through periods when supposedly enlightened European society was busy enslaving millions of Asians and Africans and persecuting minorities at home. The fact that my family left Europe and found security in Ottoman lands turns the orientalist paradigm on its head. For by some measures, the Middle East in the mid-nineteenth century was a more advanced and stable society under Ottoman rule – a fact missed by generations of European scholars seeking to impose their own view of the region. For my family, the Orient was not an abstraction, or a career, as Benjamin Disraeli put it. It was quite simply a refuge, a place to build their lives and raise a family. There was perhaps, in hindsight, much that the emerging modern states of Europe could have learned from the carefully calibrated, if unequal, pluralism of the Orient. Then, before long, the Europeans arrived and swept everything away.


We generally consider migration as a kinetic human instinct to escape poor, backward conditions in search of something more promising and hopeful. The example most often cited is the movement of massive numbers of people from the old European world westwards to the New World in the early twentieth century; however, people had already long been on the move eastwards to a world much older, yet more promising.


By the nineteenth century, technological advances in transport in Europe – by sea and land – greatly facilitated the ease and safety of travel overseas for larger numbers of people. There were reasons to move. Wars and popular revolt affected parts of central and southern Europe, marking the birth pains of newly unified states such as Italy, Spain and Germany, as well as the arrival of new notions of social order and equality. Dislocation and economic distress generated by the Franco-Prussian War, including the Paris Commune (the radical socialist government that was in place from March to May 1871), the Carlist Wars in Spain and the Italian Risorgimento (resurgence) pushed many people from southern Europe west to the Americas. According to the United States Commerce Department’s Bureau of the Census, more than a million Italians, mostly from the poorer Mezzogiorno region of southern Italy, migrated to the United States between 1880 and 1900. Another 3 million arrived in the first two decades of the twentieth century. More than 6 million Europeans – many of them Greeks and Italians – settled in Argentina in the same period.


Less well known is the fact that many of these displaced and dislocated Europeans also moved south and eastwards to the Middle East, though in smaller numbers – around 300,000 Italians to countries such as Tunisia, Morocco and Egypt by the 1920s, according to a study of Italian official data in the 1930s. By the 1930s there were around 60,000 Italians in Egypt,1 and the 1927 census in Egypt recorded close to 100,000 Greeks. The entire foreign community in Egypt numbered more than 1.5 million by the end of the 1930s in a country of around 16 million. For a time, virtually every town in the Nile Delta had a Greek shopkeeper or innkeeper – who often exploited their Egyptian customers, lending them money at exorbitant rates, according to Alexander Kitroeff, a scholar who has made a detailed study of the Greeks in Egypt. By the end of the nineteenth century almost all modern services or professions in Egypt were heavily populated by Italians, Greeks or Jews of one European nationality or another – from the postal service to the medical profession to lowly waiters and stevedores. In Jerusalem, the Greek Colony was home to close to 8,000 Greeks until 1948, but there were also sizeable communities of Greeks along the coast of Palestine and in Lebanon. In the 1860s one-third of people inhabiting the city of Alexandria were foreigners – again, mostly Greeks and Italians.


There was as much pull as push to this migration from Europe to the Middle East. The majority of Europeans moving to the New World struggled to find work, and when they did it was often in poor, unprotected conditions. The southern Italians in America were subject to racial abuse because of their dark skin, noted the New York Times: ‘They were sometimes shut out of schools, movie houses and labour unions, or consigned to church pews set aside for black people.’ This striving new working class often fell prey to exploitation and crime.


By contrast, Europeans arriving in the Middle East found an abundance of work and, more importantly, protection under Ottoman rule. Even as arcane laws governing society were replaced by more modern forms of taxation and conscription at the heart of the empire, there remained more autonomous parts of it, such as Egypt, where exemptions could be made. These migrants generally prospered, and became the core of a Levantine bourgeoisie. In Egypt they served a new dynasty of Ottoman rulers, themselves originally from the eastern fringes of Europe, who decided at the start of the nineteenth century that the path to power and glory was modernisation in the European mould. Muhammad Ali, the Macedonian-born Albanian soldier who ruled Egypt from 1805 to 1848, and his successors needed architects, engineers and artisans to design their ersatz Europhile cities and opulent palaces; they also needed bankers to find them the money.


In Palestine, meanwhile, the Greek Orthodox Church, like other Christian churches, was undergoing a revival because of the rising tide of pilgrims availing themselves of more affordable travel to the Holy Land. Priests and merchants – often one and the same – were in demand to serve the faithful, and to profit from them. A trading and commercial boom grew on the back of servicing pilgrims. Not all of these migrants intended to settle; much of the work was seen as temporary. Some of the women from Greece and Italy sought jobs as wet nurses, maids and cooks in the growing new cities of Cairo and Alexandria. In Egypt, the best hotels advertised European chambermaids and by the end of the nineteenth century commercial premises in downtown Cairo and Alexandria were essentially staffed and run by Europeans. And, unlike the peasants from the poorer south of Italy who left for North and South America with their families, the Greeks and Italians who went to the Middle East tended to move as artisans, merchants, teachers, priests or skilled labourers, and the Italians were as much from the north as from the south of their country. By the 1940s at least two generations of Italians and Greeks had been born and raised in Egypt and Palestine, including my parents, who were second-generation members of their communities born in the Middle East. They knew no other home until they were forced to leave in the 1950s.


The Greeks were mainly island seafarers, who in the eighteenth century became the mainstay of commercial shipping in the Mediterranean after the Treaty of Kuchuk Kainarji (imposed by Russia on Turkey in 1774) opened the grain-growing areas of the East to industrial markets in the West through the Dardanelles and the Black Sea. My own Greek seafaring ancestors from the island of Hydra sailed three- and twin-mast barques and caiques under Russian flags plying lucrative trade routes between the ports of the Adriatic coast in Italy and the Black Sea. But the Greek War of Independence (1821–29) decimated their merchant fleet and necessitated drastic cuts in crew complements to help restart business, which explains why so many Greeks were willing to migrate, including my paternal great-grandfather.


As well as people fleeing economic adversity, there were those on the move to escape prejudice and persecution. Many migrants to the Middle East from Europe at this time were Jews, like my mother’s family, and included a steady stream of mostly Sephardic Jews originally from the Iberian Peninsula but scattered across southern Europe because of earlier periods of persecution. They moved east as their communities continued to be hounded and bounded in ghettoes from the Middle Ages and ‘[a]ll through the early modern period,’ according to Warwick University scholar Felicita Tramontana, ‘the Jews moved south toward Ottoman domains in order to escape their frequent persecution in Europe.’ Again, hard as it might be to imagine today, the Middle East was seen then as a safer place of opportunity. And rather than an arduous sea journey across the Atlantic, the Middle East, a pleasant two days’ sail from the ports of southern France or Italy, was all the more tempting.


The Suez Canal was a primary catalyst of this movement to the ancient rather than the new world: its decade-long construction a magnet for labour and pioneering opportunity. The trade the canal spawned once it opened was an even bigger draw for migrants in search of new lives. Without the canal, and the immense transformation of commerce it heralded upon completion in 1869, much of the good fortune my family benefited from would never have materialised. Today, a third of Egypt’s population live in poverty, but in the 1860s the country, ‘bustling, dirty, corrupt and exciting’, was also described as the ‘Klondike on the Nile’.


The story of how the Suez Canal was conceived and built sheds light on a pivotal moment in the history of the Middle East, inaugurating a period of considerable hope and opportunity that lasted for almost a century. The canal cleaved Africa and Asia, and as a magnet for migration it transformed the Middle East and its peoples. The Suez Canal, one of the world’s oldest hydraulic dreams, has been a focus of great-power competition for centuries. Egypt, one of the world’s oldest civilisations, was from early in history a crossroads of trade, linking Europe to the Middle East and the Middle East to Africa.


The Suez Canal was first conceived in pharaonic times, and then by almost every major empire or power that traversed the area – from the Greeks and Romans to the Persians and Venetians – all considered cutting a waterway across the 120-kilometre-long isthmus separating the Mediterranean and Red seas. Records exist of an ancient canal linking the Red Sea with the Nile closer to Cairo from the sixth century BC. Arab dhows, sailing boats made of hardwood and coir rope stitching originating from India, plied between the Yemeni coast of the Red Sea and the west coast of India from as early as the first century BC and helped carry Arab traders and Islam to Asia.


With the rise of competing European powers and the scramble for ever more imperial possessions, the notion of a canal linking the two seas was seen as creating a more efficient thoroughfare linking Europe through Africa to Asia. The success of the East India Company from the mid-eighteenth century made it imperative to increase the speed of communications between the company’s base in Calcutta and its headquarters in London. The fastest and most certain route was by ship to the head of the Persian Gulf and then overland via Baghdad and Aleppo to the Mediterranean coast. But the ‘frequent depredations of the Arab tribes’ rendered this route increasingly unsafe. So in 1777 the company secured permission from the Ottoman sultan to use passage through Egypt by way of the Red Sea, then across the Isthmus of Suez.


It was at this point that the French, who had suffered badly at the hands of the British during the Seven Years’ War (1756–63) started to look seriously at exploiting the Egyptian route as a way to undermine British supremacy. Napoleon Bonaparte’s invasion of Egypt in 1798 aimed to establish a beachhead from which to invade India and dominate the shorter route from Europe to Asia via the Isthmus of Suez. Egypt, which straddled the fault line of empire, ‘never stood a chance’, said Flaubert in the mid-nineteenth century: ‘[she was] on the way to India and Sudan, a gateway to imperial riches.’


When Napoleon invaded Egypt (seizing the country in just three weeks), he brought along a team of surveyors who looked seriously at cutting the canal. His idea was that if he ‘could pierce the isthmus, he might destroy England’s commercial supremacy’. Thirty years later, having defeated the French, Britain also sent a survey team, but, given the cautious imperial tradition of the day, London worried about the cost of annexing Egypt to assure the security of the proposed canal; thus construction was opposed. Meanwhile, French diplomats had gained the ear of Egypt’s new ruler, Muhammad Ali, who encouraged the idea of a canal and was an important catalyst for the country’s modernisation.


Born in Kavala, today a city in northern Greece, Muhammad Ali was the son of a local militia leader and tobacco trader of Albanian origin; the year of his birth, 1769, was coincidentally the same as Napoleon’s. As a young man, Muhammad Ali dabbled in trading tobacco and trained as a soldier, rising through the ranks of the Ottoman army, which held sway and recruited across large parts of Greece and the Balkans.2 In 1801 Muhammad Ali was sent with an Ottoman force to reoccupy Egypt after Napoleon’s retreat following a humiliating naval defeat by the British in Aboukir Bay close to Alexandria. In the ensuing power vacuum, Muhammad Ali emerged as a popular and effective candidate for the Ottoman governorship. The Mamluks, who ruled over Egypt before Napoleon’s invasion, were a caste of Christian converts to Islam, liberated slaves mostly of Balkan origin. They were unpopular and relatively easy to push aside. Gathering all the notables of the Mamluk regime in the Cairo citadel one evening, Muhammad Ali had them massacred by his troops.
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Muhammad Ali


Apart from his brutality, by far the most significant decision Muhammad Ali took was to embark on an ambitious programme of modernisation, for which he turned to Europe – as a contemporary observer, James St John, put it, ‘perseveringly though quietly proceeding with the destruction of all these stupid prejudices which interrupt the free interaction of Turk and Christian’. To be absolutely clear, Muhammad Ali had no feelings for the Egyptians, nor had he any intention to do much for them. He was a foreigner, albeit a servant of the Ottoman Empire. Neither, as it turned out, was he all that loyal a servant of the Ottoman sultan in Istanbul. The country was, as the Egyptian writer Tarek Osman observes, a place for this ambitious Balkan adventurer to build an empire based on a rich country he had managed to subjugate. Or as Henry Dodwell, Muhammad Ali’s British biographer, quotes the new governor of Egypt as telling a French diplomat: ‘Je n’ai fait en Egypte que ce que les Anglais ont fait aux Indes.’


Compared with other Ottoman lands, which enjoyed autonomy but were treated as vassal states, by the mid-nineteenth century Egypt under Muhammad Ali possessed a stable government, a disciplined army, a free education, and modern forms of transportation, including the first postal service and railway in Africa. ‘Egypt was the first oriental country in which anything like a regular system of Westernised education was established,’ noted a European traveller in 1838. Initially Muhammad Ali stacked his administration with Turkish officials, but later found this bound him too closely to the Ottoman seat of power in Istanbul. So, at the suggestion of one of his Italian advisors, he started to train a local Arab cohort – only to find they were even more corrupt. The Turks, Dodwell quotes one foreign observer as noting, ‘always stole more decently’.3


Egypt ruled by Muhammad Ali enjoyed religious freedom and offered protection to foreigners; under the preceding Mamluk regime, Christians ‘were obliged to distinguish themselves by the colour of their dress. They were forbidden to ride horses.’ The country was, even by European standards at the time, a relatively secure place filled with opportunities. Very soon the court of Muhammad Ali, perched at the western end of the grand bay in Alexandria in the sprawling Romanesque Ras el-Tin Palace he had built by French and Italian architects, became a cockpit of frenzied politicking among competing European advisors, and no issue was more contentious than the idea of the Suez Canal.


The French spearhead of this effort was a group of social reformers known as Saint Simonians – forerunners of the modern socialist movement – who took the idealistic view of the benefits to global trade of piercing the isthmus.4 The British, in a bid to confound French ambitions, argued vigorously that the idea was too costly and countered with plans for a railway; they were already replacing their own canals with railways at home. Initially their bid was unsuccessful. However, when Muhammad Ali died in 1849, his grandson, Abbas, succeeded him and replaced the French advisors with British ones. Abbas moved the court back to Cairo, away from the haranguing community of foreign consuls. The railway was duly built and opened in 1851. But his reign was short-lived: in 1854, Abbas died and was succeeded as governor by Said, the French-educated fourth son of Muhammad Ali. More interested in modern reforms and despite his natural shyness, Said engaged with the foreign consuls, once again moved back to Alexandria and restored French ascendancy at court. And this was how a clever former French diplomat, Ferdinand de Lesseps, arrived on the scene.


De Lesseps, a career civil servant and a freemason with Basque ancestry, was both a dreamer and a pragmatist. The idea for building the Suez Canal came to him in the 1830s when, as a young vice-consul in Alexandria, he stumbled across an article published a decade earlier by Napoleon Bonaparte’s chief engineer, Jacques-Marie Le Père. In Mémoire sur la communication de la mer des Indes à la Méditerranée par la Mer Rouge et l’isthme de Soueys, Le Père described the ancient pharaonic canal linking the Nile and the Gulf of Suez, prompting de Lesseps to wonder if the entire isthmus could be cleaved.


His vision was idealistic – a gift for the good of all nations. ‘The Prosperity of the East’, he rather pompously wrote in 1855, ‘is now dependent upon the interests of civilisations at large, and the best means of contributing to its welfare, as well as that of humanity, is to break down the barriers which still divide men, races, and nations.’ Little wonder, then, that his original plans for the canal included a massive statue at its mouth of a woman holding a torch symbolising ‘Egypt carrying the Light to Asia’. The grand monument never materialised, but the design for the statue by the French sculptor Frédéric Bartholdi was not lost; it was built, and is now planted at the mouth of the Hudson River in New York State and known as the Statue of Liberty.


De Lesseps was no engineer, but he had the persuasive skills of a good diplomat and played on idealistic notions of trade as a civilising influence that were popular with emerging liberal thinkers. He drew together some of Europe’s finest engineers and tramped across the continent to generate support and financial backers. This wasn’t easy. In addition to concerted opposition from the British, there were those who feared the environmental impact of the project. ‘Many people believed that the level of the Red Sea was so far below the level of the Mediterranean’, wrote P.H. Morgan, a contemporary American observer, ‘that, the canal once dug, all the water of the latter would pour through it leaving its bed dry.’


Yet de Lesseps didn’t win the day because of his powerful idealism and networking skills. Fortuitously, he had spent some time as a youth in Egypt, where his father Mathieu de Lesseps had been Napoleon Bonaparte’s political agent and later French consul. When de Lesseps arrived back in Alexandria in 1832 as vice-consul, he developed a bond with Muhammad Ali’s son, Said. The two grew close, so the story goes, because Said’s father had bullied him as a boy for being too fat and denied him food. De Lesseps fed him in secret – they both loved pasta, apparently. Recalled from a disastrous posting in Rome, de Lesseps hastened to Egypt as soon as his friend Said was appointed viceroy in 1854. It is said that when de Lesseps presented his school friend with the plan to develop the canal, Said Pasha signed his approval without reading it. This, after years of argument between great powers and despite opposition by the Ottoman court in Istanbul.
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The proposed channel would allow shipping to avoid the long sea passage down the African coast and around the Cape of Good Hope, a costly journey of six months or more depending on the winds. This new, alternate route would shave more than 6,500 kilometres off the passage between London and Bombay alone. As an added bonus, the canal was to be built for steamships, not sailing ships, which helped further reduce the costs of using steam-powered ships on longer routes.


The decade-long construction began in 1859, attracting labourers and engineers from far and wide and, notably, stimulating the first great wave of immigration from Europe to Egypt. As the British desert traveller Charles Doughty observed: ‘There was a Babel of nations, a concourse of men of every hard and doubtful fortune … Moslems and Christians … mingled together.’


With hindsight it is hard to appreciate the ambitious scale – and steep cost – of the canal. The project initially relied heavily on forced labour, an ancient practice that had been in place since pharaonic times. At one point more than a million men toiled in the desert heat digging and carrying sand, often by hand or in baskets. P.H. Morgan, a liberal American judge, wrote a savage critique of the canal’s construction in 1880:


those who carried the earth away from where it was dug were not furnished anything in which to carry it. They were required to stoop. To place their arms behind their backs, the left wrist clasped in the right hand, and then as much earth was placed in the hod thus made as it would hold. They were forced to walk away with it up a steep acclivity and, when they reached the dumping spot, they let go their hold, straightened up, and, shaking themselves like a spaniel who has just come out of the water, relieved themselves of their burden.5


Thousands of labourers died from disease and of dehydration – the numbers are not precise; shelter was sparse and water supplies, carried on the backs of camels, were sometimes interrupted. There was an outcry in Europe which brought a halt to the use of forced labour, and increased costs, adding to Egypt’s mounting debts. This in turn created opportunities for many Greeks and Italians to take the place of Egyptians working on the canal: as many as 5,000 Greeks, most of them from Kasos, a small island south of Rhodes and one of the closest points in Greece to the coast of Egypt. Many stayed on and settled in the towns that sprang up along the canal, and then also worked as shipping pilots until the Egyptian takeover of the canal in 1956.


A few years after construction began, Said Pasha died – in 1863 – and his nephew, Ismail Pasha, became the new viceroy. (As fate would have it, Ismail’s elder brother and Said’s presumptive heir, Ahmed Ri’fat, drowned when his railway carriage fell off a bridge into the Nile.) Like Said, Ismail was French-educated and greatly taken with the idea of Egypt as a modern country in the European mould. He famously declared that Egypt ‘is no longer in Africa: we are now part of Europe’. But, more like his grandfather, Muhammad Ali, Ismail promoted ambitious reforms and spent liberally on infrastructure and the lavish remodelling of Cairo, pushing Egypt further into debt. Not that this prospect ruined the party.


Once completed, the grand opening of the Suez Canal on 17 November 1869 was one of the most extravagant events of the era. Ismail Pasha presided over the event, at which the guest of honour was the French Empress Eugénie de Montijo, then one of the most admired aristocratic figures in Europe. It was then that he also encountered some of my mother’s Italian forebears, the Catholic Piattolis and the Jewish Sornagas. As emerging members of the new European bourgeois elite in Egypt, they were invited to the festivities attending the opening of the canal. Luigi Piattoli, an Alexandria-based architect whose sons married into the Sornaga family, represented the Chamber of Commerce in Florence, which was where the family hailed from.


Crowned heads of Europe and all manner of socialites flocked to Egypt for months of festivities that cost millions of dollars and almost bankrupted the country. Here was another manifestation of the Middle East’s shiny allure at a time when many of Europe’s older cities were still recovering from decades of war. Cairo’s new downtown area gleamed, its sycamore-shaded avenues swelling with well-heeled visitors who enjoyed extravagant soirées and nightly firework displays by the Nile. One eyewitness of the opening ceremony of the canal described it as ‘a gorgeous and glittering scene at the doorway of the desert, there were fifty men-of-war flying the flags of all nations of Europe, firing salutes, playing their bands, whilst the sandy littoral was covered with tented Arabs and Bedouin from far and near who had come with their families on horseback and camel to join the greatest festival that Egypt had seen since the Ptolemies’.


The extravagance endured. Port Said, the eponymous city established to command the canal’s Mediterranean entrance, became, albeit briefly, one of the world’s most cosmopolitan centres and sought-after destinations. The newly established city was one of the first in the world to be gas-lit. As Rudyard Kipling, who frequently passed through the canal on his way to and from India, put it: ‘If you truly wish to find someone you have known and who travels, there are two points on the globe you have but to sit and wait, sooner or later your man will come there: the docks of London and Port Said.’


The story of the Suez Canal and how it was built, the impact it had on the evolution of modern Egypt and the role of outside powers runs in parallel to the story of my family, whose history in the Levant is intricately linked to it. My mother Patricia’s parents first met in Port Said at the mouth of the canal on the African side; she was born there in 1930. My father Panayiotis’s parents lived on the Asian side in the first years of their marriage in the mid-1920s; his earliest years were spent in a flyblown place called Kantara East, where the Hejaz railway from Damascus joined the railway line to Cairo, linked by a ferry. I grew up hearing about the canal from an early age, and visited the area once as a student traveller in the mid-1970s. But it was only when I started to research its development, not to mention the significant role it played in Middle East history until the end of the colonial era, that I realised how it had changed everything and defined the Middle East for the century during which my family lived and prospered in Egypt and in neighbouring Palestine.


For, once built, the canal stimulated tremendous growth and development alongside European economic migration. Just a year after its opening in 1869, and as far away as Singapore, the value of trade doubled. Suez henceforth became a byword for international trade and travel. And while the canal was built and largely funded by the French, it was British shipping that dominated the early years of its use, making the security of Egypt and its African hinterland a priority of British colonial policy.


The huge debt created by the canal drew in bankers – mostly European Jews – to help the struggling viceroy reorganise his finances. The canal required skilled pilots, engineers and administrators – they were all European, mainly experienced Mediterranean seamen. As already described, Europe in the 1860s was poor, often destitute, and in many places unstable. Italy was consumed by the Risorgimento, uprisings and wars in the struggle for a unified kingdom. Greece, newly established as a kingdom in 1832, was afflicted by poverty and unrest. Opening the doors to immigration was a deliberate move by the rulers of Egypt; foreigners brought in technology, professional skills and commerce, reinforcing their autonomy from the Ottoman sultan in Istanbul. Meanwhile, the principal imperial powers of the era, France and Britain, vied for primacy in Egypt, intent on using the country to gain access to Asia and the rest of Africa.


But this is not solely a story about imported European skills, technology and politicking. It speaks, too, about the very different nature of society under Ottoman rule, which generally allowed people of different origins to mix and prosper unhindered, even if equality as such was not granted.


The Ottomans found a way to foster and harness diversity across their empire without the complications of ethnic or religious hegemony that has plagued the modern Middle East. It amounted to a pragmatic mobilisation of social capital. Egypt’s ambitious dynasty of Albanian descent, perhaps because of their European origins, strived for more than the normally granted degree of autonomy from their Ottoman masters. They understood that their survival depended upon the need to embrace the wider world – and this meant primarily the European powers to the north. They did so with remarkable effect; however, this was only really possible because they utilised practices and institutions fashioned by the Ottomans that tolerated diversity, and could use them more liberally because they came to power at the start of the long decline of the Ottoman Empire.


The Ottomans, a people of Turkic descent who migrated across the steppes to Anatolia from Central Asia, ruled over much of the Middle East, and eventually the greater part of what we know today as Greece and the Balkans, for a period spanning more than 600 years (1299–1922). One of the secrets of their success was that they established effective practices to preside over such a vast and heterogeneous domain that harnessed non-Turkic manpower to administer and fight for their empire, and allow inhabitants of whatever race or creed to lead relatively untroubled lives.


In addition to Anatolia, the Ottomans ruled over the entire Fertile Crescent, Egypt, the Arabian Peninsula, and as far as the Maghreb in North Africa. To the west, Ottoman rule extended through the Balkans to the western shores of the Greek Peloponnese. At the height of the empire’s power in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the pragmatic Ottoman Turks hit upon a way of circumventing its outward Islamic identity; they simply continued the receding Byzantine Empire’s practice of granting rights and privileges to heathen citizens trading within the boundaries of the empire. These enduring and remarkable mechanisms of exception became known as Capitulations. France was the first country to benefit in 1535. The English followed in 1583 – apparently arguing that, like the Muslim Ottomans, newly Protestant England had banned the worship of idols and should be given special treatment. These Capitulations – so-called because they were charters drawn up in the name of the Ottoman ruler and divided into articles and chapters – permitted the free flow of trade and provided the protection of extraterritoriality: they allowed foreigners to travel all over the empire and to trade according to their own individual laws and customs; it gave them liberty of worship and freedom from taxation except for customs on imported goods.


The practice of granting such freedoms was an ancient tradition in the Mediterranean; early Arab caliphs granted such leeway to traders from Venice and Amalfi; Frankish crusaders did the same when they reached the Holy Land. It was a nice way to disentangle the reality of the region’s commercial interdependence from the ideal of conquered conformity.


It was perhaps Alexander the Great (356–323 BC) who first devised cosmopolitanism as a tool of empire. Ruling over a vast expanse of South and Central Asia as well as Europe, he recognised that effective control could only be achieved by allowing his subjects to retain their own identity. To cement his rule, he encouraged his generals to marry into local elites, thus diluting the classical Greek distinction between citizens and barbarians. This more fluid idea of identity passed into classical Greek philosophy as the notion that all people, regardless of which city state they lived in, share the same basis of common reason and divine origin. The Greek philosopher Diogenes, who lived in the fourth century BC, considered himself a ‘citizen of the world’. At the time, Diogenes was considered by his contemporaries as a ribald eccentric – he allegedly masturbated in public, ate raw meat and lived in a large jar. Yet his ideal of people identifying with the wider world as opposed to just one place influenced later Roman thinking about citizenship within the empire and was passed on to the Ottomans, probably via the descendants of Byzantine courtiers who served as their viziers.


The Ottomans absorbed elements of these ideas of universal citizenship, which translated into a high degree of tolerance for the many different confessional communities under their expansive rule, alongside a system that preserved Muslim primacy. According to the Ottoman historian Jason Goodwin: ‘The most impressive feature of Ottoman rule was its opposition to the thin inadequacies of national identification.’ For the Ottomans, past practice was combined with a general indolence and disinclination to travel and learn new customs and practices; far better to let others do the work. As Goodwin points out in his history of the Ottoman Empire, the Capitulations were also essentially an extension of the system of collective responsibility, which the Ottomans applied to all subject communities: ‘Police yourselves, the Ottomans said, or suffer the consequences together.’


The same degree of lassitude was applied to the manner in which the Ottomans dealt with non-Muslim communities. They were entitled to be governed by their own laws under the ‘millet’ system. So long as these were religions of the book – Abrahamic faiths – they had limited powers to regulate their own affairs and were not forced to convert to Islam. One by-product of the system of Capitulations was that it encouraged a degree of competition among foreign powers. As trade with the empire expanded, the French and later the English were granted the right to offer protection to other powers not covered by Capitulations. This meant that all kinds of foreigners could claim to be ‘protégés’ or even citizens of other places, and enjoy extraterritorial rights in the empire. The newly independent Greeks were one such tribe: by the end of the third decade of the nineteenth century as many as 120,000 were protected by the Russian Consulate in Istanbul. These rights, shamefully abused, encouraged the growth of consular power, including legal clout and a certain amount of muscle in the form of dragomans – people who could serve as translators and go-betweens with the Ottoman authorities. Many emigrated Greeks and Italians served as dragomans to larger foreign powers.


As the balance of power started to tilt towards Europe in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the Capitulations became a licence for foreign consuls to exercise sovereignty over sizeable communities in Ottoman lands. ‘What began as a contemptuous concession became a gross abuse,’ wrote Sir Andrew Ryan, a British diplomat who in the late nineteenth century served in the Sublime Porte, as the Ottoman capital in Istanbul was known. ‘Corrupt and power-hungry European Consuls drew increasing numbers of local inhabitants under their protection.’ Imagine a country full of turbulent foreigners, wrote Viscount Milner, a British aristocrat-chronicler of imperial Britain, ‘whom its police cannot arrest except flagrante delicto, and whom its courts cannot try except for the most insignificant offences. Imagine the Government of this country unable to legislate for these foreigners without the consent of a dozen distant Powers.’


Imagine, indeed; Ottoman practice was an early manifestation of Britain’s allergy to a conglomeration of nations with fuzzy, undefined borders. Thus a concession that Ottomans themselves initially thought they were bestowing upon a ‘weak and poor Europe as a favour’ ended up violating Ottoman sovereignty and paving the way for colonial predation.


Yet as much as these crude instruments of extraterritoriality invited the violation of sovereignty, the Ottoman Capitulations – along with the millets – laid the foundations of diversity and cosmopolitanism in the Middle East. Making the best of the reality of the special privileges enjoyed by Europeans, the Egyptians launched a unique system of Mixed Courts in 1875 which allowed a panel of judges conversant in different legal codes, though preponderantly that based on French law, to adjudicate in cases involving foreigners.
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