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There are few greater pleasures than to extricate oneself from the caulked circumference of a ship and step forth upon the quay of a Levantine city.


Eyre Evans Crowe, The Greek and the Turk; or,
Power and Prospects in the Levant, 1853
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Introduction



THE LEVANT IS an area, a dialogue and a quest. Just as the word ‘Orient’ derives from the Latin oriens meaning ‘rising’, so Levant comes from the French word for rising – levant. For western Europeans, le Levant, the Levant, il Levante became a synonym for the lands where the sun is rising – hence the lands on the shores of the eastern Mediterranean: what are now the modern states of Greece, Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Israel and Egypt, which from the sixteenth century to the twentieth were part of the Ottoman Empire.


A Western name for an Eastern area, the Levant was also, by implication, a dialogue between East and West: therefore – after the Muslim conquests of much of the eastern Mediterranean in the seventh century – between Islam and Christianity. Gibbon called the eastern Mediterranean ‘the coast which had so long resounded with the world’s debate’1 – the debate between Christianity and Islam, which now resounds louder than ever.


In this book the Levant is described through the history of its three key ports: Smyrna, Alexandria and Beirut. They were, by the nineteenth century, the largest, richest and most international in the area, with the exception of the imperial capital, Constantinople. They were also the most revealing. By their location on the coast of the Mediterranean, in what are now Turkey, Egypt and Lebanon, they were on the front line between the Ottoman Empire and Europe, between East and West. They challenge stereotypes about cosmopolitanism and nationalism, and give a new view of the region’s history. They were simultaneously windows on the West, generators of revolt against it, and targets for its battleships. Rather than being incompatible antitheses, in the cities of the Levant cosmopolitanism and nationalism could flourish at the same time, in people as well as in cities.


Smyrna, Alexandria and Beirut were at the heart of the Levantine dialogue. At once Mediterranean and Middle Eastern, Ottoman and European, nationalist and international, they were mixed cities, where mosques, churches and synagogues were built side by side. Often they had no clear Muslim or Christian majority. Their history explains why France and Britain were present in the region for so long. In a divided society, where the government could not provide essential services and protection, cities and individuals turned – in some cases still turn – to foreign ‘saviours’. Foreign consuls in these cities often had as much power as local governors – as the latter often complained, while also using consuls’ services, or taking refuge in a foreign consulate, when it suited them.


The cities’ names also reflected the Levantine dialogue. Smyrna and Alexandria derived their names from their Greek past. The first is believed to have been founded by Greek colonists in 688 BC; the latter was founded by Alexander the Great in 331 BC. Beirut’s name comes from an ancient Phoenician word for a spring. In contrast, the names of the great inland cities Aleppo, Damascus, Baghdad and Cairo are Arabic in origin. Except for Aleppo, these cities have an aura of sanctity; Damascus was compared to paradise by the Prophet himself. Baghdad and Cairo were planned imperial capitals, founded by Muslim caliphs, in AD 762 and 969 respectively.2 They were government, mainly Muslim, cities – as different from the ports of the Levant as Washington is from New York.


Far from, and often flouting the orders of, the imperial capital, Constantinople, frequently administered in separate units removed from the jurisdiction of the provincial capital, dynamic and different, the cities of the Levant were protagonists in the dialogues between cities and states, ports and hinterlands, as well as between East and West. Cities are a third way between states and individuals, laboratories of new worlds, economic, cultural and political. The ‘soft power’ of cities can influence their inhabitants more than the ‘hard power’ of states. A square or a quay can be a political document as well as a geographical location. Europe without Paris, or the Levant without Smyrna, Alexandria and Beirut, would have had totally different histories. Galvanizing the entire region, the Young Turk revolution of 1908 cannot be understood without its incubator, Salonica, another Levantine port which will be described in these years.


Diversity and flexibility were the essence of Levantine cities. They could be escapes from the prisons of nationality and religion. In these cities between worlds, people switched identities as easily as they switched languages. Examples include Muhammad Ali Pasha, who in the early nineteenth century turned Alexandria from a wasteland into a cosmopolis, and whose grandson Khedive Ismail declared that Egypt was part of Europe; the Baltazzi family of Smyrna, which was at once Greek, Ottoman and European; the great poet Constantine Cavafy in Alexandria, who, like many other inhabitants of these cities, selected what he wanted from different identities and languages; the trilingual writers of Beirut, who use Arabic, French and English. Some of the cities’ schools and universities were by intention international, helping to make Smyrna, Alexandria and Beirut cultural beacons in the Levant. By reaction, they also produced some of the great nationalists of the period. The ‘first shot’ in the Turkish war of liberation in 1919 was fired in Smyrna; the Egyptian national hero Gamal Abdul Nasser was born in Alexandria.


The Levant was also a mentality. It put deals before ideals. For the Middle East, Levant and Levantinism were the equivalent of what Patrick Leigh Fermor sees as the role of Romiosyne – the Byzantine world and attitudes which survived under the Ottoman Empire – for Greece: standing for a world of ‘shifts and compromises’, ‘a preference for private ambition over wider aspiration’, for empiricism over dogma. Some considered Levantines ‘synonymous with duplicity’.3 Others admired Levantines precisely for their lack of ideals. Thackeray liked Smyrna, which he visited in 1839, because ‘there is no fatigue of sublimity about it’.4


Smyrna, Alexandria and Beirut conformed to Cicero’s description of port cities. He wrote in The Republic, praising Rome for not being one of them, that port cities share ‘a certain corruption and degeneration of morals … a mixture of strange languages and customs … the lust for trafficking and sailing seas … The delightfulness of such a site brings in its train many an allurement to pleasure through either extravagance or indolence’.5 In the end, however, in all three cities, the zeal of nationalism has triumphed over the ‘lust for trafficking’ and ‘allurement to pleasure’.


Levant is not only a history of three key cities, and the ways in which they reflected dialogues between East and West, cities and states. It is also a quest: to find out whether, as many inhabitants claimed, these cities were truly cosmopolitan, possessing that elixir of coexistence between Muslims, Christians and Jews for which the world yearns. Were they global cities before globalization, early examples of the mixed cities now emerging from Los Angeles to London? Or, below the glittering surface, were they volcanoes waiting to erupt – as, in the twentieth century, catastrophe in Smyrna and civil war in Beirut suggest.


Beirut is today the last Levantine city, the last city where neither Christianity nor Islam dominates. ‘Parity’ rules. However, the increasing religious polarization of different districts, the assassinations of politicians and writers since the murder of the former prime minister and international businessman Rafic Hariri in February 2005, and the rise of the Shia ‘Party of God’, Hezbollah, in the city’s southern suburbs suggest that Beirut may become as homogenized as the others.





1
The Vineyards of Pera



May the said Frenchman travel freely in the lands and seas here designated, dependent on our glorious empire … may he as he wishes enter, leave or reside here in conformity with our sovereign orders and may he everywhere be accorded help and protection.


Firman of February 1788, issued in ‘Constantinople 
the well protected’ to Charles-Sigisbert Sonnini


THE MODERN LEVANT was born from one of the most successful alliances in history: between France and the Ottoman Empire. From the sixteenth century to the early twentieth, the history of the region and its cities would be dominated by the changing balances of influence – political, cultural and economic – between Constantinople and Paris.


At first an alliance between France and the Ottoman Empire appeared impossible. Jihad had been one of the foundations of the Ottoman Empire and a reason for its rise from Anatolian principality to world power, stretching from Hungary to Yemen, Algeria to Azerbaijan. The Empire included not only the ports of the Levant, but also north Africa, the Balkans and most of the Middle East. It was proud to include many races and religions, both in its capital, Constantinople, and in its army.1 However, the Ottoman sultans also called themselves gazis or holy warriors, and their wars – like the Arab conquest of the Levant in the seventh century – appealed to Muslims bent on following ‘the path of God’ and winning plunder or martyrdom. After the Ottoman acquisition of Syria, Egypt, Mecca and Medina in 1517, the sultans were in addition ‘servant of the Two Holy Places’ and caliph of the Muslims. An inscription over the door of the Suleymaniye, the mosque that Suleyman the Magnificent built dominating the Constantinople skyline, called him ‘the caliph resplendent with divine glory who performs the commands of the hidden book’. The power of the Ottoman Empire, many of its Muslim subjects believed, showed that God wanted it to be the last empire, as Muhammad was the last Prophet.2 Islam was one of the foundations of the Empire, in which Muslims occupied the highest positions.


If the Ottoman Empire had a tradition of jihad, no country had a stronger crusading tradition than France. The king of France was ‘the Most Christian King’, the ‘eldest son of the Church.’ The model king, St Louis, had led one crusade against Muslims, to Egypt in 1249, and died on a second, in Tunis in 1270. King Charles VIII had entered Naples in 1494 determined to conquer the Ottoman Empire and proclaim himself Roman Emperor. As part of an unsuccessful effort to relieve the Ottoman siege of Rhodes, a French force had attacked Beirut in 1520.3


In both France and the Ottoman Empire, however, realism outweighed religious zeal. Strategy was the reason. Formed by a line of military sultans out of conquered kingdoms and sultanates, the Ottoman Empire could seem both illegitimate and fragile. However triumphant it appeared, it had not destroyed the identities of the conquered nations, nor their memories of a glorious, pre-Ottoman past. European maps continued to show, within the frontiers of the Ottoman Empire, places called Greece, Bulgaria, Armenia, Syria and Egypt. A Venetian diplomat reckoned that the Empire was composed of forty conquered kingdoms.4 Its greatest enemy, by the sixteenth century, was Emperor Charles V, head of the House of Austria, Holy Roman Emperor, king of Castile, Aragon, Naples and Sicily, and master of the Low Countries and parts of the New World. He had ambitions to conquer North Africa, and more. One of his many titles was King of Jerusalem, and he was assured – as many later Christian rulers would be – that Christians in the Ottoman Empire were eagerly awaiting his armies’ arrival.5


Charles V also threatened France. His dominions surrounded it, and he and King François I were rivals for control of Italy. When François I was captured by the forces of Charles V at the Battle of Pavia on the Lombard plain on 24 February 1525, he turned for help to the ‘asylum of the universe’, the Ottoman sultan Suleyman the Magnificent.6


Alliances with Christian powers had always distinguished the Ottoman Empire since its forces first crossed into Europe in the 1350s as allies of Genoa. Jihad meant not only war on behalf of Islam, but also any meritorious effort – above all, the inner struggle to control ‘the lower self’ and follow the precepts of Islam. In his wars to establish a Muslim state, the Prophet had made truces; so could his successors.7 Against Charles V, the Caliph of the Muslims and the Most Christian King were natural allies. The letters between the two were carried by secret agents, such as the Croatian noble Niccolo Frankopan, often (when crossing Habsburg or neutral territory) travelling under disguise, with letters hidden in the soles of their boots. Antonio Rincon, a former rebel against Charles V in Spain, was murdered by Habsburg agents near Pavia on 3 July 1541, as he was travelling back to Constantinople with a project for a Franco-Ottoman alliance.8


In his letters to François I, Suleyman urged his ‘brother’, ‘king of the country of France’, to take heart: ‘It is not surprising that emperors are defeated and taken prisoner … Take courage and do not be cast down. Our glorious ancestors and our illustrious forebears, may God illuminate their tombs, have never ceased from making war to repulse their enemies and conquer countries … Day and night our horse is saddled and our sword is girded.’ In 1526, partly in response to a plea from François I’s mother, Suleyman attacked Charles V’s brother-in-law King Louis of Hungary, defeating and killing him at the Battle of Mohacs. The end of Hungarian independence for the next 400 years was an early consequence of the Franco-Ottoman alliance.9


The first of the many tough and brilliant French ambassadors to be ‘sent to the Levant to reside as our ambassador at the gate of the Grand Seigneur’ was Jean de La Forest, a Knight of St John, who had learned Greek in Italy from the Byzantine exile Theodore Lascaris. He arrived in Constantinople in 1535. Despite frequent disputes, and the disapproval of religious zealots in both countries, for 250 years the French alliance remained one of the few fixed points in European diplomacy. The king of France, it was said, had only two friends in Europe – the Ottoman sultan and the Swiss. Thanks to the alliance, the Ottoman Empire – and therefore Mecca and Medina – had become part of the diplomatic system of Europe. For their part, ambassadors, consuls and dragomans (or interpreters) became part of the Ottoman government system: they received a living allowance, and the right to use guards from the Ottoman elite force the janissaries and government messengers.10


Suleyman wanted a formal written alliance, but, mindful of some Catholics’ view of their relationship as ‘an infamy’,11 François I, and his successors, eluded the request. Nevertheless, what a later French ambassador in Constantinople called ‘the union of the lily and the crescent’ was repeatedly called an alliance, by both sides.12 In 1672 the French ambassador the Marquis de Nointel boasted that France was ‘the most powerful, the oldest and the most faithful friend of the Porte [the Ottoman government]’, and referred to ‘the French alliance which has lasted for one hundred and thirty-seven years’ – since 1535.13


The Franco-Ottoman alliance helped provide the Levant with a framework. The grant by the sultan to the king of France of concessions or capitulations (so called because they were written in chapters, or capitulae) was to be the legal basis of Europeans’ presence in the Levant, and of the growth of its international trade. The Ottoman versions – headed by the sultan’s gold tughra or monogram, with his name and the epithet ‘always victorious’ – were known as ahdnames or pacts, guaranteed by the sultan’s oath. If grand strategy was the original reason for the French alliance, commerce was the reason for the French capitulations – and soon became one of the driving forces of the alliance. French merchants were Christian foreigners who needed a legal framework in which to operate in the Ottoman Empire, outside sharia law. Foreigners’ legal status in Middle Eastern countries is still an issue today, especially in Iraq and in Iran; in the latter, the legal extraterritoriality that Americans were granted by the Shah helped turn Iranians against him. The Ottoman system was based on Islamic and Byzantine tradition. Already since 1454 the Venetians living in the Empire had been placed under the authority of an official known (as he had been under the Byzantine Empire) as the bailo. He was at once their protector with the Ottoman government and their administrator, police chief and judge. He was also the resident Venetian ambassador and spymaster, and appointed Venetian consuls throughout the Empire.14


Capitulations established freedom of commerce between the two states; extraterritoriality for French subjects – who, for all crimes except murder, could be judged by their own laws in their consuls’ courts, rather than in Ottoman courts – freedom of dress and worship; and freedom from forced labour, from Ottoman taxation, from collective responsibility for individual nationals’ crimes, and to reclaim prisoners held on Ottoman ships. All officers of the sultan throughout the Empire were ordered to observe the capitulations. Discussed in 1535–6, they were finally issued in 1569.15


In theory, as Islamic tradition required, capitulations were concessions granted, on request, by an individual sultan to an individual monarch and his subjects. They could be temporarily withdrawn. They were not binding on a sultan’s successors,16 and had to be renewed in each reign, as French capitulations were in 1581, 1597, 1604, 1673 and 1740. In practice, however, capitulations continued to be observed even if there was no renewal. They were bargains between states, the result of French diplomacy and threats to withdraw from trade and negotiations in the Levant, as well as of Ottoman power. The first French capitulations, in 1569, had eighteen articles; the last, in 1740, when France had just helped the Ottoman Empire recover territory in the Balkans, had eighty-five, including clauses extending French religious protection over Catholics (which France interpreted to include local Catholics) and Christian holy places in the Levant.17 The capitulations enabled the cities of the Levant to become, by the nineteenth century, experiments in coexistence between different races and religions – cities which, as contemporaries remarked, had few parallels anywhere else in the world.


After 1536 the French ambassador established his embassy near that of the Venetian bailo in what were called ‘les vignes de Péra’ – the vineyards outside the walls of the predominantly Christian district of Galata in Constantinople. (They are now submerged by the shops and apartment blocks of Beyoglu, although vines still grow in some courtyards.) Pera became a diplomatic centre for Europe and a model for the cities of the Levant. Poland was another Ottoman ally, and with Polish support – since both Poland and England were anti-Habsburg – an English embassy was established in Pera after 1576, on the initiative of some English merchants.18 Both countries were united by fear of the increase in Spanish power after Philip II inherited Portugal in 1580. Moreover, English tin and lead helped the Ottomans in making munitions. Blending trade and strategy, the Levant Company paid ambassadors, while the Crown controlled them. Despite French and Venetian hostility, capitulations were granted to England, on the French model, in 1582.19 United against the Habsburg monarchies, England and the Empire became so close that in 1596 the English ambassador Edward Barton and a large suite accompanied the Grand Vizier, the Sultan’s deputy, on campaign against Habsburg forces in Hungary.20


Against the opposition of its commercial rivals Venice, France and England, the Netherlands was the next foreign power to establish itself in the Levant: the Ottoman Empire, aware of their commercial and strategic uses against Spain, was an active agent in the process, even sending envoys to the Netherlands. The first Dutch ambassador, Cornelis Haga, arrived in 1612, and capitulations were granted that year. The first Dutch embassy was near the site of the present Dutch consulate, among ‘les vignes de Péra’, on what was then known as Strada Maestra and is now one of the city’s principal shopping streets, meeting places and fashion parades, Istiklal Caddesi. Far from being treated as necessary evils, foreign embassies were welcomed to Pera. The mufti of Istanbul, the senior Muslim scholar in the Empire, was often visited by foreign ambassadors.21


In other cities – ninth-century Baghdad or twentieth-century Belfast – ethnic and religious segregation was or is normal. A modern social scientist has written that groups prefer to live as a majority in their own street or district. ‘People like to live with others who belong to the same culture, share values, ideals and norms, respond to the same symbols and agree about child rearing … and life style.’ With their desire to protect women from prying eyes, traditional Muslims were, and are, especially keen on segregation.22 Christian Europe could be even more rigorous. To ‘protect’ Venetians from Jews, and Jews from Venetians, from 1516 to 1797 all Jews in Venice had to live in a ghetto (a word of Venetian origin) like a small separate city. By law, they were locked inside it every night from 6 p.m. until dawn, and were forced to pay Christians to guard it.23


By its diplomatic relations with Christian powers, however, the Ottoman Empire created a Levantine interzone, first in Pera, then, as they grew in importance, in the ports of the Levant. There were many obstacles. Catholics and Orthodox, Muslims and Christians, were often hostile to each other. What have been called ‘the small insults of daily life’ were frequent. Boundaries between races and religions were clearly marked – by dress as well as by laws and customs: the tight multicoloured clothes and changing fashions of the European contrasted with the unchanging monochrome flowing robes of the Ottomans. The former wore hats (and later wigs); Muslims turbans; Christian subjects of the Ottoman Empire black wool caps or kalpaks.


Christians and Jews were forbidden to ride horses. Despite the prestige attached to the post of ambassador in Constantinople, it was considered, one Venetian ambassador wrote with feeling, as ‘above all others full of inextricable difficulties’. Muslims called the ambassadors’ janissary guards ‘swine-herds’.24 In 1614 Cornelis Haga complained, ‘If I were to tell about the injury and the unpleasantness that the French, the English and the Venetian who have after all been known here through so many years are every day exposed to, even in Constantinople, instead of a letter I would have to write a bulky book.’25


By 1650 Galata’s Muslim minority may have become a majority. Churches were sometimes converted into mosques. In 1600 there were twelve Catholic churches in Galata; by 1700 only six.26 Although many churches have been built subsequently, today only the Dominican church of St Peter and St Paul, a few yards down from the Galata Tower, pre-dates the Ottoman conquest in 1453, although it has been moved and reconstructed as a result of fires on five occasions. Like other Istanbul churches, San Piyer Kilesi, as it is now known, is still surrounded by high walls for protection.


However, first in Pera, later in the other great Levantine cities of Smyrna, Alexandria and Beirut, there was more interaction between worlds, however pragmatic and superficial, than anywhere else. In Morocco and Iran, the rare foreign embassies were isolated in diplomatic ghettos, in cities far from the capital, such as Essaouira or Tabriz. In nowhere but the cities of the Levant did large numbers of Muslims, Christians, and Jews live together over many centuries.


Indeed, life in Pera provided compensations as well as insults. ‘Les vignes de Péra’ – facing Topkapi Palace across the Golden Horn – had no rivals, in Europe or Asia, as a centre of diplomacy, information-gathering and interaction between the Muslim, Catholic and Orthodox worlds. Pera dragomans, for example, established standards of translation for the hitherto unknown language of Turkish.27 Pera was an also an experimental laboratory for religious and racial coexistence. There were no ghettos. Despite his complaints, Cornelis Haga remained in Constantinople until 1639. He bought and ‘adorned’ a house, married a Dutchwoman, and became so ‘corrupted by their [Perotes’] manners’, in the opinion of the English ambassador Sir Thomas Roe, that he became the ‘shame of ambassadors’.28 Evidently, despite the ‘injury and unpleasantness’, he had learned to enjoy himself in Constantinople. In 1609 the great English traveller George Sandys found western Europeans living in the city ‘freely and plentifully’.


As well as money and power, sexual freedom was another attraction of the Levant. One Venetian bailo wrote, ‘The liberty of Turkish living, the lasciviousness of the Turkish women and the corrupt customs of the renegades would have the power to make a saint a devil.’29 Wives rarely accompanied husbands to the Levant; Frenchwomen were forbidden to do so by the French government. However, foreigners did not have to ‘lie alone’. In a form of temporary marriage, like the urfi marriage becoming popular in Egypt, Lebanon and Iran today, it was possible to purchase ‘the beautiful daughters of the Grecians’ from their parents as temporary partners: the transaction known as kabin, later by derivation ‘mariage à la cabine’, was legalized by the Ottoman judge or kadi in his registers. The Greek girls were ‘exceedingly obsequious’ to their lovers, since if returned to their parents they would be regarded ‘as a worn garment’.30


This was one of many examples, throughout the Levant until the nineteenth century, of Christians and Jews using Muslim courts. They also did so in inheritance cases, since daughters could inherit more easily under sharia law than under European laws. Some even became Muslims to facilitate a marriage or a divorce.31 Conversely, local Christian and Jewish courts showed the influence of sharia law and Ottoman custom. Without Ottoman authorities complaining, Muslims often used foreign consuls’ courts, since they were cheaper than Ottoman ones.32


In the Levant, Ottomans and foreigners were also connected by trade. Venetian merchants sold textiles (often to the palace), glass, paper (until the nineteenth century most paper used in the Levant came from Italy), cheese and – a particular necessity – clocks and watches. Constantinople exported textiles, smoked fish, dyes and grain.33 People of different religions and nationalities not only walked and shopped on the same streets, but also drank with each other in Pera’s shops and taverns. Italian families of Galata like the Testa and Fornetti provided dynasties of dragomans for Western embassies: the Salvagos served Venice (the bailo of Venice lived in a house belonging to them), the Fornettis France, while the Testa family, with exceptional dexterity, served, sometimes simultaneously, Venice, the Netherlands, Austria, Prussia and Sweden.34


As in other capitals, hospitality was a political instrument. Ottomans frequently visited ambassadors and attended embassy banquets, just as, partly for the sake of the music, they also attended church services. (At Christmas, some brought flowers as presents for the Christians.)35 European diplomats and merchants were invited to the houses of the grand vizier, the mufti and other officials, where they might discuss the political and religious issues of the day. Sometimes they went hunting together. One bailo kept what he called ‘a continual tavern in my house and I very often needed to set three or four tables a day’.36


In time Pera became a new Andalusia – that lost world of cultural and religious convivencia in southern Spain, before the narrowing of minds in the fourteenth century. Since Pera was a diplomatic centre, its culture was less intellectual and more political than that of Andalusia. The French embassy in particular helped ensure that, in France between 1480 and 1630, four times as many new books were published on the Ottoman Empire and its system of government as on the New World.37 In 1548–50 one ambassador, Gabriel d’Aramon, welcomed five writers to his embassy: Pierre Gilles, André Thévet, Guillaume Postel, Nicolas de Nicolay38 and Pierre Belon, the father of French zoology.39


With its need for foreign embassies, and officially recognized non-Muslim minorities, the Ottoman Empire provided a more stable framework for interaction than the emirates of southern Spain. There were no special days reserved for Christians and Jews in the baths of Constantinople, as there had been in Andalusia (although there were efforts to ensure they did not use the same towels and razors as Muslims). Residential apartheid was less strict.40 Even in ‘tolerant’ multi-faith Andalusia there had been religious massacres. In western Europe, massacres and executions on account of religion were frequent – in London in the 1550s under Bloody Mary; in Paris during the massacre of St Bartholomew’s Eve in 1572; in Spain at the ceremonial auto-da-fé held in the seventeenth century in the main square of Madrid before the king and queen.


In 1526, after the fall of Granada in 1492, Muslims in Spain were, contrary to treaties, obliged to convert to Christianity. In 1609–14, in a frenzy of ‘religious cleansing’, the descendants of these Muslim converts, to the number of about 80,000, were expelled en masse; most ended up in the ports of North Africa, where they established distinct Andalusian communities.41 In Russia, which had begun to conquer Muslim territories in the 1550s under Ivan the Terrible, the ‘Agency of Convert Affairs’ on the Volga used massacres, forced baptisms and the destruction of mosques to convert Muslims.42 From the Ottoman conquest until 1770 there were no massacres of Christians or Jews in the cities of the Levant. Indeed, the proportion of Christians in the population rose from 6 per cent in the sixteenth century to 20 per cent in the early twentieth. Another reason for the demographic change was Muslims’ use of abortion and disdain for precautions against plague.43


After the elimination of religious minorities, religious uniformity continued to be enforced in most European countries with hysterical severity. In Spain, no Jewish worship was allowed between 1492 and 1967. In London, Catholics had to worship in the chapels of foreign ambassadors from 1559 until the construction of the first Catholic churches in the 1840s. In Paris, Protestant worship was forbidden from 1685 until 1788. In theory, after 1569 France gave Ottomans of all religions reciprocal privileges of trade and residence; however, Muslims had to wait until the nineteenth century to live and worship in Paris or Marseille as freely as the French could in the Levant. The first mosque in Paris was inaugurated in 1926 – for patriotic reasons: to honour the Muslims who had died for France in the First World War. Even in Amsterdam, the freest city of the seventeenth century, although synagogues were built after 1639, Catholics had to worship in ‘secret churches’ hidden from the street. Only the cities of the Levant contained mosques, churches and synagogues side by side.


Partly because of European intolerance, few Ottoman Muslims travelled to western Europe: the two great attractions of holy places and classical antiquities did not exist for them in Christian Europe as they did for Europeans in the Ottoman Empire. Moreover, they found Christian Europe frightening. There was no Levant for Muslims in Europe: no system of protecting embassies, capitulations or janissaries, and no places of worship for them. Muslims were insulted, spied on, assaulted, or worse.44 Only in Venice could Muslims live and trade in peace, as is shown by the allocation to them in 1618, as their residence, market and warehouse, of the palace later called the Fondaco dei Turchi, on the Grand Canal.45 Even in Venice, however, although there was a prayer hall in the Fondaco, there is no mosque, and never has been.


The Levant was defined not only by geography, diplomacy and the capitulations, but also by language: first by lingua franca – lisan al-franji in Arabic – after 1850 by French. Lingua franca was a neutral languages born of the need to communicate when neither European states nor the Ottoman Empire possessed many speakers fluent in the other’s languages. Proof of the networks of trade and diplomacy linking the European and Muslim shores of the Mediterranean, and of Muslims’ desire to communicate with Europeans, it was essentially simple Italian, without tenses or syntax, or distinction between masculine and feminine. It included, depending on location, French, Provençal, Castilian, Turkish and Arabic words. Its origin may have been the necessity to communicate in ships and households full of sailors or slaves speaking different languages.46


Lingua franca was a spoken, not a written, language – of direct daily contact, not of literature or holy books. Its omnipresence in the Levant had been ignored or minimized by scholars and writers until the recent pioneering book of Jocelyne Dakhlia. Moreover, its widespread use from the Middle Ages to the nineteenth century disproves the notion of two hostile worlds, or that Islam had become a closed world.47


Travellers, with their direct experiences of ports and cities, however, were more realistic. They wrote of lingua franca as the language ‘which is in use throughout the Levant’ (du Chastelet des Bois, 1665); ‘generally understood on all the shores of the Levant’ (La Guilletière, 1675); ‘in use among seamen in the Mediterranean and merchants who go to trade in the Levant and which is understood by people of all nations’ (Abbé Prevost, 1755). A character in Don Quixote – Cervantes knew lingua franca from his years as a slave in Algiers – calls it ‘a mixture of all languages which we use so that we all understand each other’.48


Here are a few examples. ‘Ti voler per questo?’ meant ‘Do you want to buy this?’ ‘Ti star consul o non star?’ – ‘Are you consul or not?’ ‘Christiani star furbi’ – ‘Christians are cunning.’ ‘Ven acqui’ – ‘Come here.’49


Lingua franca was spoken by admirals and ambassadors in Constantinople; by the merchants of Smyrna and the sailors of Alexandria; by the rulers of Tunis and Algiers; by slaves and their owners. Janissaries were said to ‘commonly understand what is called Lingua franca’. Molière used it in Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme in 1669. Rousseau knew some words of it – he had relations who were watchmakers in Pera. Byron learned what he called ‘Levant Italian’, as well as Italian itself, when he spent the winter in Athens in 1809–10.50


Through trade and diplomacy the Ottoman Empire was embedded in the diplomatic system of Europe. More than other Muslim empires, the Ottoman Empire also facilitated travel, making the Levant more accessible than many Christian states. Like the capitulations, travel in the Levant depended on embassies. If an embassy purchased for a traveller a travel pass generally known as a yol emri, or an imperial firman, headed by the tughra of the reigning sultan, the traveller could travel round the Empire, and enter mosques, with ease. When an official was shown the document, he touched the tughra to his lips and forehead in token of loyalty.


The message of these travel documents changed little over the centuries. One issued in 1631 stated that ‘our sovereign wish is that you receive [these travellers] with respect and a good welcome’.51 A firman obtained in 1800 by a British consul required officials to allow two British officers ‘to be conveyed in a hospitable manner with a courier for known purposes and to be provided on their journey with necessaries for travelling and the customs of hospitality to be observed towards them’.52


Provided the traveller’s manners were good, his presents acceptable, and no war was raging, Ottoman officials in the Levant were generally polite and hospitable. In Beirut in the early nineteenth century William Turner found ‘the Aga was very civil and begged that if I had need of anything here which he could do for me I would not fail to apply to him.’53 In 1812 Byron (an admirer of Islam, who wrote more poems on Turkish than Greek subjects) wrote to his friend William Bankes, who was setting off on his travels, these words of advice: ‘Be particular about firmans – never allow yourself to be bullied – for you are better protected in Turkey than any where – trust not the Greeks and take some knick-nackeries for presents – watches, pistols etc etc to the Beys and pashas … You will find swarms of English now in the Levant.’54


The Levant was both accessible and alluring – hence the number of travellers’ accounts quoted in this book. It became better known to Europeans than many closer destinations. In London and Paris, prints of the temples at Baalbek, a few days’ travel from Beirut, were published earlier than images of the ruins of Diocletian’s palace at Split on the Dalmatian coast. Even Palmyra, in the middle of the Syrian desert, was rediscovered (in 1691, by an English merchant of Aleppo called William Halifax), and recorded in paintings, earlier than Paestum, south of Naples.55 A favourite destination for travellers, well positioned for visiting the ruins of Ephesus, was the city of Smyrna, known as ‘the pearl of the Levant’.





2 
Smyrna: The Eye of Asia



The ports of the Levant, you know that they are what is richest and most populous! Smyrna, what wealth!


Tsar Alexander I to General Comte de Caulaincourt, ambassador


of Napoleon I, 12 March 1808


ASIA AND EUROPE meet in Izmir. It lies at the end of a long gulf on the west coast of Anatolia, where the Mediterranean projects furthest into the western tip of Asia. In addition to location, Izmir has the advantage of anchorage. Watered by six rivers, the Gulf of Izmir is so wide and deep that the largest ships could, and still do, sail in close to the shore.1 If Constantinople seemed destined by nature to be the capital of a great empire,2 Smyrna, as Izmir was widely known until 1922, seemed equally destined to be a great port.


Smyrna had been one of the most brilliant Greek cities in Anatolia, a nursery of mathematics, and reputedly the birthplace of Homer. The largest and most Romanized of the cities of Asia Minor, under the Roman Empire it was called ‘the joy of Asia and the ornament of the Empire’.3 It was also seat of one of the earliest churches, founded by St Paul himself on his visit in 53–6. Pillage and decay had been its subsequent fate. Successively attacked by Seljuk Turks (1082), Genoese (1261), the Knights of Saint John (1344), Timur (1402) and Venice (1472), since 1425 Smyrna (the Turkish name Izmir is derived from the Greek for eis teen Smyrna – ‘into Smyrna’, as Istanbul is derived from eis teen polis – ‘into the city’) had been part of the Ottoman Empire. It was then no more than a small market town, serving the surrounding region. In 1580 it had around 2,000 inhabitants. The main buildings were grouped among classical ruins, below the massive hilltop fort known as Kadefekale, or Velvet Castle, founded in the Hellenistic age and rebuilt by Byzantines, Genoese and Venetians, and around a lesser fort by the sea, built by Mehmed II, the conqueror of Constantinople. The principal port of the region was on the island of Chios, six miles off the Anatolian coast.4


After 1600, however, Smyrna enjoyed a second golden age. Other ports were helped by their governments. The grand dukes of Tuscany, for example, proclaimed Livorno a free port, open to Jews and Muslims, in 1591. The French government fostered Marseille, giving it the monopoly on French Levant trade in 1661.5 Smyrna, however, was made by merchants. From 1600 it was freer and more cosmopolitan than its hinterland, capable of defying the sultan’s commands and the economic and religious restrictions of the Empire.6


Its rebirth was due to merchants’ desire to evade the Ottoman government’s controlled economy, customs dues and price restrictions. As early as 1574 Constantinople was suffering shortages because Ottoman ships, sailing from Egypt with provisions for the capital, unloaded at Smyrna – where they could get better prices than the imperial government’s artificially depressed prices, imposed throughout the Empire at official weighing stations.7


By the end of the sixteenth century, the Ottoman navy, neglected by the Empire’s prolonged and simultaneous land wars against the Habsburg monarchy and Persia, was on the defensive. It was said that God had given the land to Muslims, the sea to the infidels.8 Some feared that ‘before very long’ Europeans would use their control of the high seas to ‘rule the lands of Islam’.9 The Aegean was infested with English, Maltese, Barbary and Dalmatian pirates, who from bases on the islands of Paros or Delos hunted ships and people – often with support from local Christians. An English ambassador boasted that English ships could ‘harry the commerce on the coasts and islands of Turkey and … seize the shipping of Syria and Alexandria at will.’ No one was safe.10


Foreign and Ottoman ships took advantage of the chaos to land surreptitiously near Smyrna to buy local products such as grain, raisins and figs. The imperial government in theory prohibited the export of grain, in order to provide its subjects with cheap food, but the demands of the market in Europe, especially in famine years, outweighed the decrees of the Sublime Porte.11 The market – and the spread of brigandage in Anatolia – helped the city loosen government control. In 1593 the Porte complained that the black grapes of Izmir were not available ‘immediately’ for the palace; they were being picked by locals – including Muslims – and made into wine for their own consumption.12


Chios, hitherto the main port of the region, lay at the junction of shipping routes between Constantinople, Alexandria and the western Mediterranean, and was the residence of Venetian, French and English consuls. It was the most international of the Aegean islands. Three and a half centuries of Genoese rule after 1204 had given it networks of contacts in the Mediterranean, and independence of spirit. Already paying tribute to the Ottoman Empire since 1528, in 1566 it had passed under direct Ottoman rule, on the grounds that some Chiots had helped the Knights of Malta during the Ottoman siege of that island.13 However, Chiots continued to dress and live ‘in the manner of the Genoese’, and enjoyed so much freedom that their island hardly seemed part of the Empire.14


In 1610 George Sandys found the inhabitants ‘in a manner releast of their thraldome, in that unsensible of it … Never Sunday or Holy-day passes without some public meeting or other where intermixed with Women they dance out the day and with full crowned cups lengthen their jollity … the streets do almost all night long partake of their Musick.’15 Other travellers praised the beauty, licence and cleanliness of the women (the women of Lesbos, however, were described as ‘the ugliest sluts that ever I saw saving the Armenian trulls of Constantinople’).16 The stone houses were the most elegant in the Levant. The port had a fine stone esplanade where foreign ships moored.17 ‘The climate of Scio is delightful and the air more salubrious than that of any other islands in the Levant,’ wrote the English traveller Thomas MacGill.18


Chios silk was sold throughout the Levant; the wine (‘agréable et stomacal’) was excellent; the island’s lemons were the finest in the Levant; but its most prized speciality was, and still is, mastic or chewing gum, formed from the resin of the small green bushes which grow on the island’s southern hills. The bushes then belonged to the sultan and produced four different kinds of gum, the best of which was reserved for the ladies of the harem.19 The island’s communities lived well together. Many of the 10,000 Muslims spoke Greek. Some of the 100,000 Greeks wore turbans; as on other Aegean islands, they had the right to ring the bells of their churches. The island also contained 3,000 Catholics. However, it was exposed to attack: in 1599 the Grand Duke of Tuscany had tried to seize it. Trade moved to Smyrna.20


In 1592–8 the first substantial building of modern Smyrna, the Hisar Cami or Castle Mosque (now embedded in the bazaar), was built by the sea. The year when Smyrna replaced Chios as the principal port of the region can be dated thanks to the Ottoman customs registers read by Daniel Goffman. In 1604/5 customs revenue from Chios surpassed that from Smyrna by 1,064,025 akces to 981,854; in 1606/7 Smyrna’s customs revenue surpassed that of Chios by 1,332,733 akces to 600,192.21 In 1610 George Sandys wrote, with typical prejudice, that Smyrna’s ‘beauty is turned to deformity, her knowledge into barbarism, her religion into impiety’. Nevertheless, he found that the city was frequented by foreign and local merchants. Locals settled there partly to flee the great Anatolian rebellions of the early seventeenth century, led by brigands and peasants (possibly with Shia sympathies), which, at times, threatened Constantinople itself.


Smyrna too had been attacked by rebels, but was defended by ‘certain English ships that lay in the road’: by 1595, within thirteen years of the establishment of diplomatic relations with the Ottoman Empire, English ships were entrenched in the carrying trade in the Levant. ‘The principal commodity of Smyrna is Cotton-wool which there groweth in great quantity.’ (Izmir is still surrounded by cotton fields today, though foreign competition – and the cost of Turkish labour – make them increasingly unprofitable.)22


Abundant and succulent figs were another product. Ripened in the sun-drenched valleys of Anatolia, they were, and still are, dried, packed and exported to Constantinople and Europe. A later traveller would find that ‘the misfortune of the society of the merchants of Smyrna’ was that they talked of nothing but figs.23 In August and September the loudest sound in the city would be the ‘terrific hammering’ of men making barrels for transporting dried figs. Other cities were built on cloth, or silk; Smyrna was built on figs.24


European diplomacy, as well as market forces, helped the rise of Smyrna. In 1610 the imperial government ordered the city’s market inspector to search the holds of French ships for contraband goods such as beeswax and muskets. The French reacted by producing certificates counterfeited or purchased in Constantinople. Ottoman authorities had to be circumspect in their inspections, thanks to orders not to ‘injure, seize and threaten’ the French. French capitulations had been renewed and extended in 1604, and the Ottoman Empire still needed France as an ally against the King of Spain and the Holy Roman Emperor.25


The arrival of consuls confirmed Smyrna’s tightening links with Europe. By 1612 a Venetian consul and a Dutch vice-consul had arrived, and in 1619 the French consul in Chios was transferred to Smyrna.26 The most important French consul in the Empire, his jurisdiction extended over Anatolia and many Aegean islands, where he appointed vice-consuls.27 The Venetian consul helped Franciscan monks rent and restore a Greek church in 1597. At the height of the Counter-Reformation, the Catholic Church was determined to reconquer other Christians. Louis XIII, the king of France, Venice’s rival as protector of Catholics in the Ottoman Empire, helped Jesuits and Capuchins move to the Levant. A Jesuit church was built in 1623; Capuchin monks made a chapel for the French consul in 1628. Both orders at the same time began to teach and to proselytize elsewhere in the Levant, especially in Beirut and the semi-autonomous Christian area to the east, called Mount Lebanon.2


The leaders in Smyrna’s international commerce, from the beginning, were French, Dutch and English merchants. Partly because it was difficult for them to trade in European ports, Muslims were excluded. On his way to Jerusalem in 1621, Louis Deshayes de Courmenin noted that, while Turks, Greeks and Jews lived inland, foreign merchants’ residences lined the seafront and their owners ‘live in great freedom’.29


Antiquities as well as commerce linked Smyrna to Europe. In the Ottoman Empire, Muslims’ view of history was dominated by the Koran, by the figures of the Prophet Muhammad and his companions and successors, and by pride in the Ottoman dynasty. Christians, however, had two pasts. They were inspired not only by the teachings of Jesus Christ and the Apostles, and the prophets of the Old Testament, but also by pagan Greeks and Latins: Homer, Aristotle, Tacitus and others. Maps show the extent to which Europeans lived in the classical past: some marked cities’ ancient Greek or Latin names more clearly than their modern ones.30 Escorted by janissaries lent by their consul, it was easy for Europeans from Smyrna to visit the ruins of Ephesus, or to buy Greek and Roman coins and medals, and engraved gems, in the bazaar.31


In 1625, by leave of the Ottoman authorities, the English ambassador in Constantinople, Sir Thomas Roe, organized expeditions to Smyrna, Ephesus and the surrounding cities and islands to look for ‘marbles hidden in the ground’ for the Duke of Buckingham and the Earl of Arundel – the first major collections of classical antiquities in the British Isles were formed in the Ottoman Empire. In 1628, as he was leaving the Ottoman Empire, Roe went to Smyrna in person, to supervise ‘collecting and lading’ the marbles on to ships bound for England.32


In other cities like Constantinople and Aleppo, in order to assert Muslim and Ottoman supremacy, Ottoman authorities built mosques with distinctive Ottoman domes and minarets, to dominate the skyline. Smyrna’s appearance was more commercial than religious. The spacious sweep of the bay, surrounded by wooded mountains, was filled with white-sailed ships, taller than the tallest buildings, and hundreds of ‘little trafficking barks’. Surrounded by orange, lemon and mulberry groves, vegetable gardens and vineyards, the city was built on land so low and flat that it seemed to rise straight from the sea.33 Within the city walls, houses made of wood, wattle and unbaked brick climbed from the shore up the slope of the hill to the massive castle on the crest, past dark-green patches where cypresses marked the presence of a Muslim graveyard. The houses were so similar that from the castle the city seemed to be a single red-brown roof.34


A new fort confirmed Smyrna’s growing prosperity, and the Ottoman government’s growing interest in it. On 28 September 1644, Maltese galleys had seized an Ottoman fleet on its way from Constantinople to Egypt, murdered the Sultan’s trusted chief black eunuch on board, enslaved pilgrims, then sailed to Crete and sold the proceeds. Thereby they triggered a war for Crete between Venice and the Ottoman Empire. In the 1650s the Venetian navy took Lemnos and Samothrace and threatened Constantinople itself. Therefore in 1656–7 a fort, guarded by a cannon big enough to contain an entire man, was built at the entrance to the Gulf of Smyrna by Grand Vizier Mehmed Köprülü, to stop Venetian ships attacking and merchants cheating Ottoman customs by taking on loads there. It had a garrison of 200 men paid from the Smyrna customs revenue. Departing ships had to stop to present a certificate proving that they had paid taxes and received customs clearance.35


One of the greatest of Ottoman writers, and the only one to devote himself to travel, was Evliya Çelebi. His travel book is a fundamental source for the Ottoman Empire. Born in Constantinople in 1610, he had been told in a dream to travel. Capable of reciting the Koran in eight hours (though, like most Ottoman Koran reciters, he did not know the Arabic in which it is written), he was son of the Sultan’s chief jeweller and a boon companion of Murad IV. He despised ‘tricky Franks [Western Europeans]’, ‘treacherous’ Jews and Armenians, and hoped God would perpetuate the Ottoman Empire until the end of time. Nevertheless, he also criticized Ottomans’ use of torture and the Sultan’s Stalin-like insistence, during rebellions, on quotas of heads from provincial governors. Moreover, he had an enquiring mind and tried to check some of his data.36 He was aware of Smyrna’s non-Muslim past: he believed that Alexander the Great had founded the city, and knew that Franks dug for buried treasure there. He commented, about one castle, ‘It does not remain from the unbelievers’ – as if much else did.


In 1671, at the age of sixty, he visited Smyrna. In the Seyahatname, which he composed for his patron Melek Ahmed Pasha, he wrote that the city supported a tax farm of 200,000 gold coins. Order was maintained by detachments of the Sultan’s elite forces of janissaries and bostancis, and by local cavalry under the captains commanding the two fortresses. The city’s chief officials were a kadi, to administer Muslim religious law, the gümrük emini in charge of customs, and for civilian affairs a mutesellim, based in Manisa, 100 miles to the north-east. It was not the capital of a province.37


Evliya praised Smyrna as the most celebrated port in the Empire, because of the number of ships loading and unloading there – although he did not like the noise made by the firing of a cannon each time a vessel arrived. When foreign fleets sailed in from Marseille, Amsterdam or London, thousands of small boats rushed out, eager to cut out the middleman and exchange local silk and camel hair, or fresh grapes and peaches, for cloth, tin and household goods such as mirrors, plates, needles and knives.38 Red was the most popular colour: one boat from Marseille contained 22,000 red cloth caps.39 Evliya counted 82 hans or inns ‘like castles’, and admired the wealth of the city merchants, both Muslim and non-Muslim. Three thousand six hundred shops paid taxes once a week to the market inspector, and to the janissary police known as ‘the six sticks’. In addition there were 40 coffee houses, 70 soap factories, 200 taverns and 20 bozahanes selling a fermented alcoholic drink made of wheat – the interdiction against drinking alcohol was, for many Muslims in the Levant, a fiction.40


Evliya complained that Smyrna resembled an ocean of people. The streets were so crowded that people rubbed shoulders and it was impossible to walk comfortably. Alexander Drummond, who visited the city a hundred years later, agreed. Smyrna was ‘not at all handsome; for the streets are so narrow they scarce deserve the appellation of lanes, as dirty at all times as kennels, and so crowded where the business of the Franks is carried on, that one cannot pass without great difficulty’. Streets changed direction from house to house; in the market they were lined by wooden stalls with owners yelling the prices of cabbages or melons. Camels and mules were the main means of transport. People had to stand aside in the lanes, to allow them to pass or to kneel down to be unloaded.41 Even the main thoroughfare of the Frank district, called Frank Street, parallel to the coast, was ‘dirty, ill-paved and narrow’, with a gutter running down the middle.42 One of the characteristics of houses throughout the Ottoman Empire, from Damascus to Sarajevo, was the cumba or projecting window – built out of love of light, and of watching street-life.43 In Smyrna some cumbas protruded so far that they almost touched each other across the street, and stopped light from reaching below.44 There were no large streets or squares.


Further confirmation of Smyrna’s international importance came during the vizierate of Fazil Ahmed Köprülü. He may have been shocked by the difficulty of using Smyrna as an Ottoman base during the war to conquer Crete from Venice. The Empire built back. In 1676 he built the Vizier Han near the sea – partly from remains of the Greek theatre in the upper city. A massive walled rectangle with two storeys of bedrooms for travelling merchants, above arcaded courtyards full of shops, it is still an impressive building.45 He also built a double aqueduct and fountains to ensure the city’s water supply. Until the end of the Empire his waqf, or charitable trust, including markets, warehouse and shops, was one of the main employers in the city. In 1675 a wooden customs house, where merchants were henceforth obliged to have their goods examined by Ottoman customs officials and pay their dues, was built on pylons out in the sea, with stairs so that goods could be unloaded directly from a boat – thus the Ottoman authorities hoped to check fraud. Further signs of increased imperial control were the transfer of Smyrna from the authority of the Kaptan Pasha, or head of the Ottoman navy, to the province of Aydin, a Muslim city one hundred miles inland, and the reallocation of its tax revenue to the Sultan’s mother.46


If foreigners dominated Smyrna’s trade with Europe and with distant Ottoman ports such as Alexandria and Sidon (half the French ships arriving in Smyrna had set out from other Ottoman ports), Ottomans controlled trade with smaller ports of the Empire and with the interior. Principal hub of a vast network of inland trade routes, Smyrna’s rise was helped by European merchants’ certainty that their products would find buyers there. Smyrna was, as contemporaries wrote, where Asia came shopping for Europe.47


The inland trade routes were used by caravans of camels – since the Ottoman conquest of Syria and Egypt in 1517, camels had spread to Anatolia.48 From Persia, via Aleppo, on journeys that took up to seven months, caravans of 1,500 camels and horses at a time brought opium, silk and Indian textiles – as well as Armenian immigrants working in the associated trades. They returned with spices and European goods like scissors, mirrors and watches. The area around Ankara supplied mohair (goat or camel hair); Smyrna and the surrounding region provided carpets, rhubarb and mastic from Chios, as well as figs, raisins, wine and cotton.49 Again international politics favoured Smyrna: from the 1620s these caravans began to avoid the great inland trading city of Aleppo because of a return of Iranian–Ottoman wars, the difficulty of evading customs dues, and the horror of its port city Iskanderun, described as ‘the cemetery of the Franks’. Surrounded by marshes, its air was vile and the people ‘worse than Devils’.50


Smyrna soon developed different districts for Greeks, Jews and Armenians as well as Turks and Franks. Like Pera, from the beginning it was a city of churches and synagogues, as well as mosques. There was what seemed to astonished Europeans ‘an entire freedom of religion’.51 In accordance with sharia law, churches could be built or rebuilt provided that the Ottoman authorities were satisfied there had originally been a church on the same site: given the number of ruined Byzantine churches in the city, modern churches could obtain permission with little difficulty. Government architects issued permits specifying how and in what dimensions they were to be built.52


Smyrna even acquired its own Christian shrine. By 1654, perhaps as a result of an anti-dervish movement by the Ottoman authorities, a dervish shrine had been occupied by Christian monks. Religious tradition being ‘as easily manufactured as perpetuated’, it re-emerged as the burial place, shrine and church of St John Polycarp – the fourth bishop of Smyrna, who had been burnt alive by Roman authorities in AD 167. Hidden behind walls and usually inaccessible, the church, now seat of the Roman Catholic archbishop and called Aziz Polikarp Kilesi, still holds services today, although the congregation rarely numbers more than ten. It contains a revered black Madonna encased in silver, and its floor is laid with the elegant inscribed tombstones of the Catholic merchants of the city, rescued from an abandoned cemetery.53 In Smyrna as in Pera, Muslims entered churches – even lighting candles – to hear the music or to gain divine protection in addition to that implored for in mosques.54


Smyrna was both Ottoman and European. By 1700 it had three Catholic, two Greek and two Armenian churches, and eight synagogues.55 In some streets you could hear the sound of the organ playing in Catholic churches.56 In Frank Street you might be in a Christian country. You could hear Dutch, English, Italian, French and particularly Provençal being spoken, and see Jesuit and Capuchin monks in their distinctive robes. Whereas Ottomans always wore turbans or, in the case of Christians or Jews, caps, in the Frank district men wore hats.57


As early as 1610 the Porte was complaining that Jews were moving to Smyrna from Salonica and Manisa and should be sent back ‘immediately’. They were prominent in tax farms (many sources of government revenue were farmed out to the highest bidder, to speed collection) and in customs.58 The first printing press in Smyrna was a Jewish one, using the Hebrew alphabet, which started working there in 1649.59 A Jewish printer from Smyrna, who had been printing in Spanish (the daily language of Ottoman Jews, most of whom descended from Jews expelled from Spain in 1492), later printed the first English book in the Ottoman Empire: the copy made by Paul Rycaut (English consul in Smyrna from 1667 to 1678) of the capitulations renewed in 1662 between Charles II and Mehmed IV.60


Smyrna even produced its own Levantine Messiah. Sabbatai Sevi was born in Smyrna in 1626, the son of a Jewish broker working for English merchants who had come from Greece around 1614. A manic-depressive visionary, in 1648 he proclaimed himself the Messiah and – having failed to consummate two marriages to humans – married himself to the Torah during a banquet. Driven from his native city by outraged rabbis, he then wandered round the Mediterranean. On his return to Smyrna in 1665, he declared himself King of Israel, the Sultan Sabbatai Sevi, who will ‘take the kingship from the ruler of Turkey’.61 This assertion of power and royalty – as local Jews were feeling economically vulnerable as Christians became more numerous and prosperous – made him popular. He walked through the streets of the city surrounded by a bodyguard of ‘the frenzied rabble’, who listened to him as if he was the voice of God.62


Hysterical scenes of mass public penance, in expectation of the impending end of the world, spread from Smyrna to Jewish communities as far away as Poland. Even rabbis believed the Sultan would abdicate in Sabbatai’s favour. Master of the Jewish community of Smyrna, he abolished fasts and declared his two brothers kings of Judah and Israel and emperors of Rome and Turkey respectively. Synagogues began to pray not for the Sultan but for ‘the King of Kings, the Sultan Sabbatai Sevi’. He was sexually as well as politically liberating. He commanded his followers to send him their virgin daughters, whom he returned a few days later, swearing he had not touched them.63 Accusations – not entirely unfounded – that his followers practised free love, or ritual wife-swapping, continued down to the twentieth century.


The Ottoman government soon reacted. Brought before the Sultan in Edirne in September 1666, Sabbatai renounced his royal pretensions. Finally, given the choice of conversion or impalement, he tore off his Jewish cap and adopted the Muslim turban. Known as Aziz Mehmed Efendi, he died in exile in what is now Montenegro in 1676. Back in Smyrna, many of his followers remained in ‘dejection of the spirit’ and returned to orthodox Judaism. Others continued to believe in Sabbatai Sevi even though he no longer believed in himself. They thought only his shadow on earth had become Muslim: his body and soul had been taken to heaven. Some of them, as Sabbatai had advised, converted to Islam, assumed Muslim names and outward practices, but remained secret believers in Judaism or in Sabbatai: they retained Jewish dietary rules and a tendency to marry in their own community and to use Ladino and Hebrew prayers in secret.64 Known as dönme or ‘turned’,65 they remained numerous and powerful in Smyrna and Salonica, and were to exercise considerable influence on the Young Turk revolution and the Turkish Republic.


Despite the vitality of its Christian and Jewish communities, Smyrna was a predominantly Muslim city – its prosperity encouraged Muslim immigrants from the countryside, for whom mosques had to be constructed. Evliya Çelebi’s account of the city is dominated by triumphant Muslim statistics. He counted 310 mihrabs or prayer niches in the city, 77 masjids (prayer halls), 40 madrasas and, by the sea, a large open-air prayer space capable of holding 100,000 men. Unlike churches and synagogues, mosques were used day and night. The ‘Bearded Mosque’, built over the shops of the perfumers, was never free of congregations. Its beauty resembled that of a white pearl. The Ahmed Aga Mosque, built in 1668, by the port at the beginning of the new bazaar, had coloured glass from Constantinople ‘worthy of King Suleiman’: when the sun shone it was like an emerald. ‘Its splendour illuminates the city of Izmir.’ Mosques were built by el-Hajj Yussuf, Sheikh Mustafa Faik Pasha, Ahmed Agha’s mother and many others. Evliya records as something unusual a mosque not containing a prayer area on the side reserved for women.66


Other prosperous Muslim merchants mentioned by Evliya were Mahmud Efendi, Hasan Aga, Kucuk Huseyin Aga and Ahmed Aga. The tomb of Marcus Fabius served as a fountain in the hospitable garden of Ahmed Aga.67 Ahmed shared a taste for classical antiquities with one of the richest merchants of the city, called Imamoglu, who arrived from Ankara in the mid seventeenth century with a few bales of goat hair. By the end of his life he owned flocks of sheep and goats, more slaves and houses than he could count, and many of the vegetable gardens outside the city. However much he was offered, Imamoglu would not sell the marble statues he discovered under his properties.68


Smyrna showed that, even at the height of its power, the Ottoman Empire could rule with a light touch. In the 1670s the Empire had just taken Crete from Venice, and Podolia from Poland; it was preparing to attack Vienna itself. Yet in Smyrna Evliya was awed by the wealth and power of the Franks and their consuls: ‘The ships of the Franks come so often that half of the city of Izmir is like Frengistan [Europe]. If someone hits a gavur [a Turkish word for non-Muslim], everyone immediately surrounds him and takes him and brings him to the consular judge or the keffires [unbelievers] execute him. And at that time the Muslim people become invisible, so that at this time it seems a dark Frank place like Malta.’69 Malta – home of the Knights of St John, whose duty and trade was to raid Muslim (and sometimes Christian) shipping throughout the Levant – was a synonym of horror for Muslims, owing to the thousands of Muslim slaves it contained. It was easy for the Knights to discover who were Muslims on board a captured ship and take them as slaves ‘as they are circumcised’, wrote Richard Pococke, who witnessed such an event in 1739.70


Consuls were the key power-brokers in the Levant. In Smyrna, as in Pera, to enhance their status as well as to protect their persons, they were escorted by janissaries holding six-foot-long ivory-knobbed staves with which they beat the ground, as well as by their own liveried footmen. Consuls were expected to keep open house for travellers and merchants – which cost little, since food and wine could be had ‘almost for nothing’. Living in what seemed like ‘a small palace’, the French consul served French, Spanish and Italian as well as local wines, and received guests ‘to the sound of bottles and flagons’. He also possessed a library with the latest gazettes.71


Paul Rycaut demonstrates consuls’ importance as cultural transmitters, like ambassadors in Pera. Born in London in 1629 of Dutch origins, he came to Constantinople in 1661 as secretary to the English ambassador Lord Winchilsea. In 1667 he made his entry as English consul into Smyrna escorted by a hundred merchants and six trumpeters: in the Levant, as in Europe, music was a sign of power. He occupied himself with commerce, antiquities, and negotiating anti-piracy treaties with the rulers of Algiers, Tunis and Tripoli. He also began to write his pioneering books on the Ottoman Empire: The Present State of the Ottoman Empire (1667), The Present State of the Greek and Armenian Churches (1679), The History of the Turkish Empire (1680) and The History of the Turks (1700). Rycaut spoke Turkish, ancient and modern Greek, Latin, French and English. His books were based on Ottoman registers and on such Levantine informants as a palace employee originally called Albert Bobowski, the imperial dragoman Mamucha della Torre, the Sultan’s doctor Dr Marcellini, and a Smyrna friend called Sheytan Ibrahim, who had been governor of Egypt and was later commander-in-chief of Ottoman forces in Hungary. Despite errors, The Present State of the Ottoman Empire was translated into French, Italian, Dutch, German, Polish and Russian. Thus Smyrna was not only ‘the eye of Asia’, but also one of Europe’s eyes on Asia.72


Rycaut devoted his career to the Ottoman Empire; he admired the grand vizier Fazil Ahmed Köprülü, and praised Ottoman discipline and charity. In 1675, after the renewal of the English capitulations – which remained in force until 1923 – he wrote, ‘The honour and privilege which Our Nation enjoyeth here and security of our persons and Estates under the Turkes … is beyond the example of former times.’ However, he was as prejudiced against Ottomans as he was against other foreigners. He felt that the Ottoman Empire would ‘never be nourished by softness and the arts and blandishments of Peace’, wrote that a Turk ‘is not capable of real friendship towards a Christian’, and considered that one reason for the banning of books printed by or for Muslims in the Ottoman Empire (Jews and Christians could and did print books) was its government’s fear of ‘that subtlety of Learning which is inconsistent with as well as dangerous to the grossness of their Government’.73


In reality there were other reasons for the interdiction: the difficulty of printing Arabic script; fear of scribal unemployment; love of calligraphy. The French scholar Antoine Galland said that, when a book by the Arab scientist Ibn Sina was available in a cheaper printed edition, buyers still preferred manuscript versions. Perhaps the main reason was the conviction that the Koran is the literal word of God, and calligraphy the supreme art. To own a beautifully written manuscript of the Koran was meritorious. When printing by Muslims was allowed, in 1727, it was on condition that no religious work was printed.74 For the same reasons there was no printing in the Persian and Mogul empires.


Thus, until the spread of printing and accurate French maps (such as the superb collection of plans of the ports of the Mediterranean by Joseph Roux, printed in Marseille in 1764, and dedicated to the French foreign minister the Duc de Choiseul) in the late eighteenth century, the Ottoman Empire had no easy access to reliable maps. The absence of printed books also limited education. Literacy in the Empire is thought to have been around 1 per cent before 1800, rising to perhaps 15 per cent by 1914.75 Most people in the Ottoman Empire were cut off from contemporary information revolutions.


Rycaut noted too that in Smyrna ‘the Greeks have also an inclination to the Moscovite beyond any other Christian prince, as being of their Rites and Religion, terming him their Emperor and Protector, from whom according to ancient Prophesies and modern Predictions they expect delivery and freedom to their Church.’76 Indeed, confirming the fragility – and, for some, the illegitimacy – of the Ottoman Empire, in the seventeenth century Ecumenical Patriarchs, no doubt reflecting the desires of their flock, repeatedly sent secret messages from Constantinople to the Tsar in Moscow, at risk of their lives, asking him to invade and liberate the Orthodox, suggesting appropriate moments and routes. (The messages, in Greek, are still in the national archives in Moscow.) Greek dreams of liberation by Russia increased the built-in combustibility of the Levant.77


If consuls lived like princes, Western merchants – in all there were perhaps five or six hundred French, English, Dutch and Venetians in Smyrna in 1678 – lived like lords.78 In theory, foreigners were forbidden to own property in the Ottoman Empire. However, Smyrna was a law unto itself. By the mid seventeenth century foreigners had country houses in the nearby Greek villages of Buca and Bornova, and entertained themselves by hunting and shooting – boar, bears, ibex, duck.79 The English merchants were the richest; they imported their own hounds to hunt hares, and were said to drink as much wine as all the other foreigners together.80


In the seventeenth century Smyrna’s international trade was dominated by the Dutch and the English. The Dutch displayed in the Levant the same energy which had led them to establish trading posts, from Nagasaki to New Amsterdam, as New York was called when it was founded in 1626, at roughly the same time that Smyrna became a great port. Dutch merchants became famous for disputes with their consul, liaisons with local women, and banquets.81


The most prominent Dutch family of Smyrna, the de Hochepieds, served as consuls in Smyrna and ambassadors in Constantinople. Daniel Jean de Hochepied, ‘gentle, civil and insinuating’, the Dutch consul from 1688 to 1723, was so respected that he was called ‘Monsieur le Consul’, as if he were the only one. When he died, thousands of Muslims, Greeks and Armenians as well as Franks attended his funeral. His wife, Clara Catherine, had been brought up in Constantinople, where her father, Justinus Colyer, Dutch ambassador from 1668 to 1682, had in 1680 secured the renewal of the Dutch capitulations, at vast expense. Madame de Hochepied’s connections with the Sultan’s mother were so good that in 1710 she helped obtain a firman authorizing the construction of a new church for the Franciscans of Smyrna. Although themselves Calvinists, the Hochepieds became the church’s official protectors, thereby raising their prestige in the city and the Dutch community.82


Sons inherited parents’ networks. The Hochepieds’ son Daniel Alexander, born in Smyrna in 1689, succeeded his father as Dutch consul in 1723, and assembled a fine collection of medals and antiquities. His brother Elbert de Hochepied was Dutch ambassador in Constantinople in 1747–63.83 A later de Hochepied was Dutch consul and Austrian vice-consul in Smyrna in 1796–1810 and 1814–24.84 The family did not leave Smyrna until after the 1922 catastrophe.


English merchants bought Ottoman silk and sold English cloth. Generally youngest sons of gentry families, with shares in ships called Smyrna Factor or Levant Merchant, they dominated the Levant Company in London. On retirement to England, they had often made enough money to purchase a country estate or marry a daughter into the peerage.85 They had been sufficiently confident, by 1646, for disputes between parliamentarians and royalists in Smyrna to put ‘the whole town … in an uprore’. The Porte had been powerless to stop them.86


Whereas foreign merchants in Aleppo lived shut up in their own hans at night, like undergraduates in Oxford colleges,87 in Smyrna they lived in houses of their own. Often made of stone, these looked ‘tolerably handsome’ compared to the ‘inelegant, inconvenient’ houses of the locals. They generally had one front on Frank Street; behind were warehouses, terraces and, sticking out into the sea, wooden galleries and lavatories.88 Europe was more of a reality in Smyrna than in most European cities: in Smyrna, Europeans were said to live in ‘a most particular union undisturbed by any difference of Religion or nation or any party feeling, even in wartime’. Almost all kept open house.89 Either to avoid insults, or to counter the effects of the heat, most wore Turkish dress, with a hat to show they were Christians. As in Constantinople and other Levantine ports, the principal common languages, until the 1830s, were Italian and lingua franca.90


When Galland reproached some French merchants with not learning Turkish, they replied that they had so little contact with Turks that they did not need to. Also, in Smyrna merchants used Jews, many of whom spoke Turkish (Sabbatai Sevi’s father, for example), as middlemen in trade. ‘All trade is conducted through Jews,’ wrote the French botanist Pitton de Tournefort in 1702. In all, in addition to lingua franca, twelve languages could be heard in the streets of Smyrna: Turkish, Arabic, Persian, Armenian, Greek, Russian (spoken by slaves), Hebrew, Italian, Portuguese, French, English and Dutch.91


In Smyrna the working day was broken for Muslims by the five ritual prayers; for Franks by breakfast at eight, dinner at one, and a siesta. Supper at eight was followed by visits to each other’s houses. As in Pera, networks of visits linked consuls, foreign merchants and prominent Turks. When the Kaptan Pasha visited Smyrna with his fleet of galleys, during his annual inspection of the Aegean islands, of which he was governor, he expected to receive visits and presents of telescopes or brocade from local merchants.92 However, visits rarely stretched into meals. Turks sat on cushions rather than chairs, and ate with their hands rather than knives and forks. It was easier for non-Turks to smoke pipes or drink coffee than to dine with them.93 In November 1670 the Rev. John Covel noted a dinner with a rich Turk, ‘a very courteous man and friendly to all our Nation’, as an exceptional event. Covel sat down ‘Taylor like, crosse-leg’d’ on a carpet, enjoyed the ‘good, plain, wholesome food’, and later wrote, ‘All things being so quite different from our own way of living did very much surprise me with wonder and delight.’94


Although heads of guilds in Smyrna were generally Muslim, Christians and Muslims worked together in, for example, the dyers’ or carpenters’ guilds. The relative silence of the central archives suggests an absence of conflict in the workplace: when it occurred, it usually opposed Smyrna craftsmen – Muslim, Christian and Jewish – against those of foreign origin or working for foreigners. In 1685 the Dutch consul obtained an order from the Porte to stop a Smyrna tailor from harassing the Dutch tailor who was making clothes for the Dutch. In 1817 Smyrna carpenters complained about attempts to stop them from working in the Frank quarter.95


The Muslim women of Smyrna remained in a world of their own. Covered from head to toe in white veils, with a black cloth masking the face, except for small holes for the eyes, they were dominated by family and piety. They were free to make expeditions to the bazaars for shopping, or to graveyards to pray at their relations’ tombs and drink coffee. Behind their veils, they appeared ‘inelegantly protuberant to the English eye’.96


The Christian women of Smyrna, however, according to one visitor, provided ‘the most admirable collection of charming feminine faces I have ever seen’.97 Evliya Çelebi wrote of the gavur ‘beloveds’ (dilbers) that ‘when young Muslim men see their sweet-smelling and dishevelled locks their minds become ruined and confused.’ Later visitors were equally enthusiastic: ‘The Smyrniote ladies thus blending oriental and Frank manners and customs are considered extremely attractive.’98 Combining the grace of Italians, the vivacity of Greeks, and the ‘stately tournure’ of Ottomans, they possessed ‘almost irresistible fascination’.99 Sitting out in the evening in the Rue des Roses, they were admired, for having lips like coral, eyes like fire and ‘looks which pierce your brain’. Until the switch to European fashions in the 1840s, they wore jewels and gold coins in their headdress so ‘the suitor can reckon as well as admire the object of his affection’.100 Moreover, they were ‘particularly attentive to strangers’. Smyrna was said to be the paradise of sailors.101


Like Pera, Smyrna acquired a reputation, still extant today, for sexual freedom. Until the middle of the twentieth century, women of the Greek mainland were suspicious of Smyrna women for being too clean (pastrika) – almost whores.102 The city’s reputation inspired one of the most famous playwrights of the eighteenth century. Carlo Goldoni’s L’impresario di Smirna (1759) is a comic play about the desire of a rich Turkish merchant of the city to form a company to mount an opera there – driven by desire for the singers’ bodies rather than their music. The play is a warning against ruinous passions.103


The wine in Smyrna was as good as the women. The French and the English inhabitants were generally in good humour, considered the French traveller Monsieur Poullet in 1668, because ‘the wine there is so exquisite that unless you are naturally doltish, you have to lose there all the malignity of melancholy.’104 The English would oblige guests to drink when they did not want to, attacked the French consulate shouting ‘French dogs’ and further insults, or set fire to Frenchmen’s clothes. Some even proclaimed themselves Muslim.105 On the quays, taverns were open all night: people danced ‘à la française’, ‘à la grecque’ or ‘à la turque’. By the 1660s the season of revelry before the four-week fasting season of Lent, known throughout Catholic Europe as carnival, was celebrated at Smyrna, as in Pera, with such frenzies of drinking and dancing that Turks thought the revellers mad. (Probably carnival came to Smyrna from Catholic Europe rather than, as on the Greek islands, being a relic of the pagan past.)106 In the eighteenth century European consuls tried to stop Turks frequenting the taverns of the Frank quarter, where they could enjoy ‘the most absolute freedom … to commit every kind of outrage’.107 Even for the Ottoman government, Smyrna and wine were synonymous. If, on occasion, the grand vizier tried to ban the sale of wine in Constantinople, he issued orders that customs officials were not to interfere in any way with foreigners’ wine in Smyrna.108


From 5,000 in 1600, the population had risen to 30,000–40,000 in 1650 and to around 100,000 in 1700, perhaps distributed in a ratio of seven Turks to two Greeks, one Armenian and one Jew.109 Despite its narrow lanes and stinking alleys, most travellers liked Smyrna. Evliya praised it for the sweetness of the air and water, the wealth and hospitality of its merchants, and the quality of the soap and the honey.110 The French traveller and jeweller Jean-Baptiste Tavernier wrote in 1634, ‘Smyrna is today for trade by both sea and land the most famous city of all the Levant and the most famous market for every merchandise going from Europe to Asia and from Asia to Europe.’ Pitton de Tournefort, who visited it in 1702, sent by the French government to investigate the plants of Anatolia, called it ‘one of the richest storehouses in the world’.111


Smyrna was so rich that it could affect international politics. The English attack in peacetime on the Dutch ‘Smyrna fleet’ in 1664 was a signal for war to break out between the two countries. The French destruction of the Anglo-Dutch ‘Smyrna fleet’ off Gibraltar in June 1693, when over 100 ships were captured or sunk, was a catastrophe that brought down the responsible Secretary of State, the Tory Earl of Nottingham, and helped lead to the creation of the Bank of England in order to finance a new fleet. Louis XIV had been so eager for news of the action that he asked for his door to be broken down when it arrived.112


Travellers called Smyrna ‘the pearl of the Levant’. In reality it was also a city of earthquakes, plagues, fires and massacres – so frequent that only its inhabitants’ resilience, and the unsuitability of rival ports, can explain its continued prosperity. Most years in the eighteenth century saw outbreaks of plague. The plague of 1739–42, for example, claimed 20 per cent of the population, that of 1759–65 about 50,000 lives (half the city), that of 1784 thousands more, that of 1812–15 some 45,000.113 There was little knowledge of hygiene. Greek priests were allowed to sell on the clothes of dead plague victims, thereby spreading the infection.114 As in Constantinople, in times of plague most Turks remained in the city, trusting in God, despite the groans from the dying in the street. If they could, Franks and local Christians withdrew to the country, or shut themselves in their houses for periods of months at a time known as ‘the closure’. They obtained provisions by letting down baskets on string, or from foreign ships through the galleries at the back of their houses, without anyone touching land. Letters were fumigated with nitre and brimstone.115 A relic of these plague months are the massive walls, designed to keep out infection, still surrounding the gardens of Bornova.


Earthquakes shook the city in 1688 and 1788; the second may have claimed 15,000 lives. The kadi was suspected of involvement in a fire which destroyed two-thirds of the city in 1742. There were further fires in 1752 and 1763. In 1787, worried by the imminence of another Russian–Turkish war, the Franks set up their own police force to put out fires in their quarter.116


Other disasters were man-made. Below Smyrna’s smiling surface was a volcano waiting to erupt. In 1678 Galland attributed the relative peace in which the different communities lived among each other to the ‘rigour’ of Ottoman laws: in their hearts even Christians of different sects, as well as Muslims and Jews, hated each other ‘mortally’ – all the more fiercely for being obliged to pretend not to.117 Any sign of Christian pride could arouse Muslim anger. In 1636, for example, when an English ship arrived in the port flying a flag with the red cross of St George, people raged ‘that the gavurs should not dare wear their cross aloft in the port of the Grand Seigneur’. After three or four days’ rioting, the foreign consuls went in a body to the kadi and said that, if it did not stop, they would leave. The kadi then ‘appeased the fury of the people’, by means unspecified. The presence in the harbour of sailors from North Africa, or the Kaptan Pasha and his fleet, often triggered riots. Drunken sailors would attack Franks or their churches on Frank Street.118


During the War of the Holy League, opposing the Holy Roman Empire, Poland and Venice against the Ottoman Empire in 1683–99, as Austrian and Polish armies plunged into Ottoman territory in the Balkans, and even Louis XIV sent agents to decide which Ottoman cities would be easiest to seize, Venice – by no means a spent force – conquered much of Greece. On 28 April 1694, 14,000 Venetian soldiers seized Chios, expelling its Muslim population and threatening Smyrna itself. Smyrna’s defences, Galland had noticed in 1678, were as weak as those of most Ottoman cities. If Venice were to attack the city, there were fears of a retaliatory massacre of Christians – and the plundering of warehouses – by Muslims. The Levantine system swung into action. Presumably with the knowledge of the Ottoman authorities, certainly with the approval of his English and Dutch colleagues, the French consul persuaded the Venetian admiral to withdraw his fleet.119 The war in Europe opposing France and England and the Netherlands was overlooked. On this occasion the possibility of Muslim attacks on Smyrna Christians had acted as a deterrent against attack by a foreign power – in effect as insurance for the entire city. Fear of massacre prevented invasion.120


The only result was that on Chios, abandoned by Venice on the arrival of an Ottoman fleet in February 1695, conditions for Catholics deteriorated. A few were hanged. Catholic churches were destroyed or converted into mosques or Orthodox churches. The Ottoman authorities forbade Catholics from wearing hats or Genoese dress, and obliged them to salute the humblest Muslim.121


In the eighteenth century France dominated the foreign trade, as it did the foreign relations, of the Ottoman Empire. Although the Levant trade had declined in relative terms compared to world trade, Smyrna had become the largest and wealthiest port of the Empire, surpassing Constantinople itself. In the period 1748–89 one in four ships leaving Marseille went to Smyrna – the biggest of all foreign ports for French international trade. Smyrna’s trade linked it more closely to Europe than to the Empire itself. With France Smyrna’s trade was valued at 20 million livres; with Constantinople at 7 million. By 1740 there was a quay along the sea, to which ‘the small boats come up and load at their doors’.122


Some merchants who arrived in Smyrna from France and the Netherlands in the eighteenth century still have descendants trading there today, such as the Guys, Pagy, Giraud and Keun families. The many branches of the Giraud family descend from Jean-Baptiste Giraud. He arrived from Antibes in 1780, married Hélène, daughter of the last Venetian consul, Luigi Cortazzi, in 1787,123 and himself – by inheritance from his father-in-law, since Austria had annexed Venice – became Austrian consul. Thus the French-speaking ‘second Levant’ of the nineteenth century was connected by marriage to the Italian-speaking ‘first Levant’ of the previous centuries.124 The Catholic Aliotti, d’Andria and Marcopoli families were of Venetian or Genoese origin. They came from Chios to Smyrna in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century, working as consuls and merchants, often at the same time.


Though Smyrna prospered, after 1750 the Ottoman Empire appeared close to disintegration. It had begun its long retreat in the Balkans. Conversions to Islam, still frequent in the seventeenth century, collapsed thereafter. After the renewal of France’s capitulations in 1740, France had greater privileges – and rewards to offer its clients – than before. The Empire knew it was weakening. Ottoman officials themselves began to employ French, rather than Ottoman, ships for transport, and used French consuls and ambassadors as intermediaries with their own government.125


Amiral de Bauffremont, later ‘vice-amiral ès mers du Levant’, toured the Levant with the French fleet in 1766. A magnificent picture, now in the Musée de la Marine in Paris, commemorates his procession through Smyrna to visit the mutesellim or governor, along Frank Street, on 28 September 1766, escorted by janissaries, naval officers, dragomans and French merchants, and watched by ‘Madame la Consulesse de France avec les dames de la Nation’ and ‘all Smyrna’. The procession frequently came to a halt to enable Turkish servants to sprinkle the Admiral with perfume and orange-flower water. The picture is a glorification of the Ottoman–French alliance. Bauffremont had just been received by the Kaptan Pasha on board his flagship, with coffee, sorbet and jam and offers of service ‘for me personally as well as for the King’s vessels … The Grand Seigneur could not do too much for the Emperor of France his friend.’


Yet Bauffremont no longer trusted in the Empire’s future. In his ‘journal de campagne’, while praising Smyrna for its pleasures and ‘douceur des moeurs’, he wrote, ‘On all sides one sees revolts … everything announces its decadence and the end perhaps nearer than we think … The Grand Seigneur is extremely hated by his subjects.’126 It is not foreign intervention in the Ottoman Empire which is surprising, but that more of it did not take place sooner.


In 1768, outraged by Russian interference in Poland, and encouraged by the French government and its own public, the Ottoman Empire declared war on Russia, for the third time since 1700. In 1769, in one of the most remarkable naval feats of the century, a Russian fleet had sailed from St Petersburg round Europe, through the Strait of Gibraltar, into the eastern Mediterranean; the island of Paros in the Aegean became its base. It was the beginning of the end of the Ottoman Empire. Ottoman forces no longer showed the skill and valour which had helped them to defeat Russia in 1711, Venice in 1715 and the Habsburg monarchy in 1739.


With Russian help, a rising in the Peloponnese occurred during which cruelties were perpetrated on both sides. Both Muslims and Greeks fled to the safety of Anatolia.127 Russia controlled the eastern Mediterranean. Twenty-four Russian ships burnt the Ottoman fleet at Çeşme, fifty miles from Smyrna, on 7 July 1770. Defeat in the Aegean meant blood on the streets of Smyrna, for Greeks’ ‘fanaticism’ for Catherine II was well known.128 They believed ancient prophecies that they would be liberated by a fair-haired race from the North, that the Marble Emperor who slept below the Golden Gate of Constantinople would rise and restore the Byzantine Empire.129 In Smyrna on 8 July, spurred by a fanatical customs official called Ibrahim Aga, Muslims killed thousands of Greeks and the Dutch dragoman. Many Christians took refuge on foreign ships moored in the harbour.130 Like the Venetians in 1694, however, and for the same reason, the Russian fleet in 1770 abstained from attacking Smyrna, to save Christian lives. In this Asian city, Europe could be a political reality. On 2 August, according to a Russian officer, ‘a small vessel came under the admiral’s stern, filled with English, French and Italian merchants who came express from the several consuls at Smyrna to intreat Count Orloff [the Russian commander] not to come with his fleet before the city as they greatly feared that the consequences would be a general massacre of all the Christians.’131 Nevertheless, the possibility of what the consuls, in a joint letter to their ambassadors in the capital, called ‘absolute chaos’ and further massacres by ‘the city’s mob’ persisted.132 From being a haven of commerce, Smyrna had become a powder keg.


In June 1772 and again for five months from October 1773 to February 1774 Russian ships seized Beirut – the first mainland Levantine port to be occupied by a foreign power since the crusades. It was then a city of about 5,000 whose main fort was a former crusader castle, itself built with stones from Roman temples. The city was sacked; its inhabitants were forced to bow to a portrait of Catherine II erected above the main gate of the city walls.133


Russian ships threatened Constantinople itself. The forts of the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles were repaired with the help of French engineers, supplied by the French ambassador, the Comte de Saint-Priest; the French consul in Smyrna helped organize the restoration of the forts guarding the city. The capital’s food supply also depended on the French ambassador, who organized the transport of wheat from Salonica on French ships: Ottoman ships would have been seized by the Russian fleet.134


By the Treaty of Kuchuk Kainardji of 21 July 1774, Russia was allowed to establish consulates throughout the Ottoman Empire and began to claim, on the basis of a misinterpretation of one clause of the treaty, the right to protect its Orthodox Christians: in reality the Russian government had merely been granted the right to build a Russian Orthodox church in Beyoglu or Pera.135 Ottoman defeats in the war of 1768–74 made plain the weakness of the Ottoman Empire which travellers and diplomats had long been proclaiming. The Ottoman government, fearful and ill-informed, retreated into passivity. The Sultan referred decisions to the religious authorities. The Grand Vizier and different consultative councils also feared to take decisions, and relied on advice from the French ambassador.136


In 1776 the mission of the Baron de Tott, a French officer who had helped refortify the Bosphorus forts in 1772, now sent ‘to inspect the ports of the Levant’, hid a secret purpose, based on oral instructions from Louis XVI and the Minister of Marine – possibly unknown to the rest of the French government. Tott was told to find ways to conquer Egypt and Beirut – the latter’s strategic importance had been revealed in the recent war. Tott’s report reflected his own and his master’s desires more than strategic reality.


Alexandria, the key to Egypt, was protected only by ‘a fortress with towers of a very bad construction, which the presence of one of the King’s ships would compel to surrender immediately’.137 A prosperous international port until the sixteenth century, the city now had a population of only about 15,000, although many ships still called at the harbour, often carrying pilgrims on their way from North Africa to Mecca. Since it was a port exposed to attack by Europeans, living there could be seen as a form of jihad, making the city more attractive to pious Muslims. Mosques were built around the tombs of Muslim holy men who had died in Alexandria, such as Abu al-Abbas al-Mursi (from Murcia), Sidi Bishr and Sidi Gabr.138 Most people lived on a narrow promontory outside the old city walls. The modern port was surrounded by a waste of broken columns and buried cisterns – relics of the centuries when Alexandria, with its lighthouse, library and museum, had been the first cosmopolis, the centre of the trade and learning of the classical world.


Egypt itself had been misgoverned for centuries, under Ottoman suzerainty, by the Mamelukes, a military elite recruited from Caucasian slaves. According to Tott, it would be ‘very easy to conquer’, and could be controlled by 15,000 French troops. Tott returned to France with detailed maps of cities and forts, and operational plans – which, having survived the Revolution, would be taken out of ministry files in 1798 to be used on Bonaparte’s Egyptian expedition. He later published memoirs in which he described the Turks as barbarian fools whose empire was on the edge of extinction. French plans were common knowledge. When the French consulate moved from Cairo to Alexandria in 1777, many in Egypt were convinced it was a sign of an imminent French invasion.139


From Smyrna, however, the Empire’s future looked different. The French consul-general in Smyrna, Charles-Claude de Peyssonnel, came from a family of dragomans and consuls from Marseille. His father had been consul in Smyrna in 1747–55; he himself served there in 1766–78.


In his writings, Peyssonnel goes beyond clichés about Ottoman barbarism and Western superiority. He stresses the Ottoman government’s eagerness for the French alliance and French technicians, and Turks’ desire for contact with Westerners, shown by their attendance at embassy receptions and their adoption of foreign drinking and eating habits. Above all he claims that, far from being barbarians, ‘there is perhaps no government in the world more human than the Turks’, which represses the populations less, which demands fewer taxes, which imposes more moderate levies on commerce.’ He carefully explains why, at certain times, interpreters had been killed.140 He compared the Empire to ‘an infinitely robust tree which could dry up under the care of a negligent and inexpert gardener but which under an attentive and clever cultivator can in a short period recover all its sap, its youth, its freshness and raise its proud head above all those which surround it’.141





3 
Smyrna: Massacres and Merriment



I never saw such unrestrained laughter and merriment combined with so much natural grace.


Pauline Countess Nostitz, 1835


IN 1782 RUSSIA and Austria had begun to plan to divide the Ottoman Empire; Catherine II hoped that her grandson Constantine would become emperor in Constantinople. Smyrna survived unscathed the Ottoman war against them in 1787–92. The Ottoman alliance with Sweden prevented a Russian fleet entering the Mediterranean as in 1769. The Ottoman Empire proved its resilience, as many of the landmarks of Europe were swept away. Poland was divided between Russia, Austria and Prussia. The French monarchy, whose servants like Bauffremont and Tott had so often prophesied the demise of the Ottoman Empire, was itself overthrown in 1792. Paris suffered a reign of terror.


In 1797 Smyrna endured its own reign of terror – a second warning, after the massacre in 1770, of the fragility of the Levant. A murder which might have been of little consequence elsewhere led to an explosion in Smyrna. In the Levant, intercommunal tensions could be so bitter that they weakened the authorities’ desire to stop killing and looting. The outbreak also reveals the extent of local resentment at the way capitulations – the foundation stone of the Levant – were being abused to protect criminals. By the end of the eighteenth century foreign embassies and consulates were selling certificates of diplomatic protection, or berats – which included freedom from Ottoman taxes – originally meant for their employees, to hundreds of local Christians and Jews – sometimes Muslims too – in search of security and protection: further proof of an erosion in confidence in the Ottoman Empire. For example, the Canetti family – Jews living in Edirne, ancestors of the writer Elias Canetti – purchased protection from the Dutch embassy. The British ambasssador Sir Robert Liston was said to earn £3,000 or £4,000 a year this way.1


In 1796 ‘vagabond Sclavonians’ (mainly Dalmatian subjects of Venice) had begun to ‘infest’ Smyrna, leading to an increase in the number of taverns and ‘aqua vita shops’ – ‘nurseries for thieves’.2 Throughout the Empire the janissaries stationed to keep law and order in its principal cities had become fomentors of disorder and extortion. The combination of the two sources of disorder was fatal.


On 12 January 1797, during an exhibition in a local theatre by Italian acrobats travelling under the protection of the imperial (Austrian) consul, a janissary guard was murdered by two Greeks from the island of Cephalonia (and therefore Venetian subjects), who had wanted to watch without paying. The murder went unpunished, despite the authorities’ demands. The Venetian and Russian consuls (the latter under suspicion as so many Greeks claimed Russian protection) and their dragomans denied all knowledge of the murderers’ whereabouts; the culprits, Mathieu and Antoine Pana, had fled by boat. Long festering with resentment at Venetians’ lawlessness, the city was now in a state of ‘fermentation’. The kadi told the dragomans that, unless the murderer was delivered, he could not be responsible for the consequences.


On 15 January janissaries paraded their murdered comrade’s bloodstained shirt through the streets, ‘menacing they would have the blood of the xians’ according to the British consul Francis Werry. Six hundred janissaries entered Frank Street with ‘bundles of wood’, set fire to a Christian han at one end, began killing anyone they met, and drove away fire guards and fire engines (including one belonging to the French consulate) coming to extinguish the fire. A southerly wind helped the fire spread in the Frank, Greek and Armenian quarters. In the words of the imperial consul-general Baron de Kraemer, who had urged his colleagues to hand over the murderer, ‘All you heard on all sides were the sounds of gunfire, accompanied by terrible shouts which with the awful cries of the dying and wounded formed an atrocious scene.’ Only four European houses, and two British warehouses, escaped, thanks to faithful janissaries; all Frank Street, many churches and nine consulates were destroyed. Up to 1,500 Christians – mainly Greeks – lost their lives, including an entire school burnt with sixty pupils inside. Christian children were sold as slaves. All Franks and many others took refuge on foreign boats anchored in the bay. By the evening, with no one left to massacre, the janissaries withdrew to the customs house, to contemplate the progress of the fire they had started.


The crews of the Venetian and some of the Russian ships in the harbour – more Dalmatians – landed in the city to join in the pillage and murder, breaking open the remaining warehouses in search of loot. Werry wrote, ‘In the midst of peace and living under the protection of Capitulations we have been treated as savages only could treat enemies in the most furious rage of War. The savage behaviour of the Natives has been nearly equalled by the atrocious behaviour of the crews of the shipping there in the Bay.’ The authorities were powerless, cowardly or malevolent. ‘Contrary to all former practice neither Mullah, Musellim nor any Turk official was present’ to help fire extinguishers or protect Christians. ‘Our personal safety on that unfortunate day was the effect of mere chance.’3 The next day, in a characteristic move to fix the historical record, the local authorities forced local inhabitants to sign a petition to the central government stating that the events were an accident of little importance.4


Help finally came from one of those families of notables, and tax farmers, with some of the attributes of hereditary nobility, who were beginning to modernize some Ottoman provinces. They were called Karaosmanoglu. Thanks to their administration in the province of Aydin since the late seventeenth century, inhabitants there were said to ‘look better and indeed are better than any others in the country’.5 Among the richest individuals in the empire, with control of much of south-west Anatolia and its caravan trade, in charge of tax collecting for the central government, mutesellims of Manisa for much of the eighteenth century until 1816, the Karaosmanoglus had invited thousands of Greeks from the islands and the Peloponnese to work on their lands, and even built churches for them. In Smyrna they constructed two hans. The French consul Peyssonnel would invite them to balls and plays, and would send them his doctor when necessary. For his part Karaosmanzade Hajj Mustafa Aga invited Peyssonnel to tilting parties. He would end letters to his ‘très illustre et très sage et très digne et très sincère et très véritable amy et très renommé consul de France à Smyrne’ with ‘may the Lord grant you precious gifts and long life’, and greetings to the consul’s wife, daughter and sons.6 The Karaosmanoglus had already helped to protect Smyrna against brigands in 1739 and to restore order in 1770, and were supporters of the reforming sultan Selim III. In 1792 a Karaosmanoglu had been appointed kapici bashi or chief chamberlain. They could supply the central government with 2,500 troops. Urged to intervene now by a letter from the consuls, they restored order, punished offenders, and instituted a new form of government for the town.7


‘It is all over with Smyrna … Smyrna is lost for ever,’ wrote the Venetian dragoman Joseph Franceschi, begging in tears to be relieved of his job. He blamed above all ‘les esclavons’ and the Venetians for ‘since a long time’ provoking the Turks – a judgement with which Russian ships’ captains agreed.8 By order of the Sublime Porte on 15 May, all unmarried Venetian subjects from the Ionian isles and Dalmatia – described as ‘people of a savage rebellious description habitually addicted to heinous practices’ – were expelled from Smyrna and other seaports. On 19 May eighteen Turks and three Venetians were executed. Turks were forbidden to bear arms.9 The extinction in the same year of the Venetian Republic by General Bonaparte, and its annexation by the Habsburg monarchy, ended centuries of Venetian presence in the Levant. As Austrian subjects, Venetians and Dalmatians were henceforth under stricter control: in the nineteenth century they would be replaced, as principal troublemakers in the ports of the Levant, by Maltese.


Protected by its location, and its trade, Smyrna soon recovered its prosperity and insouciance. By one estimate, in 1813 the population had reached around 130,000: 70,000 Turks, 30,000 Greeks, 15,000 Armenians, 10,000 Jews, and perhaps 5,000 Franks.10


That year an English banker called J. O. Hanson, who had not experienced the horrors of 1797, found that ‘the police of Smyrna is good and the city generally tranquil. Murders are seldom heard of … For months together the sky is cloudless.’11 In this period, from Sarajevo to Damascus, merchants had views of Constantinople painted on the walls of their stately stone or wooden mansions: it was the centre of their world. The remarkable uniformity of style throughout different regions of the vast empire is probably explained by the fact that the murals were painted by teams of itinerant craftsmen from the mountains of Macedonia, moving from patron to patron. In Smyrna, however, in a new pulpit for Hisar Cami and in the water fountains of two new hans, the Donertaş (1805) and the Cakaloglu (1813–14), views of Smyrna itself were painted.12


Passing through on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 1806, Chateaubriand compared Smyrna to ‘another Paris’, ‘an oasis of civilization, a Palmyra in the middle of the deserts of barbarism’. He admired the merchants’ wives for wearing the latest fashions from the Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré.13 Others praised the food: ‘I have seen nowhere in the Levant tables served with more choice and even profusion than at Smyrna,’ wrote J. M. Tancoigne.14 Like other visitors, he found that by 1800, if not earlier, Franks were as much at home in Smyrna as in Marseille. With the confidence of wealth, they felt the city belonged to them, as well as – or, since they contributed so much to its prosperity, more than – to its Turks, Greeks, Armenians and Jews.15 In this sense – in making different races and religions feel it was their city – Smyrna was indeed cosmopolitan.


Hanson wrote:


From a long residence many of the Merchants have become as it were naturalised in the place. Many of them speak Turkish [an improvement on the past] and all of them Greek, French and Italian. Most of them are married to women of the country and display much elegance and hospitality in the arrangement of their houses and their reception of travellers. During my stay at Smyrna it was customary in two families resident there to give Public evenings once a week … These parties I found particularly agreeable … We met early without ceremony or form and passed the evening in music round games or cards … An introduction to one family infallibly leads to the acquaintance of the whole society.


On first arrival you were immediately given coffee and sweetmeats, as in a Greek or Turkish home; houses were heated by Turkish charcoal-burners.16


After a low period in the early nineteenth century, British merchants’ fortunes were recovering. Charlton Whittall, founder of a famous English dynasty which stayed in Smyrna and Constantinople until the 1980s, arrived from Liverpool in 1809. He soon acquired a fortune and a wife, Madeleine Giraud, daughter of the Austrian consul. Thanks to the Whittalls’ and other foreign merchants’ country houses, with well-kept gardens and ‘masses of beds of flowers’, Bornova and Buca were beginning to look like English rather than Greek villages – though with Turkish guards to keep out brigands. In the summer, when Smyrniots moved there to avoid the heat and plagues of the city, there were parties every night: not one family would stay at home.17 A French visitor, Maxime du Camp, complained, ‘It is sad to run away from them [the English] everywhere, only to find them unexpectedly under the Asian sun.’18 As well as making fortunes, Whittalls made discoveries, of ancient coins, new species of animals, or flowers, such as Fritillaria whittallii. In 1906 five Whittalls would be part of the Turkish team at the Olympic Games in Athens.


After the events of 1797, the Franks established an institution of their own, called the club or Casino, by the sea next to the British consulate. Open every evening from eight, it was described by Thomas MacGill in 1808 as ‘one of the best regulated places I ever knew’, with a reading room, French papers, a billiard room, card tables ‘and several small rooms for private conversation.’19 Five guineas a year was the subscription; travellers paid nothing unless they asked for ‘wine, liquors or supper’. Lord Byron himself visited it with his friend John Cam Hobhouse, during their grand tour round the Ottoman Empire, on 8 March 1810.20


During carnival season, balls were held there twice a week, with up to 300 people, ‘consular and naval uniforms of every country’, and ‘bewitching ladies’ in Greek dress: after dancing, their postures could be ‘positively indecent’. These balls were more enjoyable than their equivalent in Constantinople, which were marred by ‘jealousy, stiff court etiquette and a foolish idea of superiority’, particularly if ambassadors or, worse, ambassadresses came with their miniature courts.21


Even this institution dedicated to pleasure, however, reflected national tensions. Prominent Turks were admitted to the Casino. The governor attended the balls – choosing to drink rum and brandy, on the grounds that they were not, like wine, specifically forbidden by the Prophet.22 At one ball given by the British consul the Turkish governor drank to the prosperity of Smyrna – and to Franks’ share in it.23 But, however rich they were, despite years of petitions, Greeks, Armenians and Jews were excluded from the Casino – as were ships’ captains of all nationalities.24 Social prejudices were as violent as racial ones. In 1819 Greeks established their own casino or Greek club (with gambling for higher stakes) opposite a Greek church on Frank Street.25


At the same time as it assumed the role of ‘Paris of the Levant’, Smyrna was becoming a great Greek city again. There was no continuity between the new Greek city and its classical or Byzantine past: commerce in the Ottoman Empire was its basis. Greek merchants of Smyrna had become rich enough to found modern Greek schools there (partly to defend Greeks against Catholic proselytism) in 1733 and 1808.26
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