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MUSTAFA KEMAL ATATÜRK is one of the most important statesmen of the twentieth century. He established and shaped the Turkish republic, today the strongest state between the Adriatic and China in the broad Eurasian land belt south of Russia and north of the Indian subcontinent. He influenced the history of his country’s neighbours. For peoples ruled by foreigners, he showed a way to national independence in amity with the rest of the world.


Atatürk is usually known today as a radical modernizer and westernizer. The description is true, but not sufficient. He imported Western practices in order to bring his country into parity with the richest countries of the world, most of which were to be found in the West. But his aim was not imitation but participation in a universal civilization, which, like the thinkers of the European Enlightenment, he saw as the onward march of humanity, regardless of religion and the divisions it caused. He believed that the struggle for genuine independence should be waged by each nation for itself in the name of an overarching secular ideal of progress common to all, and therefore leaving no room for antagonism towards the most advanced nations. He was an anti-imperialist only in the sense that his ideal was a universal commonwealth of civilized people. Above all, he was a builder, the greatest nation-builder of modern times.


Atatürk’s vision was optimistic and humanist. His practice often fell short of it. Moreover, particularly towards the end of his life, his thought was contaminated by doctrines of ethnic and racial superiority current in the contemporary West. Atatürk had, and still has, many opponents in Turkey. Traditional Muslims saw in his ideal of secular progress an idolatrous juggernaut, and believed him to be an imitator of the infidels. For others he was simply an unprincipled dictator. Nationalists in neighbouring countries have other bones to pick with Atatürk. He defeated the Greeks; his generals beat the Armenians; he wrote off the Arabs, while adding to his country a district which Syrian Arabs claim for their own. Kurdish nationalists hold him responsible for the policy of assimilating Kurds within the Turkish nation. All these anti-Turkish nationalists are to be found among Atatürk’s detractors. Turkish and non-Turkish Marxists had their own critical reservations; but they no longer figure.


The controversy which surrounds Atatürk works to the advantage of the biographer and historian, as it throws up not only new arguments but also new sources of information. In Turkey, where the debate is particularly lively, new books on Atatürk proliferate. The first volume of Atatürk’s collected writings and a new edition of his private letters appeared just as the manuscript of this book was nearing completion. So did a comprehensive refutation of criticism levelled at Atatürk by Islamist opponents. However, even before these latest works, enough fresh material had accumulated to justify a new biography. This material is almost entirely in Turkish. It consists of memoirs and diaries of Atatürk’s contemporaries, extracts from his own notebooks and archive, histories of the republic, accounts of specific events, etc. The information these books contain is in the public domain, although many publications are out of print and others are hard to trace. This new biography is based largely on published Turkish sources, which until now have never been adequately checked, compared and collated.


I apologize to non-Turkish readers for the paucity of books in English and other European languages in my bibliography. The fact is that Mustafa Kemal was largely unknown in the West until 1919 when he assumed the leadership of the Turkish nationalist movement. Later, foreigners met him for official purposes, but none had privileged access to him. Western scholars who have written about him have relied, as I have done, on published Turkish sources: these I have usually cited direct.


My reliance on Turkish material, and the fact that Atatürk is a figure of Turkish history first and of world history second, have led me to adopt the modern Turkish phonetic spelling for proper nouns. One exception is Istanbul, where it would have been pedantic to dot the capital I, as Turkish spelling requires; nonetheless I have retained it for all other place names, such as İzmir (Smyrna), İzmit (Nicomedia), İznik (Nicaea), etc. Total consistency is impossible, first because modern Turkish spelling has not yet achieved it, and second because some of the Turks mentioned in this book spelled their names according to different conventions. On occasion I have modernized their spelling, changing, for example, Khalide Edib to Halide Edip. For some places which were once under Ottoman rule I give the modern Turkish spelling, followed in brackets by their current name, e.g. Yanya (Ioannina, later Yanina in Greek Epirus). For others, I use the traditional English spelling: Salonica, Aleppo, Damascus, Baghdad, Mecca, etc. Surnames were introduced by law in Turkey in 1934. For the earlier period I give the forenames of Turks mentioned in the narrative and then in brackets the surname which they later adopted, e.g. Ali Fuat (Cebesoy), Falih Rıfkı (Atay), etc. With regard to Atatürk himself, I am not entirely consistent. In general, I call him Mustafa and then Mustafa Kemal before 1934, but occasionally the surname Atatürk slips in before he adopted it officially in 1934.


I have written this biography in London, drawing mainly on books diligently assembled for me by Ahmet Yüksel of Sanat Kitabevi, the prince of antiquarian booksellers in Ankara. I could not have done it without his help. As my work progressed, I discussed it with many friends on my frequent visits to Turkey. I am grateful to them all, particularly to Professor Sina Akşin, Dr Şahin Alpay (who alerted me to some interesting material in the American press), Şakir Eczacıbaşı (who sent me a photocopy of an article in the US magazine The Caucasus), Professor Selim İlkin (who has kept me supplied with Turkish press cuttings and other material on Atatürk), Altemur Kılıç (whose father was one of Atatürk’s closest friends), Professor Emre Kongar (who gave me the photograph albums published by the Turkish Ministry of Culture, of which he was permanent under-secretary), Professor Baskın Oran, Ambassador Müfit Özdeş (a descendant of a personal friend of Atatürk), Professor Azmi Süslü (who heads the Atatürk research centre in Ankara) and Professor Mete Tuncay. I owe a double debt of gratitude to my friend Professor Metin And, for his hospitality during my visits to Turkey and his encouragement and advice throughout. I thank my friends Canan and Peter Reeves for reading and commenting on two draft chapters, and for their hospitality in Istanbul and Bodrum. I am grateful to the military history department (ATASE) of the Turkish General Staff for arranging for me an escorted tour of the Anatolian battlefields of the Turkish War of Independence.


In England I have received help and encouragement from my friends and colleagues Professor Clement Dodd and Dr William Hale. I am particularly grateful to Professor Geoffrey Lewis, who read the completed manuscript, made valuable suggestions and raised my spirit when I needed it most. I have received useful criticism from Dr George Harris of Washington. Caroline Knox of John Murray has been a long-suffering, helpful and enthusiastic editor. My style has benefited from the comments of my wife Mary, and my work from her patience. My faults are my own and I rely on my readers to point them out.





Note on Spelling and Pronunciation
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Modern Turkish uses the Latin alphabet, modified to ensure that there is a separate letter for each main sound. The spelling thus aims at phonetic consistency. Consonants have more or less the same sound as in English, except that:


c is pronounced as j in joy


ç is as ch in chair


ğ is silent, but lengthens the preceding vowel


j is pronounced as in French, or as s in measure


ş is as sh in ship


h and y are pronounced as consonants, as in hit and yellow


Vowels have the following values:


a as in father


e as in pen


i as in pin (the capital also carries a dot, İ)


ı is a back, close, unrounded vowel which does not exist in English, the nearest equivalent being the phantom vowel in the second syllable of rhythm (in Turkish transliteration ritım)


o as in pot


ö as in German, or in French eu


u as in room


ü as in German, or in French u (in une)


The circumflex (^) is sometimes used to indicate a long vowel, as in siyasî (si-ya-see, meaning political). Used after the consonants k and l, it indicates that the consonant is soft (palatalized), e.g. kâr (ki-a-r, meaning profit, to distinguish from kar (k-a-r), meaning snow).
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The Ottoman Empire in 1881


The Balkan Wars and Gallipoli Campaign


The Eastern Campaign and Eastern Front, 1916–1921


The War of Independence (Western Anatolia), including


i. The Battle of Sakarya, August–September 1921


ii. The Battle of Dumlupınar, August 1922


The Turkish Republic: The Final Frontiers
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MUSTAFA KEMAL ATATÜRK was born during the belle époque of European civilization. In the last decades of the nineteenth century, Europe and its extensions across the oceans were at peace and could concentrate on advancing their power, knowledge and prosperity. France had recovered from the defeat in the war with Germany in 1870, the United States from the ravages of the Civil War. Germany was growing richer and stronger by the day. Austria-Hungary was a delicately constructed haven of peace. After its victory over the Ottoman empire in 1878, Russia was undergoing an economic transformation and expanding its power in Asia. Britain was spreading the benefits of peace, order and progress throughout its empire. Japan had opened its doors to the West, and was applying Western knowledge to lay the foundations of its industrial and military power. European civil servants, businessmen, engineers, scientists, doctors – and, increasingly, their American cousins – were organizing, developing, trading, building, teaching throughout the globe. Europe was mastering and transforming the world. It both gathered and scattered the fruits of its labour. But it also made victims.


It is misleading to describe the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as being uniquely the age of imperialism. Empires had existed throughout recorded history, and their founders and rulers had, quite naturally, believed that their power, their way of life, their values and their religion – their civilization, in short – benefited not only themselves, but also the peoples over which they held sway. The claim was often true.


What was new in the nineteenth century was the competitive coexistence of several empires, inspired by the same civilization. That civilization had developed within Christendom, but after the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, its organizing principle was not religion, but rationalism. In spite of its regional origin, rationalism could appeal to all men as creatures endowed with reason. However, while the application of reason to the mastery of the material world produced undeniable benefits, in the realm of human affairs its results were mixed. True, the exercise of reason could improve on traditional social and political arrangements. But the pursuit of rationalist policies, ideologies and theories created new differences and new tensions within and between existing communities.


At the same time, old divisions survived under new names. Where traditional Christian believers fought infidels, enlightened rationalists of Christian antecedents believed they were at grips with ignorant fanatics. Thus, Muslims had been infidels because they controverted Christianity. Now they were fanatics because they resisted rational enlightenment. Religious missionaries sought to convert infidels to the true faith. Similarly, enlightened European thinkers, teachers and rulers attempted to make fanatics see reason and mend their ways.


The observation that some communities fared worse than others, that some took to enlightenment while others resisted it, suggested to thinkers, who believed themselves to be rational, that humanity was divided into races with unequal capacities. By the end of the nineteenth century this inequality could be explained and justified by extending to human society the principles established by Charles Darwin in his study of the origin of species. Social Darwinists believed that races were to humans what species were to animals. Their views were widely spread and influential. Racial differences were seen not only between blacks and whites, Europeans and Asiatics, but also between Teutons, Latins and Slavs.


Rationalists reinforced another old division when they subdivided races into nations. The success of European peoples, united domestically and distinguished from their neighbours by language and historical antecedents, and consequently thinking of themselves as distinct nations, led to the belief that nations were the natural units of political organization.


It is not surprising that the authors of the French Revolution should have seen their people as la grande nation, since it was among them that Reason had triumphed and had produced a declaration of human rights of universal application. Nor is it surprising that their neighbours should have attempted to emulate them in ever-widening concentric circles. But while one can follow the concatenation of ideas which led from universal human rights, posited by reason, to the ideology of nationalism and the consequent belief that it was best for state and nation to coincide, it remains nevertheless true that nationalism and the brotherhood of man were not obviously compatible, even in theory. In practice, the ideology of nationalism, which flowed out of the French Revolution, split up existing states and communities. It produced much suffering and millions of victims, caused material losses and impoverished the lives even of winners in nationalist contests for territory and power. The fate of losers was much sadder.


Liberty, equality and fraternity were not logically incompatible with the existence of multinational empires, even if in practice they subverted the hierarchies on which these empires rested. But nationalism, which spread together with the ideals of the French Revolution, destroyed them. It added a new animus to old communal, religious, sectarian and tribal differences, endowing them with a rational explanation. Both ideology and observation found rational justification for aggression. National communities had mastered the new rational European civilization in unequal measure. Observably, this inequality was reflected in their performance, both domestically and in contest with other communities. This led to the conclusion that, like races, national communities were not only actually, but inherently, unequal in their aptitude for civilization and their propensity to unreasonable fanaticism. Nations, like individuals, could therefore be divided not only into advanced and backward, learned and ignorant, but into deserving and undeserving, rich and poor. It was not a dispensation with which the losers could agree. But they could only prove that they did not deserve their lot by gaining strength through the acquisition of the universal European civilization. Civilization was the prerequisite of success. Conversely, success in a national contest was proof of civilization.


Racial, regional, ethnic and national stereotypes have always been part of human discourse. They can be accepted as a convenient shorthand to denote differences in the way of life of specific communities. Rationalism did not reduce the use of racial or national stereotypes, but it explained them in new ways. Where medieval Arab geographers wrote that Slavs and other northerners were irascible, because red bile predominated in their temperament, rationalists dispensed with the theory of humours in favour of that of civilization. Vicomte de la Jonquière declared in 1881: ‘The Ottoman people is not more recalcitrant to civilization than any other nation. It has native qualities for which one would look in vain in the other races of the empire: it is honest and decent. The ignorance in which it is plunged, the fanaticism of which it provides so much bloody evidence – all this should be attributed to those who are in charge of its destiny.’1


These were the dominant ideas in the dominant part of the world when Mustafa Kemal Atatürk was born in Salonica in 1880/1.


At the end of the nineteenth century the Ottoman state was more than six hundred years old, and it showed its age. The history of the state could be traced back to 1281 when Osman, a warlord (bey) of Turcoman (Türkmen) stock, inherited a principality in north-western Asia Minor and set about enlarging it at the expense of neighbouring Byzantine lands. To the east of Osman’s original fief, the central plateau of Asia Minor had earlier been conquered by Seljuk (in modern Turkish spelling Selçuk) Turks, following their victory over the Byzantines at Malazgirt in 1071. The conquerors first called the land Rum (or Roman). The term Rumeli (Roman land, Rumelia in English) was later transferred to Ottoman conquests in Europe and was replaced in Asia Minor by Anadolu (Anatolia in English, from the Greek Anatole, meaning the East). Europeans found a simpler name. By the end of the twelfth century, they started referring to the lands conquered by the Turks as Turkey (first attested in the Italian form of Turchia).2 This name travelled with Osman Bey’s successors as they crossed into Europe at the beginning of the fourteenth century and spread their dominion further and further west. But the conquerors did not call their land Turkey or themselves Turks. They saw themselves as Muslims, ruling ‘the land of Islam’ (darü’l-İslam, literally the House of Islam), where they had established ‘the state’ (devlet, or in later bureaucratic usage Devlet-i Aliyye, the Sublime State, or again Memalik-i Mahrusa, the Divinely Guarded Dominions).


The Ottoman state was Muslim, dynastic and medieval in its organizing principles. Its government was based on Muslim religious law (sharia, in Turkish spelling şeriat), which was supplemented by royal ordinances (kanun) and customary law (örf), and stretched, sometimes beyond reason, to cover day-to-day requirements. In accordance with that law, non-Muslim monotheists who submitted to Muslim rule were given protected status and allowed to run their communal affairs. The three main non-Muslim confessional communities – Greek or Eastern Orthodox Christians, Armenian Gregorian (Monophysite) Christians and Jews – were known as millet, a term which later acquired the secular meaning of nation. Although its extent varied over time, the millet system of communal self-government gave the Ottoman state a multi-ethnic, multicultural character which was generally absent in Christian-ruled Europe. True, non-Muslims suffered disabilities in the Ottoman state, but they could survive and prosper, a prospect denied until modern times to Muslims in lands reconquered by Christian rulers, and enjoyed only fitfully by their Jewish subjects.


The non-Muslim millets were one element in a complex system of corporate government. Everybody had a master (sahip) who was personally responsible for the behaviour of his charges. Small pyramids made up the large pyramid of the Ottoman state, headed by the sultan or sovereign. He reigned absolute, but under the unchanging divine law, to ‘enjoin the good and forbid evil’, and to maintain justice (adalet), defined as perfect balance in the constituent elements of the state.


Throughout almost the entire history of the Ottoman state, its official ideology was religious. Its message was simple: follow the Prophet and his law, and all will be well. Although the practice of the state was more mundane, the official, religious ideology affected the cast of mind of the Muslim rulers of the state. Since they possessed revealed truth which had shown its worth during the expansion of Ottoman power, they were reluctant to turn to unbelievers for anything other than technical advice. When they did so, they had to disguise their purpose. In any case, the official ideology of the state was an obstacle to innovation.


Conservatism was not confined to the theory of government. Hippocratic medicine, Ptolemaic astronomy and geography, and other branches of medieval science survived in the Ottoman state long after they had been, first amended, then discarded in western Europe. Muslim apologists have always argued that Islam is not contrary to human reason. Moreover, particularly in modern times, they have insisted that Islam is the most reasonable of all religions. Nevertheless it remains true that official Ottoman Islam delayed the spread of the new learning based on the primacy of reason. But the new learning could not be stopped.


The Ottomans were prompt to use European military technology. But outside the military sphere, the penetration of European ideas and practices was slow. It was not until 1727 that a Hungarian from Transylvania, who had converted from Unitarianism to Islam, was able to set up in Istanbul a first printing press using Arabic characters. It was closed down after a few years, and printing had to be reintroduced later.


True, changes in production sometimes travelled quickly. The cultivation of new crops – potatoes, maize, tobacco – spread far and wide in Ottoman dominions. But social organization, including the organization of the armed forces, continued to follow pre-modern patterns until the nineteenth century. And the ruling mentality, often pragmatic in day-to-day affairs, remained medieval in its points of reference. As Turkish scholars are fond of saying today, Turkey has never had its Renaissance.


In 1529 and then again in 1683, Ottoman armies had laid siege to Vienna; in 1878, Russian troops were encamped outside the Ottoman capital, Istanbul. New learning had created the military, political and economic power of Russia which became the chief gravedigger of the Ottoman state. The organization and ordinance of the armies and navies of the Romanov tsars, and the wealth first of their agriculture and then of their manufacturing industry – achieved in every case by the use of western European techniques – outstripped the resources of the Ottoman state by an ever-widening margin from the eighteenth century onwards.


Early memoranda urging reforms were drawn up by Ottoman administrators in the eighteenth century. But little was done, as the Russians swept down to the Black Sea. Then in 1789, the year of the French Revolution, a reforming sultan, Selim III, mounted the throne in Istanbul and set about creating a model new army, as part of his new order (nizam-ı cedit). Selim III was influenced by the French example, largely out of fear for the safety of his dominions, a fear for which he was soon to find excellent grounds, as Napoleon invaded Egypt in the name of the French Republic in 1798.


The Ottomans’ connection with the French was old. It went back to the alliance concluded in 1541 between Sultan Süleyman I (Suleiman the Magnificent) and Francis I of France against the Habsburg emperor Charles V. It was as part of that alliance that French merchants and other residents in the Ottoman state were given privileges, known as capitulations, which were later extended to other European states, and which had the effect of placing Europeans in the Ottoman state outside local jurisdiction. Freely given at first as a means of fostering trade, the capitulations were later resented by the Ottomans, while Europeans insisted on them as a defence of their nationals against the arbitrariness of a backward Asiatic state.


Selim III was deposed and then killed by a popular rising led by the Janissaries, the Sultan’s slave troops which had turned into an unruly praetorian guard. Provincial notables tried to fill the void. But they were outmanoeuvred by Mahmut II, who disbanded and massacred the Janissaries in 1826, and set in train the process of westernizing reforms which continued under his successors. The reforms, known collectively as Tanzimat (the establishment of order), were crowned by the adoption of the Ottoman constitution in 1876 at the beginning of the reign of Abdülhamit II. Although within fifteen months the sultan had suspended indefinitely the sessions of parliament, the process of modernization in education, communications and administration went on throughout his despotic reign.


By the end of the nineteenth century, the Ottoman state had developed a military and civilian administrative machine fashioned on European models. Power was transferred from traditional groups – the Janissaries, feudal levies, the ulema (Muslim divines), guilds, provincial notables – to a European-style bureaucracy. Improvements in communications – the building of the first railways and the establishment of an effective telegraph network – allowed this bureaucracy to carry out the orders of the sultan and his ministers much more thoroughly than had ever been possible before. The Ottoman state had always traded with the world. By the end of the nineteenth century, it had become integrated in the world trading system through better communications, lower customs tariffs and foreign investments.


Thus the Ottoman state came to resemble, at least superficially, its neighbours to the west and north – the Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires. Like them, it was multi-ethnic. Like them, it was dynastic, while being ruled bureaucratically. Like them, it was threatened not so much by maladministration as by the interplay between foreign foes and separatist movements, which had won the allegiance of subject nationalities at home. But there was this difference: not just the rulers, but the national communities from which the rulers had come in Austria-Hungary and, to a lesser extent, in Russia had been trained in the new learning. In the Ottoman state, on the other hand, while the rulers had become enlightened, the mass of Muslims, who, in spite of the reforms, still constituted the ruling community, maintained in their illiteracy the habits of the pre-modern age. Contrary to the views of Muslim reformers, and to the claims of nationalist agitators among subject communities, it was not so much the Ottoman state as the Muslim community which was behind the times.


The Ottoman state kept its multi-ethnic character throughout its existence. Ottoman civilization was the common product of distinct religious communities speaking many different languages, coexisting within the same society while keeping their separate corporate identities. True, non-Muslim communities were not always content with their subordinate status. Particularly in the Balkans, agrarian discontent often had an ethnic component, since the major landowners were Muslims. Christian merchants and tradesmen had different grievances, in that they were denied a political status commensurate with their wealth. Often religious solidarity overrode Ottoman loyalty, as Ottoman Christians looked to the protection of the Christian powers of Europe and sometimes sided with them in war. But then Muslims – Kurds, Arabs and local Ottoman governors wishing to consolidate their autonomy – were also open to subversion by the sultan’s foes.


Muslims and non-Muslims were to be found in various proportions throughout the empire. But there were certain geographical and occupational patterns. Slav, Vlach (Romanian) and Albanian Christians made up a large part of the peasant population of the interior of the Balkan peninsula. Greeks were concentrated along the coasts, with the exception of the Turkish-speaking Greek Orthodox (known as Karamanlı) of central Anatolia, while Greek merchant communities were to be found in most towns.


The Armenians had begun to spill out of their original homeland on the eastern Anatolian plateau in late Byzantine times. Under the Ottomans they provided most of the artisans and tradesmen in Anatolia. Ottoman architecture, ceramics, textiles – areas of endeavour where the Ottoman state made a lasting contribution to world civilization – relied in large measure on Armenian craftsmen. Armenian merchants were busy in the overland trade with Asia and were generally dominant in Anatolia.


There were Jewish communities in most market towns in the Balkans and Anatolia. Istanbul, where the chief rabbi (hahambaşı) was deemed by the Ottoman government to be in charge of all the Jews in the empire, contrary to the tradition of Jewish communal self-government, was home to an important community; so were Salonica and İzmir (Smyrna). Most Jews, outside the Arab-speaking provinces, traced their descent to refugees from Spain and Portugal, who had been welcomed in the Ottoman empire after their expulsion by the Catholic Kings. The Jews prospered in the years of Ottoman greatness, then went into decline, as local Christians came to control trade with Christian Europe, and did not rise again in society until the second half of the nineteenth century, when their community was reinvigorated by the spread of new learning, mainly from France, and began replacing Christian competitors who laboured increasingly under the suspicion of disloyalty.


The degree to which the different religious communities mixed varied with time and place. They usually came together in work, while living in separate neighbourhoods and villages. The şeriat code allowed Muslim men to take Christian or Jewish wives, but did not allow non-Muslims to marry Muslim women. Converts to Islam were welcomed, but forced conversions were banned in theory, and rare in practice. However, thousands converted to Islam in the centuries of Ottoman expansion. In the main they came from communities which had been marginalized under Christian rule. In the Balkans, most Muslims were descendants of Slav and Albanian converts. Among Jews, there was an important wave of conversion to Islam after the failure of the Messianic movement led by Sabetai Sevi in the seventeenth century. His followers, and later converts from Judaism to Islam, retained until recent times a separate identity within the Muslim community, where they were known as dönme (converts) or Selânikli (people from Salonica).


Broadly speaking, the Muslims were employed by the state, which they served as soldiers or civilian officials; they were also landowners and peasants. The non-Muslims provided almost all the merchants, tradesmen and craftsmen, as well as making up a part of the peasant population. Because of their religious affinity with western Europe, Ottoman Christians took to new learning long before their Muslim neighbours.


Ottoman law and practice classified people by their religion. The Muslims were thus treated as a single community. But this community was divided in practice by language and way of life. In the Balkans, the main languages spoken by Muslims were Albanian, Serbo-Croat, Bulgarian, Greek and Turkish. In Anatolia, the Muslims spoke Turkish, Kurdish, Arabic and Caucasian languages. Ottoman Turkish – an amalgam of Turkish, Arabic and Persian – was the official, bureaucratic language of the state. Socially, there were important divisions between town and country, and between settled and nomadic populations. The state was based on towns. Thus urban Arabs were part of the state; nomadic Bedouins and Kurds were outside it.


Ethnic separatism did not become a threat to the cohesion of the Ottoman state until the beginning of the nineteenth century. Its roots were both at home and abroad. Discontent was home-grown; the ideology of nationalism came from Europe. Local risings, followed by European intervention – usually in the shape of wars launched by Russia – had led by 1878 to the creation of the independent states of Greece, Romania, Serbia and Montenegro. Bulgaria had become autonomous as a prelude to full independence; Bosnia and Herzegovina had come under the administration of Austria-Hungary, and Cyprus under that of Britain.


In Europe, the Ottoman state was reduced to Albania, Macedonia and Thrace – territories running in a broad strip from the Adriatic to the Turkish straits. In Asia, it ruled over Anatolia (with the exception of a north-eastern corner ceded to Russia in 1878) and the Arab lands. Egypt was theoretically under Ottoman suzerainty, but had in effect been lost to the sultans after the establishment of the Muhammad Ali dynasty at the beginning of the nineteenth century. However, the Ottomans still ruled Libya (Tripolitania and Cyrenaica), either directly or through local chieftains.


In 1893, an Ottoman census, which excluded Libya as well as territories no longer under the effective jurisdiction of the sultan, gave the total population of the state as 17 million.3 It was certainly an underestimate, as many people avoided the registrars for fear of taxation and conscription, and, more importantly, as local customs did not allow many women to be counted. But it is the best indication we have of the population of the state, and the numbers of the religious communities within it, roughly at the time of Atatürk’s birth. Of the 17 million, some 12.5 million were shown as Muslims. Of the rest, there were over 2 million Greeks, under a million Bulgarians, just over a million Gregorian, and another 150,000 Catholic and 37,000 Protestant Armenians, 180,000 Jews, and some 240,000 foreigners (most of whom were natives holding foreign passports).


In Ottoman possessions in Europe (excluding Istanbul, its suburbs and the Aegean islands), there were, according to the census, 1.4 million Muslims, out of a total population of 3.1 million. Most of the sultan’s Muslim subjects lived in Asia. While official statistics made no mention of the mother tongue of residents, it was common knowledge that the greatest concentration of Turkish speakers was in Anatolia. Anatolia, the first Byzantine territory conquered by the Selçuk Turks, was still the Turkish heartland as the Ottoman centuries drew to a close.


At the end of the nineteenth century the ruling Muslim community of the Ottoman empire was gripped by anxiety. Their state had been in retreat for two centuries. Every time a province was lost, waves of Muslim refugees poured into the sultan’s remaining possessions. In the Balkans, the first mass flight of Muslims followed the Greek rising of 1821 and the establishment of the Greek kingdom under European protection in 1830. This migration of Muslims was dwarfed by the influx of refugees during and after the Russian-Turkish war of 1877–8. Muslims flooded in from Bulgaria, which became independent in all but name. They came from Thessaly, which was ceded to Greece, a country not involved in the war, but deemed by the European great powers to deserve compensation for the gains achieved by countries which had been.


Even more Muslim refugees had come from the lands conquered by Russia in its advance to the south. Although most of these lands had been under Ottoman suzerainty only briefly, their inhabitants saw in the Ottoman state their protector and their refuge. First came hundreds of thousands of Turkic-speaking Tartars from the Crimea and the surrounding steppes, then the majority of Circassians and Abkhazians from the western Caucasus, and large numbers of Chechens from the northern slopes of the Caucasus, of Lezgis and other Daghistanis from its eastern slopes, of Muslim Georgians from Transcaucasia.


A younger contemporary of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the Turkish writer Şevket Süreyya Aydemir, born in a refugee settlement on the outskirts of Edirne (Adrianople), wrote in his autobiography:


I was born during a war – the 1897 Turkish-Greek war. These were not tranquil years. They were pregnant with a bloody, perplexing century … Ours was a refugee neighbourhood. The flotsam of torrents of refugees torn by wars and massacres from the Crimea, Dobruja, and the banks of the Danube, had been pushed back here step by step, as armies suffered defeat after defeat for one hundred and fifty, two hundred years, and as frontiers contracted … In our neighbourhood of refugees, every family had come from a different place, and every one had a different story to tell about the places where they had stopped and whence they had fled. Day by day the number of people grew, as new refugees made their way through the frontier. When they abandoned their homes, their land, their birthplaces, these newcomers threw supplies of food, cooking utensils, blankets and bedding into oxcarts and took to the road. Women and children were perched on top of the loads. These miserable convoys were the returning remnants of the conquering armies that had settled in the Balkans, the banks of the Danube, and further afield, and had built towns, castles and villages … 4


Everywhere, Muslims were haunted by the thought that they were losing the state (devlet elden gidiyor, ‘the state is slipping from our hands’, or in the case of Turks who had adopted the terminology of the French Revolution, vatan elden gidiyor, ‘the fatherland is slipping from our hands’). ‘How can the state be saved?’ was the question Muslims asked themselves. But when Ottoman reformers tried to save their dominions by adopting European ways, Muslim conservatives saw another threat, that of losing their traditional religion (din elden gidiyor, ‘[our] religion is slipping from our hands’).


The feeling of Muslim insecurity was particularly strong in Macedonia. The province, except for its chief city of Salonica and the Chalcidice peninsula south of it, had been included in Greater Bulgaria, under the treaty of San Stefano (Ayastefanos, now Yeşilköy in Turkish), imposed by the victorious Russian army in 1878. When a few months later, as a result largely of British opposition to such a drastic extension of Russian influence, the treaty was revised at the Congress of Berlin, and Macedonia was reassigned to the Ottoman state, local Muslims could not but feel that the reprieve was temporary. The feeling found confirmation in the outbreak of guerrilla activity in Macedonia. This was spearheaded by the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization (IMRO), founded in 1893. IMRO drew its supporters from among Eastern Orthodox Slav-speaking Macedonians, whose grievances were partly ethnic and partly agrarian. Its slogan was ‘Macedonia for the Macedonians’, and its official aim was the creation of an autonomous Macedonia within a Balkan federation.


But, to the extent that it existed at all, the Macedonian identity was uncertain. The Slav language spoken in the province was barely distinguishable from Bulgarian, and Bulgarian nationalists refused to concede the existence of a separate Macedonian nationality. Even so, Bulgarian military intelligence cooperated with IMRO in the hope of making a reality of the Greater Bulgaria, promised at San Stefano only to be snatched away in Berlin. Seeing in IMRO an instrument of Bulgarian expansionism, Greek and Serbian intelligence services sought to counter it by setting up their own guerrilla bands to promote their claims to the province. But as everybody fought everybody else – the various Christian nationalists both each other and the Ottoman government, as everybody terrorized the local population, all actors kept an eye on the behaviour of the European great powers. It was the great powers which had imposed the treaty of Berlin, and which were now pressing, singly or in varying combinations, for reforms in the remaining Ottoman dominions. Particularly among Muslims, there was a feeling of dread in the face of the machinations and decisions of the great powers. Speaking of his schooldays in Edirne, Şevket Süreyya Aydemir wrote:


Our conception of the great powers [the Ottoman Turkish term düvel-i muazzama can also be rendered as ‘huge powers’] was vague. But what we understood and believed was that everything that the great powers wanted was harmful to our Ottoman state. After all, even in our own city of Edirne, the consuls of the great powers, driving through the streets in their carriages, and the consulate kavases [locally recruited guards, usually of Montenegrin origin], walking the streets in their gold-braided uniforms, looked down on us, as if from a great height.5


Muslims reacted to the threat by trying to strengthen their state and also by imitating the behaviour of their Christian neighbours. The same author remembered:


Our most popular game was to play at bands [çete, guerrilla band; çeteci, bandit] and committees [komite, secret organization; komiteci or komitacı, member of such an organization, and, by extension, nationalist terrorist]. First, we chose kaptans [from Greek kapetanios, captain] and voivodas [a Slav word for military leader] … from among the strongest and bravest of the children, who then split up into groups. Those who took part in the game would turn back the edges of their fezes to make them look like the fur hats (kalpak) worn by Greek and Bulgarian bandits … Instead of knives and guns, they stuck sticks and pieces of wood into their belts, and instead of bombs, they filled their pockets and sashes with stones.6


A culture of violence spread throughout the Ottoman state. It was the product of violent European strains – exemplified first by the Italian carbonari and then by the anarchists – grafted on to local habits of lawlessness. The gun, the knife, the grenade, assumed symbolic significance. They were used in secret initiation ceremonies in incongruous combinations with crosses, Bibles and Korans; they appeared in the emblems of secret nationalist organizations and the bannerheads of their literature. But there was this difference between Christian and Muslim communities: among the former, nationalism, although originally a secular movement, combined with religion, and clerics often encouraged or even took part in violent action; among the Muslims, nationalism developed in opposition to religion. The Muslim religious establishment stood for the whole Muslim community (ümmet), and not for the nations that were arising in its midst. On the other hand, the Greek, Serbian and Bulgarian Eastern Orthodox Churches, and the Armenian Gregorian Church, had become by the end of the nineteenth century bearers of their respective nationalist ideologies.


Hard-pressed by external and internal enemies, the Muslim community was also threatened by a decline in numbers. This was partly due to the effect of wars, as Muslims, outside Istanbul and certain other exempted areas, were subject to conscription, while non-Muslims did not, as a rule, serve in Ottoman armed forces. Another reason for the relative decline of the Muslim population was its backwardness in new European learning, and, in particular, medical knowledge. This made for higher rates of morbidity and mortality. Most doctors and pharmacists were non-Muslims, and the majority of Muslims still relied on traditional Hippocratic or folk medicine. Poverty, which came with backwardness, also depressed health standards.


Mustafa Kemal Atatürk was born during the reign of Abdülhamit II, the last Ottoman sultan to exercise autocratic power. Abdülhamit came to the throne in 1876, at the age of 34, in the middle of a domestic and an international crisis, which, not for the first time, threatened the survival of the state. In 1875, the Christian peasantry had risen in Bosnia-Herzegovina. In 1876, nationalist agitation led to a rising among the Bulgarians, which was suppressed with heavy loss of life. The massacre of Bulgarian villagers by bands of Muslim irregulars outraged public opinion in Russia, Britain and elsewhere. Statesmen who sought to preserve the Ottoman state were correspondingly weakened. The European great powers demanded immediate reforms. A constitutional party, which had arisen among the higher ranks of the Ottoman bureaucracy, tried to counter foreign-backed demands for local self-government by advocating voluntary reform throughout the empire. Liberal Ottoman bureaucrats convinced themselves that parliamentary government under a constitutional monarch would hold the state together and satisfy foreign critics. There was also strong Muslim religious agitation, directed against foreigners and against ineffective government at home. Abdülhamit II came to the throne as the candidate of the constitutional party.


The first Ottoman constitution was duly proclaimed on 23 December 1876, and parliament assembled on 19 March 1877. But instead of appeasing the Russians, parliament only served to hasten the tsar’s declaration of war. On 14 February 1878, after the Ottoman armies had been defeated by the Russians, Abdülhamit dissolved parliament. While the constitution remained theoretically in force, the sultan thereafter ruled the country as an autocrat. His first task was the reconstruction of the Ottoman state which had lost territory both in Europe and in Asia.


Conditions were difficult: the country was flooded with refugees, the treasury was bankrupt, and the havoc caused by military operations had led to famine in some areas, notably in eastern Anatolia. Domestic peace was disrupted as nationalist agitation continued among Christians in Macedonia, and started among Armenians in Anatolia. Abdülhamit managed the crisis by exploiting the differences among his foreign and domestic foes. He used Russia against Britain, and Germany against both. He formed tribal regiments among the Kurds, on the lines of the Russian Cossacks. They were a means of co-opting and bribing unruly Kurdish tribes, and they helped keep Armenian nationalists at bay. But when attacks by Armenian nationalists led to violent and, usually, disproportionate retaliation by local Muslims, Abdülhamit’s technique of discreet string-pulling was no substitute for firm orderly government. In any case, Abdülhamit was too apprehensive of powerful ministers to allow administrative continuity. Between the Congress of Berlin in 1878 and the reintroduction of the constitution in 1908, there were eighteen changes of government in Istanbul. Grand viziers were often allowed only a few months in office. They were then kept in reserve until the sultan decided to use their services once again.


The number of Armenian victims in the violence which swept Anatolia and broke out also in the capital in the 1890s is hotly disputed. Turkish historians calculate that fewer than 20,000 Armenians and some 5,000 Muslims were killed. Armenian and pro-Armenian writers give much higher figures – 88,000 or more.7 The fact that the Armenian population grew as a whole during and immediately after the reign of Abdülhamit, but that its growth was probably lower than that of Muslims and Greeks, argues for a lower, although still considerable number of casualties.8 However that may be, it was the repression of the Armenians which damned Abdülhamit in the eyes of the Christian West. He was denounced as the Red or Bloody Sultan by politicians, publicists and cartoonists. Local black humour, which had the sultan complain: ‘I said strike; I did not say kill’, is probably nearer the truth. However, the importance of the Armenian troubles lay not so much in the number of victims which they caused, as in the animosity which they engendered between the Armenians and the Muslim majority among whom they lived. The more or less peaceful coexistence of Armenians and Muslims, which had lasted for over a thousand years, was ended in one generation.


Abdülhamit was suspicious, cunning and fearful. But he was not gratuitously cruel. Denunciations by police agents and informers flooded into the sultan’s chancery in the palace of Yıldız, on the hillside above the seaside palace of Dolmabahçe. Dolmabahçe palace, built in 1853–5 by an Armenian architect for Sultan Abdülmecit on the European shore of the Bosphorus, appeared open to the world. Yıldız was a shelter from it.


The sultan and his functionaries knew, by and large, who the plotters and malcontents were. Some were imprisoned in provincial fortresses, some exiled, some lost their jobs; many were tempted into submission by offers of jobs and sinecures. The murder of the reforming statesman Mithat Paşa, known as the father of the 1876 constitution, was exceptional. Mithat Paşa’s friend, the patriotic poet and publicist Namık Kemal, was imprisoned for a few months, then appointed district governor in one of the Aegean islands. Opponents who fled to Europe often returned home after striking bargains with the sultan’s agents. Abdülhamit was a manipulator rather than a bloodthirsty tyrant.


The loss of Bulgaria, southern Serbia, Bosnia-Herzegovina and Cyprus, and the arrival of thousands of refugees, had increased the weight of Muslims in the remaining Ottoman territories. Abdülhamit based his policy on them. He tried to strengthen cohesion among Turks, Arabs, Kurds and Muslim Albanians round the Ottoman throne. He recruited Arab advisers and set up schools for the sons of Arab and Kurdish tribal leaders. He strengthened the bureaucratic Muslim clerical establishment and encouraged the building of mosques. He invested heavily in education, which combined religious instruction with new European learning. A network of secondary schools, divided into civil and military, and leading to specialized institutions of higher education, covered the empire. They were designed to train enlightened but pious civil servants and soldiers. However, a diet of religious instruction and translated foreign textbooks, studied in an atmosphere of unquestioning discipline, did not appeal to everyone, and the new schools became nurseries of revolutionaries.


Abdülhamit made more use than had any of his predecessors of the sultan’s insubstantial title as caliph in order to enlist the support of foreign Muslims. The caliph was theoretically the successor of the Prophet Muhammad as leader of all Muslims. But not all Muslims accepted the Ottoman sultan’s right to the title, while the majority who did, seldom let it affect their political behaviour. It was among European powers which had numerous Muslim subjects, such as Britain, Russia and France – or which, as in the case of Germany and Italy, hoped to acquire them by extending their colonial possessions – that the sultan’s claims as caliph were given particular weight, and that fears arose that he was pursuing a Pan-Islamic policy subversive of their interests. True, Abdülhamit did try to mobilize Islamic sentiment both to consolidate his own position and to put pressure on the European great powers; but it was only one instrument of policy among many, and his investment in Pan-Islamism was limited and ineffectual.


The construction of the Hejaz railway between 1900 and 1908, with funds collected from Muslims at home and abroad, was probably the greatest achievement and also the symbol of Abdülhamit’s Islamic policy. But in addition to the pious purpose of conveying Muslim pilgrims quickly and safely to the holy cities of Mecca and Medina, the railway was intended also to strengthen central control of the Arab provinces. Its unpopularity with Bedouin tribes, which had lived off the protection money paid by pilgrim caravans, demonstrated the practical limits of Islamic solidarity.


Economic progress was at first slow, coinciding as it did with a cyclical world crisis in the last years of the century. But the foreign credit of the Ottoman state was gradually restored. Repayment of the accumulated foreign debt, which had stopped in 1876, started once again in 1879, immediately after the Congress of Berlin. In 1881, an Administration of the Public Debt was set up in Istanbul, which channelled into the pockets of foreign bondholders the proceeds of a number of excise taxes, chief among them the tax on tobacco. To this day, Turks think of the Ottoman Public Debt as a symbol of the colonial control of their country’s economy. But as foreign experts organized the collection of taxes and dues, as they took over the marketing of the tobacco crop, they also raised state revenue and laid the foundations of a modern system of taxation.


For all his emphasis on Islam, Abdülhamit’s reign was a golden age for foreigners and local non-Muslims. The Armenian troubles did not stop the employment of Armenians in public offices nor the growth in the prosperity of Armenian communities outside the areas directly affected. The short war which Abdülhamit fought successfully against Greece in 1897 did not affect the sultan’s two million or so Greek subjects. The growth in their numbers, which had started earlier as Greeks emigrated from the newly independent but desperately poor Greek kingdom to make use of the economic opportunities offered in the Ottoman state by the Tanzimat reforms, continued under Abdülhamit. The sultan’s Greek banker, Zarifis, symbolized the economic power of the community which used its wealth to build schools, clubs and philanthropic organizations and to extend its links with the outside world. Foreign missionaries also increased their educational activity. The Jewish community revived thanks to the schools set up by the Alliance Israélite Universelle. In 1893, Gabriel Arié, the director of the Alliance school in İzmir, who had earlier come from Bulgaria, wrote in a report:


What strikes a Bulgarian when he enters Turkey is, before everything else, the air of freedom that one breathes. Under a theoretically despotic government, one definitely enjoys more freedom than in a constitutional state … One almost does not feel that there is a government … The absence of an irksome police, of crushing taxation, of very heavy civic duties here is what the non-Muslim subjects of the sultan should appreciate …9


Communications improved. Harbour facilities, lighthouses and quarantine stations were built. While Muslim donations financed the Hejaz railway, foreign concessionaires built railways elsewhere in the empire. Salonica was connected to Vienna and the European railway network in 1889, Istanbul in 1890. Over one thousand miles of railway lines were built in Anatolia by British and German companies after 1878.10 They facilitated the marketing and export of farm produce, particularly in the Aegean region. Production rose to meet increased demand.


Abdülhamit’s main achievement was to give the Ottoman empire an interval of peace. The 1897 war with Greece was the only foreign war which he fought. True, there were nationalist risings and endemic banditry, but order and administrative efficiency improved. As a result, in the words of the American demographer Justin McCarthy, ‘From 1878 to 1912, Ottoman Anatolia experienced a steady rate of population growth. The Muslim population increased by almost 50 per cent. The Armenian population may have increased at a slightly slower rate, and the Greeks more quickly, but the Christian population as a whole increased like the Muslim population.’11


However, the progress achieved during the reign of Abdülhamit did not solve the main problems facing the Ottoman state. It even aggravated them, as progress was uneven and in any case lagged far behind that of the West. The main agents and beneficiaries of progress were foreigners and non-Muslim minorities. The latter tended to see the Ottoman state within which they prospered as a shackle on their energies, a shackle they became increasingly eager to throw off. Rising prosperity did not dampen the ardour of separatist nationalists. Rather, it provided them with funds and foreign connections for their activities.


Fragmentation along ethnic lines skewed both social and economic development. As trade and manufacturing were largely in non-Muslim hands, Muslims were poorly represented in the middle classes and also the manufacturing working class which emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century. They were less impressed by the improvement in their own lot than by the much greater prosperity achieved by their Christian neighbours, and the political claims which stemmed from it. As the Muslims acquired new European learning, so they came to share the perception of Christians and foreigners that they lived in a backward, ramshackle state.


Rıza Nur, a Turkish nationalist who was to have a chequered political career, relates how at the turn of the century, after graduating as an army doctor, he was posted to the Macedonian border. His job was to check whether flour imported from Bulgaria for the Ottoman army had been contaminated with poison and deadly plague germs, as had been claimed in a denunciation to the sultan. Reporting for duty to Nazif Paşa, the elderly commandant of the medical school, Rıza Nur asked to be supplied with a microscope and other scientific instruments. The commandant, dressed in an old-fashioned fez and a black frock-coat ‘like a palace butler’, would have none of it. ‘It’s not up to you to think. Go, you stupid man, and collect your salary. Anyway, you’ll see the germs if you open your eyes wide enough.’12


In the eyes of the rising class of educated young Turks, the Hamidian regime stood for ignorance, backwardness, corruption and decline. They did not appreciate the sultan’s skill at manipulation. The Ottoman term ‘management for the public good’ (idare-yi maslahat) caused derision. Irritated by censorship, the educated young were unimpressed by the growth in encyclopaedic publications, newspapers and books.


Military students and young officers were particularly critical of the sultan’s defence policy. Manoeuvres were not held and the fleet was kept anchored in the capital, because, it was said, the sultan feared military plots. But he also wanted to avoid expense. Unlike his free-spending predecessors, Abdülhamit counted his pence. When the treasury was empty, salaries were paid late. This caused resentment in the Muslim middle class which relied almost exclusively on state employment. The army was commanded by old men, chosen for their loyalty and their prudence.


Yet Abdülhamit did try to improve military organization after the defeat of 1878. In 1880, he applied to the Kaiser for help with training. A German military mission entered Ottoman service in 1882, and between 1883 and 1895 the chief German military adviser, General Colmar von der Goltz (Goltz Paşa), improved the training of officers, and commissioned Turkish translations of German military manuals, extending to over 4,000 pages.13 His efforts bore fruit in the Ottoman victory over the Greeks in Thessaly in 1897.14


Contemporary feeling among young, educated Turkish Muslims that the Hamidian regime was a tyranny which endangered the survival of the Ottoman state and, in particular, the existence of its Muslim ruling community, and that it presided over the terminal decline of Ottoman power, obscures to this day the fact that it was a good time for non-Muslims (except for a part of the Armenian community), and not a bad one for Muslims – whether Turks, Arabs, Albanians or Kurds. The multinational Ottoman empire into which Mustafa Kemal Atatürk was born, was creaking, but it was still functioning.


Western travellers were at one in describing the Ottoman empire as a colourful country. The adjective applied both to the mixture of peoples and religions to be found in it and to the physical aspect of the country. The majority of the people lived in villages. Traditional houses predominated. They were made of wood in the Balkans and the Black Sea coast, adobe in Anatolia, and stone in the uplands. Folk dress was still worn. Traditional methods of cultivation were prevalent in farming. But the impact of foreign markets produced an increasing emphasis on cash crops: tobacco in the Balkans, sultanas, figs and olives along the Aegean coast, and cotton in the newly drained Cilician plain round the town of Adana. Although cereals were extensively grown, poor inland communications and the persistence of subsistence farming forced cities to rely largely on imports of wheat, as well as of sugar, rice, tea, coffee and other necessities.15


Railways had opened up large tracts of the Balkans and western Anatolia. Further east, communications were difficult, as roads were poor throughout the country. Maritime traffic, which was extensive, was almost entirely in foreign hands. Officials posted to distant provinces usually started their journeys in foreign ships.


The cities were comparatively small in population, even where they had extensive suburbs, as in the case of Istanbul. According to the 1893 census the population of Istanbul with its suburbs stood at some 950,000. There were 210,000 people in the urban district of İzmir, 120,000 in Bursa, 105,000 in Salonica, 115,000 in Damascus.16 The urban population was mixed in origin and religion. In Istanbul Muslims made up barely half of the population, in İzmir only 38 per cent, in Salonica 28 per cent.


Nevertheless, with their profusion of minarets and domes the cities were Islamic in aspect. The Ottomans had been great builders. Mosques, almshouses, dervish monasteries (tekke), shrines (türbe), Turkish baths (hamam) and fountains graced all the cities which they governed. In the nineteenth century, and particularly during the reign of Abdülhamit II, other public buildings were added: provincial and district government houses, barracks and secondary schools. These were solid stone buildings, many of which have survived to this day both in Turkey and in lost Ottoman provinces. The private houses in which Turks of substance lived were almost invariably wooden. The rich set their mansions (konak) or seaside residences (yalı) in gardens, with out-houses for stables, kitchens, staff quarters and laundries. The reliance on wood for domestic architecture made cities subject to frequent devastating fires.


The nineteenth century witnessed important changes in the urban landscape. Non-Muslims and foreign residents built extensively in stone and brick. About 100,000 foreigners came to the Ottoman capital between 1840 and 1900 as traders, skilled workers or investors.17 They settled in the ‘European’ district of Pera (Beyoğlu in Turkish) and in the suburbs. In 1857, the neighbourhoods north of the Golden Horn, where native and foreign non-Muslims predominated, were given municipal self-government. Ottoman cities tended to be comparatively neat and tidy within various compounds (of religious buildings and private mansions), but filthy outside them. The nineteenth century saw efforts to clean up the cities and open up roads in the maze of wooden houses which made up the urban mass. Amenities in Istanbul, İzmir and Salonica improved considerably, although Europeans continued to complain of dirt and untidiness.


In the capital, where the well-to-do had summer houses along the Bosphorus or in the Princes Islands, and where Ottoman officials often lived in mansions outside the centre, communications became easier when the government formed a local steamship company (known as Şirket-i Hayriye or Beneficent Company), which ran British-made ferries and employed foreign engineers. An Istanbul Tramway Company was formed in 1869 and ran horse-drawn trams in the city centre and suburbs.


By the end of the nineteenth century, Istanbul, İzmir, Salonica and, to a lesser extent, Trabzon (Trebizond) began to resemble European cities. They had proper harbours and communications, attractive waterfronts, solid houses and shopping streets (in addition to their traditional oriental bazaars), adequate hotels, restaurants, brasseries (as well as traditional Greek taverns), schools and hospitals. There were smart villas, mansions and clubs. In Istanbul, blocks of flats began to be built in the Parisian style at the turn of the century. When foreign artists and musicians toured the capital, they found proper theatres for their performances.


True, the cities retained their ‘oriental’ neighbourhoods of wooden houses and narrow alleys. Whilst there were rich Muslims, mainly senior officials, some of whom moved to ‘European’ neighbourhoods, there were few rich Muslim neighbourhoods. But there were few slums, fewer than in comparable European cities. There were gypsy encampments outside the walls, but no shanty-towns such as those which today surround all Turkish towns.


Looked at closely, the main Ottoman cities left much to be desired. But the general aspect was pleasing, mainly because there was little pressure on space, and therefore room for trees and gardens. The urban mass was broken up by unwalled Muslim cemeteries, which Europeans found romantic. There was good architecture in mosques and churches, palaces and mansions. The main Ottoman cities had impressive old monuments as well as some modern amenities.


The trouble was that the amenities were provided and, to a large extent, enjoyed by non-Muslims and Europeans. Well-to-do Muslim families also used non-Muslim builders, plumbers, tailors, doctors and dentists; they went to non-Muslim shops; their menfolk amused themselves in foreign restaurants and cafés; stayed in hotels owned and run by non-Muslims. These divisions and disparities could not be sustained for ever.


The late Ottoman empire was a remarkably open country. Foreigners visited it, lived and travelled in it. They were protected by their consuls, subject to the jurisdiction of their consular courts, and could use their own post offices. Accounts left by foreign travellers and residents speak of an agreeable life, lived in villas in suburbs, such as Moda in Istanbul or Bornabat (now Bornova) in İzmir, with servants and parties, picnics and hunting trips. The expatriate life was a pleasant one. Many native Christians did as well or better.


The decline of the Ottoman empire into which Mustafa Kemal Atatürk was born was not visible to the naked eye. Today even Muslim Turks look nostalgically at pictures of their country a century ago. But their grandparents and great-grandparents had cause for concern. A nineteenth-century Ottoman reformer wrote that Istanbul might well become orderly and prosperous like Paris or London, but ‘we would not be the ones who would profit from or taste these delights … Rather, we would turn up from time to time as sellers of firewood and charcoal and gaze at it sadly.’18 The question which haunted Muslim Turks was not whether the country would survive, but whether they would survive in it.





PART I


Early Years





1


A Home in Europe
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ATATÜRK WAS BORN in Salonica in 1880/1 into a family which was Muslim, Turkish-speaking and precariously middle-class. These basic facts require elaboration.


Muslims did not have surnames, except in the case of a few prominent families. Official identity was based on entries in population registers. These registers, which were kept more or less accurately in the second half of the nineteenth century, specified an individual’s given name or names, the names of his or her parents, religion, place and year of birth.


It was customary to give a newborn baby a name when the umbilical cord was cut. This was known as the ‘belly name’ (göbek ismi), and was chosen from among the honorific titles applied to the Prophet Muhammad or other names having a pious connotation. Later the child might be given a second or even third name, by which he or she would become known. The use of two given names was a mark of social distinction. Atatürk started life as plain Mustafa (‘the Chosen’, one of the appellations of the Prophet).


Dates could be recorded in two different calendars. For religious purposes, Muslims used a lunar calendar dating back to the Prophet’s flight from Mecca to Medina in AD 622. For administrative purposes, a solar calendar was introduced in 1839. Known as Rumi (Roman), this also dated back to AD 622, but the day and month were the same as in the (Christian) Julian calendar. The Rumi year started on 1 March, which corresponded to 13 March in the (international) Gregorian calendar in the nineteenth century, and to 14 March in the twentieth century. In 1917, thirteen days were added to the Rumi calendar. Thereafter, the day and month, but not the year, corresponded to the Gregorian calendar. In the official population register, Atatürk’s birth was entered in the year 1296 in the Rumi calendar. That year extended from 13 March 1880 to 12 March 1881. There is no reason to doubt the accuracy of the entry.


The day and month of Atatürk’s birth are uncertain. His mother was later to say that she had given birth to Mustafa during the ‘forty [cold] days’ of winter.1 But Atatürk himself quoted his mother to suggest that his birth was in the spring,2 adding ‘It might well have been in May’. This justified his choice of 19 May, the date in 1919 on which he landed in Samsun to lead the Turkish armed resistance against the Allies, as his official birthday. His entourage questioned his mother’s surviving women friends from Salonica and duly confirmed that their leader’s birth occurred ‘in the spring, probably in May’.


It was customary, particularly in families which boasted of Islamic learning, for the father to record the dates of birth of his children inside the cover of the family Koran. This was apparently done in Atatürk’s family, but according to his mother, Zübeyde, there were two Korans in the house. The one in which the children’s birth was recorded was lost.3


In the story of Atatürk’s life fact and legend are hard to disentangle, and Atatürk was the main author of his own legend. What he said was repeated by his friends and relatives, and much of what the latter said was meant to please him. The biographer thus comes across a corpus of sayings and stories, echoing each other, and usually serving a political purpose. The purpose cannot be disregarded. The most likely date of Atatürk’s birth is the winter of 1880/1.


Atatürk’s father was Ali Rıza, a junior civil servant. He came from a local lower middle-class family. Ali Rıza’s father Ahmet was known as Hafız Ahmet Efendi.4 The title ‘Hafız’ indicated that he had learned the whole of the Koran by heart; the title ‘Efendi’, also applied to his son Ali Rıza, designated him as an educated man. Hafız Ahmet Efendi was apparently nicknamed ‘the fugitive’ (kaçak). The explanation offered is that he had taken to the hills following the murder of the French and German consuls in Salonica in May 1876. The consuls were killed by a mob of Muslims who were infuriated when local Christians enlisted foreign consular help to prevent the conversion to Islam of a Bulgarian girl. After the great powers had sent warships to Salonica, the local authorities hanged the ringleaders of the riot.5


There seems to have been a tradition of Islamic learning in the family, since Ali Rıza’s brother Mehmet (Emin) was also a Hafız and taught in a Koranic primary school. Mehmet’s son Salih appears to have carried on the tradition.6 The Ottoman civil service was originally manned by clerics. When the administrative reforms of the nineteenth century produced a demand for secular civil servants, many of these came from clerical families. Ali Rıza exemplified this process at the lowest level of the administration. The son and brother of neighbourhood Koranic teachers, he became a junior civil servant.


Ali Rıza was first employed in the department of pious foundations (evkaf). This job took him to small provincial towns where he inspected the accounts of charities.7 In 1876/7 he served as lieutenant in a volunteer battalion formed on the eve of the Russian-Turkish war.8 At roughly the same time he married. He also changed his job, transferring to the customs service. The exact dates of these events in Ali Rıza’s life are not known. They probably occurred at the end of the war in 1878.


The name of Ali Rıza’s wife was Zübeyde, and she was twenty years his junior.9 Her father, Sofuzade Feyzullah Ağa, earned a living from farming and trade in the small town of Langaza (now Langadha) to the east of Salonica. The title Ağa usually denoted landlords, but it does not seem that Feyzullah owned much or any land. He may have been a steward or bailiff on behalf of absentee landowners. This was certainly the case with his son Hüseyin Ağa who ran a farm near Langaza.


Feyzullah’s family is said to have come from the country near Vodina (now Edhessa in western Greek Macedonia). The surname Sofuzade,10 meaning ‘son of a pious man’, suggests that the ancestors of Zübeyde and Ali Rıza had a similar background. Cemil Bozok, the son of Salih (Bozok), who was a distant cousin of Atatürk and, later, his ADC, claims to have been related to both Ali Rıza’s and Zübeyde’s families. This would mean that the families of Atatürk’s parents were interrelated. Cemil Bozok also notes that his paternal grandfather, Safer Efendi, was of Albanian origin.11 This may have a bearing on the vexed question of Atatürk’s ethnic origin.


Atatürk’s parents and relatives all used Turkish as their mother tongue. This suggests that some at least of their ancestors had originally come from Turkey, since local Muslims of Albanian and Slav origin who had no ethnic connection with Turkey spoke Albanian, Serbo-Croat or Bulgarian, at least so long as they remained in their native land. But in looks, Atatürk resembled local Albanians and Slavs. Like his mother, he had blue eyes and fair hair. The nickname ‘Red’ applied to his paternal grandfather suggests that the latter was also fair. When he took up Turkish ethnic nationalism, Atatürk claimed that his ancestors had been Turkish nomads (yörük) settled in the Balkans after the Turkish conquest.12 Nomads had certainly been sent by the sultans to newly conquered territories both to help defend them and to keep these unruly tribesmen out of harm’s way. But there is no evidence that either Ali Rıza or Zübeyde was descended from such Turkish nomads. It has been said in support of Atatürk’s claim to a Turkish ethnic origin that many Turkish nomads are blue-eyed and fair-haired. One of Atatürk’s friends at the War College, and a future opponent, Arif, who came from a leading family of the Karakeçili tribe in inland Anatolia, resembled him to the extent of being taken for his brother.13 However, blue eyes, fair hair, and European looks in general are more common among Balkan Slavs than they are among Turkish nomads in Anatolia. It is much more likely that Atatürk inherited his looks from Balkan ancestors, and his mother tongue from Turkish conquerors who had intermarried with locals for many generations. We do not know whether the Albanian Safer Efendi was a blood relative of Atatürk. But Albanians and Slavs are likely to have figured among his ancestors. Direct descent from Turkish nomads is not an essential ingredient of Turkish ethnicity.


Ali Rıza and Zübeyde lived first in the bridegroom’s family house in the Muslim Yenikapı (New Gate) neighbourhood in Salonica. They had relatives elsewhere in the city. Atatürk’s contemporary and distant relative Salih (Bozok) lived in a compound of houses which had all been bought by his wife’s family in the neighbourhood of Kulekahveleri (coffee houses by the White Tower on the waterfront of Salonica).14 Salih’s cousin, Nuri (Conker), who was to become a loyal adjutant of Atatürk, lived next door. A third close companion of Atatürk, Fuat (Bulca), who was Salih’s brother-in-law,15 also grew up in Salonica.


It was in the family house in Yenikapı that Zübeyde gave birth to three children: a girl Fatma, and two boys, Ömer and Ahmet.16 It is also likely that her fourth child, Mustafa (Atatürk), was born in the same house. Fatma died an infant. Soon after her death, Ali Rıza was appointed customs officer on the Greek frontier, at a place known as Çayağzı (Mouth of the River) or Papaz Köprüsü (Priest’s Bridge).17 His salary is said to have been 3 gold liras or 300 silver piastres a month. It was a reasonable amount – some twenty years later, Salih (Bozok) was paid 337.5 piastres as a young lieutenant. But officials rarely received their pay on time.


Ali Rıza’s harsh life, surrounded by brigands in a remote frontier post, has become part of the Atatürk story.18 It is said that Zübeyde joined her husband at Papaz Köprüsü and that her two surviving children, Ömer and Ahmet, died there, probably at the age of three. Ali Rıza is then said to have resigned from the customs service and to have become a timber merchant. However, the dates do not fit.


Biographies situate Papaz Köprüsü just below the southern slopes of Mount Olympus, on the new frontier between Greek Thessaly and Ottoman Macedonia.19 But Thessaly was ceded to Greece on 24 May 188120 – at least two months after Atatürk’s birth. Atatürk must therefore have been a few months old when Ali Rıza first went to the new frontier as a customs officer. But the pink house in which Atatürk is said to have been born in Salonica was built with the money Ali Rıza made as a timber merchant. His profits allowed him also to engage a maid and a wet-nurse for his baby son.


The most likely explanation is that Ali Rıza was a customs officer and a timber merchant at one and the same time.21 Far from resigning from the civil service, he probably used his official appointment to engage in private trade. The main job of the customs and excise officer was to prevent the unauthorized export of timber from the Mount Olympus area to Greece. The forests belonged to the state, and the Ottoman forestry service was supposed to issue felling licences to villagers. In the circumstances, a customs officer would have been ideally placed to acquire timber from the local Christian villagers and to ship it to Salonica, a more prosperous city than any to the south of the frontier with Greece. Ali Rıza is said to have had a partner in Salonica, a timber merchant called Cafer,22 who sold the logs. This theory would also explain how Ali Rıza got together the money to build himself a new house in Salonica.


According to Atatürk’s younger sister, Makbule, who was a small child at the time of her father’s death, Ali Rıza had to make repeated short trips to the frontier after his resignation in order to obtain timber, but he soon found that local Greek brigands demanded exorbitant bribes, failing which they set fire to the logs. It seems more likely that Ali Rıza did not spend much time at the frontier and did not take his family with him, that he made short trips officially as a customs officer, but in effect to obtain and ship timber, and that after some initial success he fell out with local villagers (or brigands, as the two terms designated largely the same people) who wanted the timber for themselves. He is then said to have complained to a senior Ottoman official in Salonica, by the name of Ali Paşa, who advised him to seek another occupation.23 Thereupon he took up the trade in salt, which as a state monopoly offered openings to a man in the excise department. Ali Rıza is unlikely to have resigned from the civil service, where appointments were often sinecures. His family does not seem to have suffered any hardship until his death, and he may well have received his salary of 3 gold liras a month to the end of his days.


The house which Ali Rıza built in Salonica was situated in a neighbourhood called Ahmetsubaşı (or Kocakasım).24 It is this solidly built, three-storey, pink-painted house on a slope leading down to the waterfront which has been designated as Atatürk’s place of birth and preserved as a museum. Like all well-to-do Muslim houses, Ali Rıza’s new family home was divided into two: one wing was used as private family quarters (harem), and another served as a reception area for male visitors (selâmlık).


After giving birth to Mustafa, Zübeyde bore two daughters of whom the first, Makbule, survived, and the second, Naciye, died. Thus of the six children of Zübeyde’s first marriage, only two survived.


Ali Rıza died at the age of 47, when Mustafa was 7 or 8 years old. His widow attributed his death to the failure of his commercial schemes: ‘The late lamented became very distressed when his business went badly in his last days. He let himself go. He resigned himself to his fate and faded away. His illness grew worse. There is no way he could have survived. When I became a widow, I was a 27-year-old young woman. I was given a monthly pension of two mecidiye [silver coins worth 20 piastres].’25


Ali Rıza’s fatal illness has been attributed to ‘consumption of the bowels’, aggravated by drink. In any case, family tradition recorded him as a failure.


Salonica was no mean city during Atatürk’s childhood. Its prosperity grew markedly in the long years of peace preserved by Sultan Abdülhamit II after the end of the Russian war in 1878. In 1889 the city was linked by rail to Europe via Serbia and Vienna.26 Another line joined it to the capital, Istanbul, which also had direct communications with Europe via Bulgaria. In 1901, a modern harbour was built.27 Electricity was installed in 1899 and an electric tram service started in 1907. Mills produced cotton and woollen cloth; tobacco was exported in considerable quantities under the auspices of the state monopoly (known by its French name, Régie), which was part of the foreign-controlled Public Debt Administration.


In the last forty years of the nineteenth century, the population of Salonica grew from about 70,000 to over 100,000. While the arrival of Muslim refugees from Thessaly and from exposed areas in the countryside increased the number of Muslims, Jews still formed the largest community and made up about half the population.28 The Muslim neighbourhoods overlooked those inhabited by Jews and Greeks, most of whom lived along and immediately behind the waterfront. This spatial division was common in the Ottoman state. When towns were conquered, Muslims settled round the citadel, while Christians and Jews moved to the suburbs. Moreover, Turks seldom chose to live by the sea, which had a special attraction for Greeks.


In Salonica at the end of the nineteenth century, many of the neighbourhoods preserved their original character. Muslim districts had a central square overlooked by a mosque, with a Koranic school as an annex. They had communal baths, coffee houses where men met, small private gardens. European travellers found these Muslim neighbourhoods romantic and charming. Houses were huddled close together in poor Jewish districts, but more prosperous members of the community, like wealthy Greeks, were moving out to spacious villas on the waterfront. The worst Jewish slums were destroyed in the great fire of 1890. In its aftermath, streets were straightened and widened, a city plan was put in place and modernization began.29 The Jews were prominent among the rising bourgeoisie, but also in the new working class. Most of the stevedores were Jews renowned for their toughness and militancy.


In addition to communal schools, Salonica had schools run by foreign missionaries, both Catholic and Protestant. In 1895 a modern Turkish daily newspaper appeared. Called Asır (The Century), it moved to İzmir in 1924 and survives to this day as Yeni Asır (The New Century). Jewish businessmen founded a local bank, the Banque de Salonique, which eventually moved to Istanbul. There were European-type cafés on the waterfront, usually run by Greeks, dancing schools and balls. An Englishwoman, Lucy Garnett, who lived in Salonica in the 1880s, was present at a charity fête in aid of a Jewish school:


Dancing went on in the lower rooms, the apartments of the upper floor were reserved for cigarette-smoking, cards and conversation, while refreshments and supper were served under brightly illuminated trees and among the flower-beds of the garden attached to the school-house. The Governor-General, Dervish Pasha, and his son were present, and though they naturally did not condescend to join the dancers, moved about continually among them, and appeared to take a great interest in the proceedings. The Greek Archbishop made a distinguished figure in his tall cylindrical hat and black robes, seated side by side with the Jewish Khakham Bashi [Hahambaşı], or Chief Rabbi, in black and white turban. Ball dresses, however, were conspicuous by their absence; for, aware that the entertainment was to be partially al fresco, the European ladies had avoided low dresses, and many of the Salonica Jewesses, who had subscribed their liras, presented themselves in their brilliantly coloured native costumes, profusely adorned with seed pearls and gleaming with diamonds.30


The spread of European influences through trade, education and diplomacy led to tension within the communities between conservatives and modernizers. Masonic lodges were well established and some of the more prominent modernizers belonged to them. Among Muslims, new ideas were particularly widespread in the dönme community of descendants of converts from Judaism.


‘The Dünméhs,’ wrote Lucy Garnett, ‘are, as a community, highly respectable, industrious, and prosperous. Poverty, indeed, is said to be non-existent among them, the wealthy helping those less successful in worldly affairs and supporting widows and orphans by an admirably organized system of charity.’31 Unlike other Muslims, the dönme had no military tradition. In the army, they were to be found most commonly as military doctors. In civil life, they were active in business and the professions. They also took an active part in politics.


The network of new state schools provided the main conduit for European ideas to the Muslim community. These were organized in two parallel systems, civil (mülkî) and military (askerî), the first designed primarily to train civil servants, the second officers. In both streams, preparatory schools (rüştiye) led on to high schools or lycées (idadî) and then on to either the civil service college (Mülkiye) or to the War College (Harbiye) in Istanbul. Military high schools were usually set up in towns which served as headquarters for Ottoman armies. In European Turkey, the main military centres were Edirne, Salonica and Manastır (now Bitola in former Yugoslav Macedonia).


The struggle between conservative and progressive ideas, between traditional Islam and European free thought, marked Atatürk’s life from the start. His mother was, not unusually, steeped in traditional attitudes, her piety earning her the nickname of molla.32 His father, Ali Rıza, a junior civil servant with an eye to the main chance, believed in progress. Atatürk was to say later:


My first memory of childhood concerns the problem of my schooling. This caused a bitter dispute between my parents. My mother wanted me to go to the neighbourhood [Koranic] school after initial prayers. My father, who was an official in the [customs and] excise department, was in favour of sending me to Şemsi Efendi’s school, which had newly opened, and of having me educated in the new manner. In the end, my father found a clever way out. First, I started at the neighbourhood school with the usual ceremony. This satisfied my mother. A few days later, I left the neighbourhood school and was entered in Şemsi Efendi’s school.33


The initial ceremony to which Atatürk referred was the procession headed by the Koranic teacher (hoca), who led the child from his home to the neighbourhood school. A portion (cüz) of the Koran, which the child was to memorize, and a lectern on which it would be placed, were carried aloft, and prayers were chanted. By having the ceremony performed for her son, Zübeyde not only satisfied her conscience, but also met the expectations of the neighbourhood, and showed that hers was a proper Muslim family. According to Lucy Garnett, Şemsi Efendi was a dönme, who opened his school primarily to educate girls in his community. The girls were taught the three Rs and needlework. ‘With the younger pupils, however, the director looked for better success than with the “grown-up young ladies”.’34


Zübeyde’s son Mustafa was one of these younger pupils, but not for long. When he was 7 or 8 years old,35 his father, Ali Rıza, died, and his mother, Zübeyde, took the family to the farm run by her half-brother Hüseyin Ağa at Rapla, near Langaza, in the plain stretching east of Salonica where Muslims were numerous.36 Atatürk was fond of remembering this rural interlude, which he shared with his younger sister Makbule. The two children were given the job of chasing off crows from a field of broad beans;37 they played together and, on one occasion, young Mustafa pushed his sister’s face into a bowl of yoghurt.38 There were, it seems, desultory attempts to have Mustafa taught, first at a Greek village school and then by an Albanian (or Armenian) farm clerk.39 But soon Zübeyde decided to send her son back to Salonica to continue his education. He lodged with his paternal aunt,40 and was enrolled in the state civil preparatory school (mülkî rüştiye).


The school did not prove a success. One day, Mustafa was beaten by a teacher known inappropriately as Kaymak (‘[soft as] cream’) Hafız for quarrelling in class with another boy. Thereupon his maternal grandmother, who was the senior member of the family in Salonica and who did not want him to go to a modern school at all, took him away.


In a newspaper interview in which he described his life, Atatürk said that on leaving the civil service preparatory school, he was determined to enter its military equivalent in Salonica, because he wanted to wear the smart Western-style uniform of military cadets.41 The son of a neighbour (or perhaps lodger in the family house), one Major Kadri, was already enrolled in the military school, and young Mustafa was intensely jealous of him. Atatürk later told his companion Kılıç Ali that as a young boy he could not bear to be dressed in baggy oriental trousers, tied with a sash, which were worn by boys in Şemsi Bey’s establishment. ‘It was when I entered the military preparatory school and put on its uniform, that a feeling of strength came to me, as if I had become master of my own identity.’ His mother Zübeyde told Kılıç Ali: ‘My Mustafa was very particular about his clothes, even as a little boy. He behaved and spoke to others like a grown-up. He looked down on neighbourhood children playing in the street … We all noticed how he spoke, head raised, hands in pockets.’


Zübeyde went on to describe her boy as gentle, shy and well-loved by the neighbours.42 From an early age, Atatürk’s pride was immediately noticeable; his shyness was seen only by those who worked with him. His secretary Hasan Rıza Soyak was to say, ‘according to his doctors, he was insomniac, constipated and shy.’43 The first two afflictions developed in later life; the last was always there. It is also evident that from earliest childhood Atatürk hated the external signs of oriental life, and longed to look like a Western officer and gentleman.


Zübeyde, who had in the meantime returned to Salonica, was afraid of allowing her only son to join a dangerous profession, and did all she could to dissuade him. According to Atatürk’s account, he sat the entrance examinations without telling his mother. She had no choice but to give her consent when he was accepted into the military preparatory school. Atatürk suggests in his interview that the initiative was totally his; but he was helped and perhaps even encouraged in his ambition by the neighbour, Major Kadri. Moreover Mustafa’s choice was not unusual. Three members of his extended family, Salih (Bozok), Nuri (Conker) and Fuat (Bulca), all of whom became his trusted lieutenants, were to follow the same route. Salih Bozok, who appears to have been one year younger than Atatürk,44 was beaten by the same teacher in the civil service preparatory school45 before going on to the military school. It seems that the whole younger generation of Atatürk’s extended family, as, no doubt, of other Turkish families in the empire’s threatened provinces in Europe, decided at about the same time that their future lay in the profession of arms. Their choice did not depend on the heavy-handed Kaymak Hafız or on the lure of a smart uniform. Ambition, the feeling of self-preservation and patriotism all pointed in the same direction. In his childhood, as in his later career, Atatürk was not alone in his choices. But he was unique in his abilities.
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The Making of an Ottoman Officer
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ATATÜRK’S MILITARY EDUCATION lasted for thirteen years. In the language of the time he became a ‘school-trained’ (mektepli) officer, when that rising class challenged the continued existence of ‘regiment-trained’ (alaylı) officers who had been promoted from the ranks without the benefit of formal military education. The struggle between modernizers and conservatives affected the army along with the rest of society.


Military education reinforced in him an already masterful disposition. As the only surviving male in a fatherless household Atatürk was the most important person at home. His sister Makbule was later to say that he was too proud to play leapfrog, as he would not bend down to allow other children to vault over him. Whatever the truth of this tale, there is little doubt that young Mustafa did all he could to recreate in school – and in later life – the pre-eminence which he enjoyed as of right in his family. Apart from giving him an instinctive feeling of superiority, his childhood experience taught him the art of getting his own way. Atatürk was later to declare:


There is one trait I have had since my childhood. In the house where I lived I never liked to spend time with my sister or with a friend. Since my childhood I have always preferred to be alone and independent, and that is how I have always lived. I have another trait: I have never had any patience with any advice or admonition which my mother – my father died very early – my sister or any of my closest relatives pressed on me according to their lights. People who live in the midst of their families know well that they are never short of innocent and sincere warnings from left and right. There are only two ways of dealing with them. You either obey them or you ignore all these warnings and admonitions. I believe that neither way is right. How could you obey? To take heed of the warnings of a mother, twenty or twenty-five years my senior, wouldn’t that have meant retreating into the past? But to rebel would have upset the heart and mind of a mother of whose virtue, good faith and superior womanly qualities I was convinced. That wasn’t right either.


The dilemma resolved itself because, Atatürk went on to say, ‘my mother and my sister believed in my revolutionary work and served me’.1 As long as his womenfolk served him, he could be both firm and kind with them. In spite of his words to the contrary, Atatürk was never one to live a lonely life, at least not as this phrase is understood in the West. In a traditional society life is always lived in a crowd. Both in childhood and as an adult, he lived surrounded by friends, relatives and colleagues. However, he took his own counsel, and from an early age dominated his immediate circle. Atatürk was lonely only in the sense that leadership is a lonely business.


Atatürk was himself the author of two stories concerning his four years (1891–5) in the military preparatory school in Salonica.2 Teaching in all schools in Turkey was – and, to a large extent, still is – by rote. To help the pupils learn the lesson by heart, teachers would appoint one of them to repeat it over and over again. This followed the French practice of employing répétiteurs (in Ottoman Turkish müzakereci). According to Atatürk, one day the mathematics teacher asked for volunteers to act as répétiteurs. ‘At first I hesitated,’ Atatürk declared in 1922. ‘Seeing the kind of boys who stood up to volunteer, I preferred to remain seated. But having had to repeat the lesson after one such, I couldn’t stand it a second time. I got up and said to the teacher “I can do better than that.” The teacher then appointed me répétiteur, and my predecessor had to repeat the lessons after me.’


The second story which has become embedded in the Atatürk legend explains how he acquired a second name and became known as Mustafa Kemal. In the preparatory school, so Atatürk reported, he developed a special interest in mathematics. ‘I soon equalled, and possibly even surpassed, our mathematics teacher in knowledge of the subject. I started working at problems well in advance of our lessons. I used to put questions in writing, to which my teacher would reply also in writing. The teacher’s name was Mustafa. One day he turned to me and said: “My boy, your name is Mustafa and so is mine. This won’t do. There must be some distinction. From now on you’ll be called Mustafa Kemal.” And that’s how I’ve been known ever since.’3


The literal meaning of Kemal in Ottoman Turkish is ‘perfection’, and biographers have praised the mathematics teacher for his remarkable prescience. But a teacher content to remain plain Mustafa, while giving a flattering second name to his bright pupil, must have been not only prescient, but also remarkably self-effacing. Yet Atatürk adds that the mathematics teacher was ‘a hard man’, in other words authoritarian, at a time when teachers were not known for their softness. Atatürk’s biographer, Şevket Süreyya Aydemir, heard another version of the story. According to this version, Atatürk acquired the second name of Kemal in order to distinguish him not from his teacher, but from a classmate, also called plain Mustafa.4 That Atatürk became known by a high-sounding double-barrelled name when he was a student in the military preparatory school is not in doubt. But we have only his word for the somewhat self-serving origin of the story. It is much more likely that young Mustafa himself chose the second name Kemal, as a tribute to the patriotic poet Namık Kemal. Young as he was (he was 13 or 14 at the time), he would have heard of the poet who was to become, a few years later, the source of his youthful inspiration. Or perhaps an older person suggested the name to him.


Atatürk told both stories when he was an embattled commander-in-chief preparing for his final offensive. At that time even some of his supporters had doubts about the outcome. But Atatürk had no such doubts. Not only did he believe in his own greatness, he proclaimed it, and pointed to his schoolboy triumphs as portents. But whatever the origin of the second name, Atatürk was certainly a successful pupil at the preparatory school. He won his stripes as sergeant (çavuş), becoming leader of his class – a sign that he was trusted by the school authorities. He may have been proud, but he was not openly rebellious.


A third story relating to Atatürk’s years in the preparatory school comes from the memoirs of his companion Kılıç Ali. One day in the early 1930s Atatürk invited to his table at Karpiç’s restaurant in Ankara the journalist Ahmet Emin Yalman, who had fallen foul of the regime and had been forced to abandon his career. Ahmet Emin was by origin a dönme from Salonica. Turning to Kılıç Ali, Atatürk said:


Ahmet Emin’s father, Osman Tevfik, was my teacher of Turkish calligraphy [in the Arabic script] in the preparatory school. At that time my handwriting was not at all good. It was no better than a scrawl. Not that it’s any better today … In spite of this, Mr Tevfik used to give me full marks, as he knew that I would do well in other lessons. Isn’t it strange that while the father gave me full marks, feeling that I’d be successful in other subjects, the son, who has seen the many services I’ve rendered the country, refuses to award me any marks at all?5


The opposition journalist protested that he had been misunderstood and promised to mend his ways forthwith. Soon afterwards, he appeared in print again. Throughout his life, Atatürk was convinced he was right. It was a conviction he was happy to share with those round him.


Sometime before Atatürk graduated from the preparatory school, his mother Zübeyde remarried. As a young widow with no means, she had little choice in the matter. The only alternative was to live off the charity of her relatives, none of whom was rich. Her second husband, Ragıp Efendi, was a widower with four children, two boys and two girls. He had emigrated from Thessaly when that province was ceded to Greece in 1881, and at the time of his second marriage was employed as a junior official in the tobacco monopoly.


Zübeyde’s remarriage meant that Atatürk was no longer the senior male in the household. Refusing to accept the loss of status, he left the family house and lodged with a relative.6 But although he was undoubtedly hurt by the remarriage, he discharged throughout his life the duties, which Turkish Muslim culture required of him, both towards his mother and his step-relatives. Ragıp Efendi stayed on in Salonica after the city was lost to the Greeks in 1912, and died there sometime later. Atatürk is said to have helped him financially towards the end of his life. Of Ragıp’s two sons, the younger, Hasan, was employed in the tobacco monopoly, like his father. The elder, Süreyya, is said to have committed suicide while serving as a captain at Toyran (now Dhoirani, on the frontier between Greece and former Yugoslav Macedonia), the scene of much fighting in the First World War. Atatürk liked him, and remembered being given by him a flick knife to guard his virtue against immoral approaches. Falih Rıfkı, Atatürk’s main publicist, explains: ‘We all know that in those days when women were secluded, sexual morals were very low among the Turks.’7 He does not add whether young Atatürk – by all accounts, a good-looking, blue-eyed, fair-haired youth – ever had to use the weapon.


There was one member of Ragıp Efendi’s extended family who was to become tragically close to Atatürk in later years. This was the girl Fikriye, the daughter of Ragıp’s brother, Colonel Hüsamettin. She was born in 1897, when Atatürk was 16. Her father was a modern-minded officer who gave her a proper education, including piano lessons.8


Atatürk’s only surviving sister Makbule was later to regale journalists with romantic stories of her famous brother’s childhood crushes. His first love was, it seems, a girl called Müjgân, the daughter of a family friend, Major Rüknettin. Next came Hatice, whose mother is said to have put an end to the friendship as she did not want to lose a daughter to a future officer who might be posted to distant parts. Then, Zübeyde arranged for her son to tutor Emine, the 15-year-old daughter of the military commandant of Salonica, and former neighbour, Şevki Paşa. Emine was later to say that she had fallen in love with Atatürk when she first saw him in the uniform of the preparatory school. She believed that her feelings were reciprocated, and claimed that when Atatürk left Salonica in 1899 to enter the War College, he sent her this note: ‘I’m boarding the ship this very minute. This ill-starred moment will make us weep tears of blood. I swear inwardly that I shall not forget you, and I expect you to be equally faithful. Goodbye. Mustafa Kemal.’ Emine added that Atatürk did, in fact, visit her on later trips to Salonica, but by then ‘he was preoccupied entirely with the country’s problems and the sufferings of the nation … Great events intervened and stopped our marriage.’9 This account which Emine gave to a Turkish journalist in 1965 contradicts the romantic story that she was later disfigured in an accident, that on learning the sad news, Atatürk immediately proposed to marry her, but that she died before the promise could be carried out.10


Zübeyde’s account was shorter. While a student at the military preparatory school, Atatürk first tutored the son of a local Muslim notable (Evrenoszade Muhsin Bey, whose son-in-law, Mithat, later benefited from Atatürk’s patronage and was made member of parliament for Bolu). Şevki Paşa’s daughter came next. ‘Fortunately they didn’t carry on long,’ Zübeyde said. ‘He went to the high school at Manastır and the tutoring was interrupted.’11


One romantic story has it that, many years later at a party in the presidential palace of Çankaya, Atatürk was deeply touched by the song ‘Eminem’ (My Emine!) and remarked cryptically, ‘There is an Emine in every man’s heart.’12 On another occasion, he was quoted as saying that his first love was a Greek girl in Salonica, with whom he hoped to elope to Manastır, but was dissuaded by his maternal uncle Hüseyin Ağa.13 In any case, Zübeyde was quickly relieved of her worries. Her son soon had other things on his mind.


In later life, Atatürk was to form romantic attachments with several women. Ritual flirtation, including the exchange of billets-doux, was part of the Western way of life, which he admired. But his work was all that mattered to him. He would act as romantic protector of women who served him, wished to be taught by him or formed part of an admiring audience. But he would not let them make any demands on him, beyond those which Turkish culture sanctioned. This emotional pattern seems to have been established early in childhood. An only son in a fatherless Turkish household is likely to develop a paternalistic character. In later life, Atatürk often addressed his closest personal associates, men and women, as ‘Child!’ (Çocuk!). It was when he was a child himself that Atatürk learned to be kind to women but to go his own way, allowing himself occasionally to pose as a lover, in the manner of a French romantic hero.


Atatürk was the fourth best pupil in his class when he graduated from the preparatory school in Salonica in 1898.14 He could then have gone on to the military high school (idadî) in his native city, but his mother’s remarriage made it more convenient for him to board in another city. It is said that he would have liked to go to a school in Istanbul,15 but that an examiner, Hasan, advised him that the military high school in Manastır would provide a better education.16 In fact, he probably chose Manastır because it was nearer home; it may also have been easier to gain admittance to the school there as a free boarder.


Situated on an upland plain at the foot of the mountains, and lying on the old Roman Via Egnatia, Manastır was an important commercial, administrative and military centre. It was linked by rail to Salonica, and was the chief town of a province, covering western Macedonia and extending south to the Greek frontier. The city population of 37,00017 included an important Greek merchant community. The Muslims, who could boast of sixty mosques,18 were largely of Albanian and Slav Macedonian origin. The provincial government and the army headquarters gave employment to Ottoman officials who faced the pressure of Bulgarian, Macedonian, Serbian and Greek nationalists and of the bands of irregulars who fought for them.


The military schools sought to inculcate loyalty to the sultan and to the Ottoman state. Although there were many religious communities in the state, the cadets were all Muslims, and the defence of the ruling Muslim community was uppermost in their minds. In the ruling class, the ideal of Ottoman patriotism, which the early reformers wished to establish, tended under Abdülhamit II towards a narrower Muslim Ottoman nationalism, before mutating into a still narrower Turkish nationalism. In class, cadets acquired their first political ideas during history lessons. Atatürk’s history teacher, Major Mehmet Tevfik, was ‘a nationalist Turkish officer’. Atatürk was to say: ‘I owe Tevfik a debt of gratitude. He opened a new horizon before my eyes.’ Atatürk discharged this debt in later years by making his former teacher member of parliament for Diyarbakır (in the Kurdish south-east), and a member of the Turkish Historical Society.19 But it was not only in class that the students formed an opinion of the world round them.


Atatürk acknowledged the influence of a fiery fellow-student, Ömer Naci, who had fallen foul of the school authorities in Bursa and had transferred to Manastır. Ömer Naci had a passion for Ottoman literature and particularly for poetry, and encouraged Atatürk to follow his lead in composing poems. However, the teacher of composition put an end to his literary pursuits, saying that they were incompatible with a military career. Nevertheless, Atatürk added, ‘I retained an interest in fine writing.’20 It was thus at the school in Manastır that Atatürk began acquiring his mastery of literary Ottoman, a euphonious and euphuistic idiom, where Arabic abstract nouns crowd together in alliterative groups of synonyms to raise the emotional tone rather than to clarify the meaning. Atatürk became an effective writer and speaker of this artificial tongue, which served him well in his public appearances. Unfortunately, it is now incomprehensible in its original form to Turkish readers, for whom translations into simple Turkish have to be provided.


Literature was intermixed with politics. It was almost certainly in conversations with Ömer Naci that Atatürk discussed the patriotic poems of Namık Kemal, ‘the poet of liberty’ whose writings were banned under Abdülhamit II. The excitement of liberal-nationalist rhetoric was to continue when Atatürk moved on to the War College in Istanbul. But with Atatürk dedication to a military career came first. Ömer Naci provided not only inspiration, but an example to be avoided. He joined the revolutionary Young Turks, fled abroad, returned for a political career after the Young Turkish coup of 1908, and died in 1915, from typhus contracted in Persia where he had been sent to stir up trouble against the Allies. He was one of the many romantic adventurers who hastened the end of the Ottoman state, and to whom Atatürk was temperamentally and then politically opposed.


With two other fellow-students Atatürk formed a lasting attachment. Ali Fethi (Okyar) was a year older. He came from a relatively well-off family at Pirlepe (Prilep), not far from Manastır. He knew French and is said to have introduced Atatürk to French political thought. The introduction was probably confined to talk on the dangerous subject of the French Revolution. French was taught at the school, but Atatürk found that he made little progress with the language. Mathematics remained as ever his best subject. But he was conscious of the importance of French as a key to European civilization, and during a summer holiday at home in Salonica, he followed a course run by the French Christian Brothers. Gradually he acquired a very serviceable knowledge of the French language, in which he came to read widely, and which he could also use in correspondence. His letters in French contain mistakes, but they show a wide knowledge of vocabulary. To the end of his life, Atatürk was apt to slip the odd French word into his conversation, having a particular liking for the word déjà. Of much more importance was the fact that the French model of culture, society and government was ever present in his mind. Again, he was far from unique: French influence was strong throughout the Ottoman ruling class. But Atatürk proved more consistently radical than most of his contemporaries in drawing on the French experience.


Another friend was a year younger. His name was Kâzım (Özalp) and he came from Köprülü (at that time in the province of Salonica, later [Titov] Veleš in former Yugoslav Macedonia). Kâzım was always a loyal subordinate, rising later to the rank of general in the Turkish army, before becoming President of the Grand National Assembly in the Turkish Republic. Kâzım reminisced:


Mustafa Kemal who was known and liked by his classmates was also appreciated for his character by boys in our class. We did not work together, as we were in different classes, but we used to walk out together with other friends on days off. We used to go generally to coffee houses in the neighbourhoods of Kavaklaraltı [beneath the poplars] and Hanlarönü [in front of the caravanserais]. He used to chat, like the others, and sometimes play backgammon for a stake of 5 paras [the smallest coin, worth one eighth of a piastre]. One could see easily that Mustafa Kemal did not like losing. Nor did he like games of running and jumping. Rather than stroll and look around, he preferred to walk fast.21


Two years above Mustafa Kemal at the Manastır military high school was the man who was to become his main rival among revolutionary officers. His name was Enver, and he was to lead the Ottoman state to defeat in the First World War. Enver’s family came from the old Ottoman fortress of Kili (now Kiliya in Ukrainian Bessarabia), near the mouth of the Danube. He had been born in Istanbul in November 1881 (1297 in the Rumi calendar) and was thus a few months younger than Mustafa Kemal. But the latter had lost a year in the civil preparatory school, while Enver seems to have been a year ahead of his age group in the military preparatory school and then the military high school in Manastır, the town where his father, an official in the public works department, had been posted. As a result, Enver was two years ahead of Mustafa Kemal right through his military education, which he completed when he passed out of the Staff College in Istanbul in November 1902.22 Mustafa Kemal and Enver had friends in common, but they moved in different sets.


When Mustafa Kemal was in his second year in the military high school in Manastır a brief war broke out between the Ottoman state and Greece. It was caused by the despatch of armed bands from mainland Greece to help Greek insurgents in Crete who were fighting for enosis – the union of their island with Greece. The Ottoman government retaliated by declaring war on 19 April 1897. Within one month the Greek army was defeated, Thessaly fell once again into Ottoman hands and the road to Athens lay open. But the great powers intervened and imposed an armistice. In return for a war indemnity and a minor frontier rectification in its favour, the Ottoman government agreed to make peace with Greece. Crete remained within the Ottoman state, but as an autonomous province, with Prince George of Greece acting as Commissioner on behalf of the great powers. The way was thus opened to the slow absorption of the island into the Greek kingdom. As in the case of the Greek war of independence, and the war with Serbia in 1877, the great powers did not allow the Ottomans to keep the fruits of their victories.


The declaration of war produced an outburst of patriotic feeling among Ottoman Muslims. Troops leaving military bases such as Manastır were seen off by enthusiastic crowds, and were joined by volunteers. Mustafa Kemal was moved by the enthusiasm, but the story that he tried to volunteer and went to Salonica on his way to the front, only to be turned back by his mother, Zübeyde,23 is apocryphal. His friend Ali Fuat (Cebesoy) says more accurately: ‘Mustafa Kemal was chief among those who wanted to volunteer. Various reasons stopped him. The war was very brief.’24 Mustafa Kemal was clearly too intent on his military career to run away from school, even for the best patriotic reasons. But he must have shared the feelings of the young officer in Manastır who could not keep back his tears when he heard that the Ottomans had been forced to agree to an armistice.25 The lesson that the European great powers intervened when the Ottomans won, but failed to intervene when they were defeated, was not lost on him. Nevertheless, the swift victory won by the Ottoman commander Ethem Paşa did raise the prestige of Sultan Abdülhamit and helped him safeguard his dominions for another decade.


In November 1898, Mustafa Kemal passed out of the military high school in Manastır. He was ranked second in his class.26 Years of hard work still awaited him in the War College in Istanbul, but his contemporaries in Manastır could now recommend him to a wider circle as a successful and popular student.


On 13 March 1899, Mustafa Kemal entered the War College (Mekteb-i Harbiye or simply Harbiye) in Istanbul at the age of 18.27 The college buildings, now used as a military museum, were set on a hill overlooking the Bosphorus, in a new part of the city developed in the nineteenth century. On the shore below stood the palaces and gardens of Dolmabahçe and Çırağan, the latter the home of the deposed Sultan Murat V. On the ridge to the south, at the edge of the European district of Beyoğlu (Pera), the large barracks of Taşkışla (Stone Barracks) housed part of the garrison of the capital. To the north, the slope rising from the Bosphorus was covered by the walled compound of Yıldız palace, the home of Sultan Abdülhamit II and the seat of power in the state. In between stood the new smart district of Teşvikiye, favoured by westernized Turks, while inland lay the neighbourhoods of Pangaltı and Osmanbey, inhabited largely by Armenians. Istanbul was still a city of open spaces and pleasing prospects, and cadets at the War College were in no doubt that they were at the centre of an impressive imperial capital. The contrast between the grandeur of the setting and the reality of crumbling Ottoman power and of the growing encroachment of native and foreign Christians was all the more poignant.


The cadets were treated roughly. They slept in dormitories; they were shouted at and sometimes slapped by sergeants; they were fed on a simple diet of stewed dry beans, mutton and rice. Atatürk loved the rough food, and years later, when he was president of the republic, bean stew remained his favourite dish. But, although kicked around by everyone in authority, the cadets were addressed as Efendi, and felt themselves to be gentlemen. Their society was democratic, the only group set aside from the common mass being that of the imperial princes (zadegân), who had separate quarters. But, contrary to the practice current in many European countries, the princes were not destined for effective military commands.


The student body was strictly controlled. Newspapers were not allowed. Reading was limited to textbooks. Islamic worship – the five daily canonical prayers, fasting during the lunar month of Ramazan (Ramadan, the month of fasting) – was strictly enforced. So was the prohibition of alcohol, but the bars, cafés and restaurants of Beyoğlu, and of the harbour district of Galata below it, lay near at hand, and only the most pious and strong-minded resisted their attractions or failed to frequent the brothels, which were plentiful in the side-streets of the Christian districts. Muslim gentlemen had an ambivalent attitude to Beyoğlu and Galata. They were attracted by the entertainment the districts offered, but resented them as traps for the unwary. The ruination of the careers and marriages of Muslim gentlemen in the low dives of Beyoğlu was a favourite theme of Turkish novelists.


Like most of his comrades, Mustafa Kemal was drawn to the entertainment which the capital offered. As a boy, he had sat in the cafés of Salonica, and neither he nor his friends took seriously the Islamic ban on alcohol. As in other Mediterranean countries, it was taken for granted that drinking and wenching were part of a young man’s life, until the time came to settle down in marriage with a virgin bride chosen or at least approved by the family. While early marriages were common in traditional Muslim society, for men moulded by the new learning, education and the beginning of a career came first. Mustafa Kemal took care of both. But he also enjoyed his youth, undisturbed by religious scruples.


Mustafa Kemal had a pious mother. He had been subjected to years of religious instruction and practice, and he knew how to use the language of piety. Not only had he practised the rites of official, orthodox Islam, but during his home leave in Salonica he is said to have attended the ceremonies of whirling dervishes, and to have taken part himself, crying out ‘Hu! Hu!’ (an Arabic word meaning ‘He’ – God) as he whirled round.28 But it was during the same home leave that Atatürk went to dancing lessons and learnt to waltz. If he did visit the dervishes, he seems to have set little store by the experience.


Mustafa Kemal’s behaviour during his youth provides no evidence of religious conviction, while his adult life presents clear evidence of the contrary. Most Turkish officers and gentlemen accepted Islam as a general framework for their lives and the life of their society. Others, like Atatürk and many of his friends, seem to have been freethinkers from their earliest years. Islam had to be taken into account as a fact – sometimes an inconvenient fact – of other people’s lives. In the eyes of many educated Muslims in Turkey, as in other Mediterranean countries, religion was the province of women; the sincerity of men who showed religious enthusiasm was suspect. Most of the cadets rejected the indoctrination to which they had been subjected. Their idealism was focused on a political objective – the defence of the ruling Muslim Turkish community into which they were born. In that aim they were utterly sincere. Members of Atatürk’s generation nourished personal ambitions; some served their personal interests or those of their families and friends; some fell short of their ideals and even made deals with the enemies of their community. But none questioned the ideal of service to country and nation. There was backsliding, but no cynicism.


Within two months of entering the War College, Mustafa Kemal was appointed junior sergeant in charge of his class. Above his stripes, he wore a ribbon indicating his knowledge of a foreign language – French. It was a rare distinction among the 750 first-year students.29 Nevertheless, it took Mustafa Kemal a year to find his feet. In the autobiographical interview which he gave in 1922, Atatürk said: ‘During my first year, I fell into naive youthful reveries. I neglected my lessons. The year passed by in a flash. It was only when classes ended that I got stuck into my textbooks.’30


Gradually, youthful reveries gave way to an intense power of concentration on the task in hand. But there was a price to pay. Years later, when his secretary Hasan Rıza Soyak urged him to cut down his drinking, Atatürk replied:


I’ve got to drink: my mind keeps on working hard and fast to the point of suffering. I have to slow it down and rest it at times. When I was at the War College and then at the Staff College, my mates in the dormitory usually had to wake me up in the morning. At night my mind would get fixed on a problem, and, as I thought about it, I was unable to sleep. I would spend the whole night tossing and turning in my bed, until finally I dozed off exhausted just before dawn. Then, naturally, I couldn’t hear the sound of reveille. It’s the same now. When I don’t drink, I can’t sleep, and the distress stupefies me.31


Hard work and hard thinking started in Mustafa Kemal’s second year in the War College; hard drinking developed gradually. Drinking was convivial, it oiled conversation outside the walls of the college. Mustafa Kemal’s schoolmates from Manastır and fellow-countrymen from Salonica provided him with a ready-made circle of friends. They included Ali Fethi (Okyar), Kâzım (Özalp), and his closest friend and distant relative Nuri (Conker), the last two being a year his junior. But Mustafa Kemal also made new friends. The most important was a tall, good-looking cadet, Ali Fuat (Cebesoy), who gave him an entry to the highest ranks of the Ottoman military establishment.


Ali Fuat was the grandson of a famous soldier – Marshal Mehmet Ali Paşa who was killed in action in command of the Danube army in the war with Russia in 1877–8. Ali Fuat’s father, İsmail Fazıl Paşa, was employed in the general staff in Istanbul. When he first met Mustafa Kemal, Ali Fuat declared proudly that all the men in his family were soldiers.32 The family was prominent enough to be concerned in politics and to be able to afford a measure of dissidence from official policies. Sultan Abdülhamit preferred to conciliate and manipulate his potential enemies, particularly when they were persons of rank. As a result of his independent views, İsmail Fazıl’s promotion had been delayed, and he was given an uncomfortable posting in the eastern Anatolian town of Erzincan as chief of staff of the 4th Army, which was guarding the Caucasian frontier with Russia. But a brief unauthorized visit by his wife to Paris, where she threatened to join Ottoman political refugees, sufficed to secure İsmail Fazıl’s promotion from Colonel to General, and his transfer to the general staff in Istanbul.


Ali Fuat thus came from a privileged background. He had started his education not in a tough military school, but in the French Salesian college of St Joseph in Moda, at that time a charming suburb of European villas and gardens on the Asian shore, facing old Istanbul across the harbour. His family lived in a seaside mansion (yalı) first at Salacak and then at Kuzguncuk, suburbs situated also on the Asian shore of the Bosphorus, where Mustafa Kemal was soon invited, and where he heard affairs of state discussed in his presence by senior officers.


According to Ali Fuat, it was during an excursion with him to Büyükada (which Europeans knew as Prinkipo), the largest of the Princes Islands, where wealthy Istanbul residents had summer houses, that Mustafa Kemal had his first taste of rakı, the anis-flavoured spirit which Greeks produced to the delight of the Turks. Mustafa Kemal was then in his third and final year in the War College, and had already developed a fondness for beer. Having polished off a bottle of beer, Mustafa Kemal took a sip of rakı. ‘What a lovely drink this is,’ he said, turning to Ali Fuat, ‘it makes one want to be a poet.’33 Rakı is notorious for feeding the inspiration and ruining the livers of Turkish thinkers.


During holidays in Salonica, Mustafa Kemal went to cafés in the company of his contemporaries – his school friend Ömer Naci, his family companion Fuat (Bulca) and others. The young men discussed their hopes, eyed girls, and drank rakı. On one occasion when they pooled their resources to buy the smallest carafe of rakı, they only had 2 piastres left for solid food with which to line their stomachs. It was just enough to buy some chestnuts from a street stall. The budding poet, Ömer Naci, intoned, ‘Life, life …’ Mustafa Kemal completed the verse, ‘is but a dry chestnut.’34 The taste for rakı never left Mustafa Kemal, but in later life instead of dry chestnuts he used to pop into his mouth roasted chickpeas, known as leblebi in Turkish. Prudent drinkers go for more substantial meze (hors d’oeuvre).


Mustafa Kemal’s determination to succeed, which became evident in his second year in the War College, drove him to acquire not only professional skill, but also social graces. He dazzled his friend Ali Fuat with his ability to waltz. Dancing, he declared, was an essential accomplishment for a staff officer. True, he was not one yet. Only the top graduates of the War College qualified for entry to the Staff College. But Mustafa Kemal, like Ali Fuat, was intent on doing so.


So too were two other cadets who were to play an important part in Atatürk’s life. The first was Mehmet Arif. Arif stood at Mustafa Kemal’s side until victory in the Turkish War of Independence. Then their paths parted with tragic consequences for the former. Another ambitious and promising cadet was Kâzım Karabekir, who was a few months younger than Mustafa Kemal, and studied in the class below. Kâzım was a family friend of Ali Fuat and came from a similar background. He had been born in Istanbul, the son of a general, Mehmet Emin Paşa, and had passed out first from Kuleli, the top military high school in the capital.


Most of the leaders of the Turkish nationalist resistance movement after the First World War were thus contemporaries at the Istanbul War College at the turn of the century: Mustafa Kemal and Ali Fuat, Ali Fethi in the class above, and Kâzım Karabekir in the class below. Cafer Tayyar (Eğilmez) who was one year ahead of Mustafa Kemal, and Refet (Bele) who was two years older, were also destined to become commanders of Turkish nationalist forces. Finally, two of Mustafa Kemal’s close lieutenants, Nuri (Conker) and Mehmet Arif, were also contemporaries. All these men were to fight together under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal, but only one of them, the eternal subaltern Nuri (Conker) was to stay at the leader’s side after victory. A more important supporter, who was to become Atatürk’s successor, İsmet (İnönü) was two years behind Mustafa Kemal. But he entered the Staff College by a slightly different route, having passed out of the Artillery School (Mühendishane-yi Berrî-yi Hümayun). It was thus in the classrooms of the War College and of the Staff College that the war for Turkey’s independence was won.


Patriotic talk about the dangers facing the country had been part of the cadets’ lives from their years in military high school. But, as Atatürk remembered, their political ideas were at first vague:


Political ideas came to be discussed during the years I spent in the War College. We did not at first have a clear perception of how things stood. It was the time of Sultan Abdülhamit. We used to read the books of Namık Kemal. We were closely followed. Generally, we could read only in the dormitories, after going to bed. The fact that readers of such patriotic works were persecuted, gave us the feeling that there was something rotten in the affairs of state. But we could not determine clearly what was wrong.35


Ali Fuat gives a more detailed description of the cadets’ feelings:


Sultan Abdülhamit II, in whose honour we had to shout ‘Long live our Padishah’ several times a day, gradually lost lustre in our eyes. We were indignant at the treatment of young enlightened supporters of freedom in the medical school who were sent into exile and whose careers were ruined. One day we might meet the same fate. As we heard that the government worked badly, that corruption was rife, that civil servants and officers did not receive their pay, while secret policemen and courtiers, covered in gold braid, received not only their pay but purses full of gold, our confidence in the sultan, which was not strong at the best of times, was totally shaken. We saw that delivered into incompetent hands, the army was losing its effectiveness and prestige … But no one dared ask ‘Where are we going? Where are you taking the country?’ Afraid of the sultan and his secret policemen, people were plunged in abject oriental resignation … There was no freedom in the country. As young students in the War College, we had read in secret and learnt the importance given to human rights and freedoms in the declarations of the French Revolution.36


The passage says it all. It shows the importance of the agitation in the Military Medical College where in 1889 students had formed a secret society which they called the Ottoman Union (İttihad-ı Osmanî). That society changed its name to Union and Progress in 1895, and went on to organize the successful coup of 1908. Ali Fuat makes clear also the influence of the French Revolution and its Declaration of Human Rights. For Atatürk, as his French biographer Alexandre Jevakhoff points out, it was to be ‘the supreme point of reference’ throughout his life.37 But Ali Fuat’s reminiscences show also how talk about freedom was linked in the cadets’ minds with the perception that, fearful for his own safety, the sultan was deliberately weakening the armed forces. This sincere, albeit misplaced identification of freedom with military might was to destroy both within a few years of the Young Turks’ coup.


In the meantime the example of France, where the revolution had given birth to victorious armies, inspired the revolutionary dreams of Ottoman cadets. Freedom-fighters aspired with a clear conscience to marshals’ batons and Napoleonic glory. But while the example of France fired the cadets’ imagination, that of Prussia also compelled admiration. Teaching in the War College and the Staff College bore the imprint of the reforms introduced by Baron von der Goltz. His Ottoman assistant, Colonel Esat (Bülkat), who had spent four years training in Germany, was at the time director of education at the War College. As General Esat Paşa, he was to win distinction in the defence of his native city of Yanya (Yanina, now in Greek Epirus) during the Balkan wars, and then as Mustafa Kemal’s commanding officer in Gallipoli, where his role has been unjustly neglected. The staff of the War College may have been loyal to the sultan, but they were not prey to the ‘abject oriental resignation’ which the cadets perceived all round them, disregarding the changes taking place in the oriental world they despised.


Mustafa Kemal combined political agitation with concentration on his military studies. He was fashioning himself into a politically aware and politically ambitious professional soldier. In any case, he saw no contradiction between politics and soldiering. Both served the same purpose – the defence of the state. Mustafa Kemal was classed 27th among more than 700 cadets at the end of the first year. He moved up to 11th place at the end of the second year, and passed out 8th at the end of the final year, when he was commissioned Infantry Lieutenant No. 1474.38 He was 21 years old and had achieved his immediate objective – admission to the Staff College which provided the essential preparation for a career in the high command.


But individual effort was not sufficient for success in the army and in affairs of state. Mustafa Kemal took care to keep in touch with those of his friends who did not make the Staff College and were posted to units, particularly those who were sent to serve in Macedonia. Macedonia, where European influence was strong, provided the best climate for political action. Mustafa Kemal visited his friends there during his holidays from the Staff College. Gradually, their talk turned to plotting.


Mustafa Kemal worked hard during his three years in the Staff College. At the same time, conspiratorial activity became more serious and more dangerous. Once again, Germany and France provided contradictory models. Some of the instructors had been trained in Germany. One such was Colonel Hasan Rıza who taught a course on the Franco-German war of 1870. ‘Friends,’ he used to say, ‘the force that keeps the German army together is absolute discipline. When you begin your army service, always bear this in mind.’39


Another lesson, which Mustafa Kemal was to remember vividly, was given by Lieutenant-Colonel Nuri. It concerned guerrilla warfare, a subject made topical by risings in the Ottoman state. ‘It is difficult to wage guerrilla war,’ Nuri declared, ‘but it is equally difficult to suppress it.’ He set the students a task based on a rising on the outskirts of the capital, saying, ‘In practical work one must aim at maximum verisimilitude. A rising can come from inside, as well as outside.’ It was a daring suggestion, which drew from Mustafa Kemal the question: ‘Can such guerrilla war come to pass?’ ‘It may,’ replied Nuri; ‘but enough said.’40


Ali Fuat who relates the story does not specify a date. But it was in 1903, during Mustafa Kemal’s second year in the Staff College, that a rising took place in his native Macedonia. It was engineered by IMRO, and broke out on St Elijah’s Day (Ilinden in Slav Macedonian), 2 August, subsequently chosen as the national day of the former Yugoslav republic of Macedonia. As previously in Bosnia, the revolt was the product both of nationalist agitation and of agrarian discontent. It led to intercommunal violence between Eastern Orthodox Slav Macedonians and Muslim Albanians, and its suppression gave a fillip to Macedonian emigration to the United States and Canada. Nevertheless IMRO succeeded in its aim of provoking the intervention of the great powers. On 24 November 1903, Sultan Abdülhamit was forced to accept a programme agreed at Mürzsteg, outside Vienna, by Emperor Francis Joseph and Tsar Nicholas II. It provided for the appointment of an Italian to command the gendarmerie in Macedonia, with officers representing all the great powers to assist him, and with European civil agents to act as advisers to the Ottoman government in Salonica.41


While Sultan Abdülhamit II did his best to circumscribe European interference, his authority in Macedonia was weakened. This provided wider opportunities for Ottoman malcontents, while raising the fear of local Muslims that the province, like Bulgaria, Eastern Rumelia and Bosnia-Herzegovina was to be detached from direct Ottoman control, and that they themselves would come to be ruled by their Christian neighbours. Students at the Staff College did not have to be persuaded of the urgency of the task awaiting them.


Mustafa Kemal and his friends decided to produce a handwritten newspaper to explain the shortcomings which they had discovered in the administration and policy of the state. According to Ali Fuat, the first two or three issues of the paper were produced while they were still in the third year of the War College, but more effort was put into the project when they moved to the Staff College. Mustafa Kemal was leader of the group, which included Ömer Naci, his friend from Manastır, and another budding writer, İsmail Hakkı. Mustafa Kemal claims that most of the contents of the paper came from his pen. He goes on:


At the time İsmail Paşa [known as Zülüflü, i.e. the man with side-locks] was inspector of [military] schools. He got wind of our activity and approached the sultan. He put the blame on the director of the War College, Rıza Paşa, saying that the latter was either unaware of the existence of subversive students at the college or tolerated them. Rıza Paşa denied the charge in order to keep his position. One day we were busy on an article for the paper. We met in one of the classrooms where military vets were taught and closed the door, outside which we posted sentries. We were reported to Rıza Paşa who raided the classroom. Our writings were spread on the table right in front of him, but he pretended not to see. Nevertheless, he ordered our arrest for busying ourselves with matters outside our curriculum. As he left the room, he said, ‘Loss of leave may be sufficient punishment.’ He later decided that we need not be punished at all. It was partly an attempt to cover up the kind of incident for which he had been blamed, but his good will too was undeniable. We carried on our activity until we passed out of the Staff College.42


The bark of the sultan’s officials was worse than their bite. The military revolutionaries, who profited from the relative mildness of the sultan’s autocratic regime, behaved more sternly in later years when their own hold on power was disputed. Their feelings can be gauged from the outburst of Mustafa Kemal’s friend Ali Fethi (Okyar) when he heard of the raid on the clandestine journalists in the veterinary science classroom. Fethi pointed in the direction of Abdülhamit’s palace at Yıldız, exclaiming: ‘That man out there is the author of all this. There will be no respite until the palace comes crashing round his ears. If I had a chance, I’d plant a bomb there.’43 No bomb was ever planted in Yıldız palace. But on 21 July 1905, the Armenian revolutionary federation, Dashnaktsutiun, tried to kill the sultan with a time bomb, as he was returning from Friday prayers. Abdülhamit escaped, but twenty-six bystanders were killed. Death sentences passed on the plotters were commuted. As for Ali Fethi, he came round in time to a more generous assessment of Abdülhamit, when he acted as the sultan’s gaoler in Salonica in 1909.


Mustafa Kemal, Ali Fuat and their friends did not spend their entire time studying and plotting. On days off they went to a German beerhouse, much frequented by foreigners, or to an establishment run by an Anglicized Armenian, known as John Paşa, which combined an English grocery store with a bar and restaurant. It was there that they had their first taste of whisky. On another occasion, when they were spending the evening in an open-air European café at Tepebaşı, which went under the French name of Petits-Champs, they asked the waiter to serve them whisky and soda in lemonade glasses. To their surprise, they were joined at the table by the War College director Ali Rıza Paşa, who introduced them to his companions, Fehim Paşa, known as chief spy of the palace, and another informer, Colonel Gani. The newcomers asked to be served with the same drinks that the young officers had in front of them. Fehim Paşa found the drink much to his taste, and pressing Mustafa Kemal and Ali Fuat to accompany him to a restaurant for dinner and a floor show, asked the waiter for ‘more lemonade, only stronger’. Time was getting late, and Ali Rıza Paşa gave the young men a chit to see them safely past the sentries at the Staff College, where they arrived much the worse for drink. When challenged by the officer on duty, Mustafa Kemal and Ali Fuat explained with a straight face that they had spent the evening in the company of the sultan’s chief spies. Ali Fuat notes in his account of the incident that Fehim Paşa, who had been promoted general at the age of 25 for his services as an informer, and who looked like a character out of a musical comedy, was lynched by the crowd in Bursa when the Young Turks forced Abdülhamit to reintroduce the constitution in 1908. The comedy of an accommodating and inefficient despotism was to end in tragedy.


Mustafa Kemal’s outings took him to establishments run by foreigners, Armenians and, above all, by Greeks – places like Yonyo’s by the harbour in Salonica, Stefan’s near the Sublime Porte in old Istanbul, or Yani’s near the railway station at Sirkeci.44 In Istanbul, as in Salonica, he rubbed shoulders with non-Muslims in public places. Yet no non-Muslim figured among his friends in his youth or later, with the exception of a few Christian women, some of whom were married to Muslims.


Although Mustafa Kemal learnt French and could communicate in that language, he never picked up more than a few words of the non-Turkish languages spoken by Ottoman subjects. When he became president of the republic, he once goaded a Turkish academic of Cretan origin – the Muslims of Crete were Greek-speaking – to sing the jokey Greek song ‘Ta koritsia ta kaïmena pou kimounde monacha’ (‘Those poor girls who sleep alone’).45 Mustafa Kemal’s knowledge of Greek does not seem to have extended much beyond the first line of this popular song. There was nothing unusual in this: the various ethnic communities led separate lives under the roof of the Ottoman state.


In later life Atatürk sought to revisit the scenes of his youthful adventures in Istanbul. But the old cafés and restaurants no longer existed, and the past could not be recaptured. The last disappointment came when Atatürk lay dying in Istanbul in 1938. Visited by his friend Ali Fuat, he remembered how as young cadets in their third year at War College they had ridden to the lodge built for Sultan Abdülaziz at Alemdağ in wooded open country in the hills to the east of the Asian shore of the Bosphorus. They had used the horses of Ali Fuat’s father İsmail Fazıl Paşa and were accompanied by his Anatolian batman who served them a picnic lunch, eating most of it himself. Nature always had a strong appeal for Atatürk and the memory of this country idyll on the meadows outside the sultan’s lodge survived in his mind as a moment of pure happiness.


Receiving Ali Fuat on his yacht Savarona, Atatürk made him promise to accompany him on an expedition to the same spot. Then as his illness progressed, and he saw Ali Fuat for the last time in Dolmabahçe palace, he said: ‘Do you know what I’ve remembered? I mentioned it earlier on board the Savarona: the lodge at Alemdağ. I’ve told the doctors too, and they’ve agreed. Before returning to Ankara, I want to spend some time there. They’re getting the place ready.’ Ali Fuat comments: “He nursed a strange feeling. He was convinced that if only he could rest in the sultan’s lodge at Alemdağ, he would get well.’46


In December 1904 Mustafa Kemal completed his course at the Staff College. On the basis of his work over the three years, he was placed fifth among thirteen successful candidates in a class of forty-three. In his last year he was top of the class. Two years earlier, his future rival Enver had also been first in the third year, and second overall. While the thirteen won their cordons as Staff Captains, the remaining thirty had to content themselves with the title of Captain (Distinction). Mustafa Kemal’s friend Arif was one of the latter, but he too passed the examination for staff officers a few years later.


On passing out, new staff officers were posted to the provinces for unit training (known by the French term stage). Some, including the initially unsuccessful Arif, were later sent for further training in Germany. Mustafa Kemal was counting on an initial posting to one of the two Ottoman armies in the Balkans: the 2nd Army, with headquarters in Edirne (Adrianople), or the 3rd Army, centred on Salonica. Not only would he then be nearer his home town, but, more importantly, he would find himself where the political action was. Enver had succeeded in winning a posting to the 3rd Army, despite having been briefly arrested and interrogated at Yıldız palace on suspicion of plotting with the sultan’s cousin Abdülmecit (who was to be the last Ottoman caliph after the abolition of the sultanate).47 Mustafa Kemal was not so lucky, and his failure to receive a posting in Macedonia or Thrace put him at an initial disadvantage among revolutionary officers. This had crucial, but mixed, consequences for his own career and the future of the Ottoman state. When the Young Turks’ coup came in 1908, he was not among the leading group of military revolutionaries. But when that first group failed and destroyed itself and the Ottoman state, Mustafa Kemal and his friends had their chance to prove their worth, and took it.


As far as the authorities were concerned, Mustafa Kemal’s case was more serious than Enver’s. Mustafa Kemal later gave this account of the incident which changed the course of his life:


After we had passed out of the [Staff ] College with the rank of Captain, we rented a flat in a friend’s name in order to deal better with our [political] work during our time in Istanbul. We held our meetings there from time to time. But all our steps were watched and known. At this point an old friend called Fethi who had been dismissed from the army came to see us. He asked for our help, saying that he was penniless and had nowhere to sleep. We decided to help him and let him stay in our flat. We were to meet him two days later at his request. When I went to the meeting I saw an ADC from the sultan’s chancery (mabeyn) at his side. A man called İsmail Hakkı [one of the contributors to the clandestine paper] was staying at the flat. They took him away immediately. A day later they arrested us. It transpired that Fethi was a secret agent for [Zülüflü] İsmail Paşa. For a time I was kept in solitary confinement. They then took me to the sultan’s chancery and interrogated me. İsmail Paşa, the chief clerk and a bearded man [Mehmet Paşa] were there. We realized that we were accused of publishing a paper, running a [secret] organization, etc. Our comrades had already confessed. We were kept in prison for a few months and then freed. A few days later, all the [newly promoted] staff officers were called to the General Staff. We were to be sent in equal numbers to Edirne and Salonica, i.e. to the 2nd and 3rd Armies, as they then were. They told us that lots would be drawn, unless we agreed among ourselves where we wanted to go. I made a sign to my comrades; we talked for a bit, and we then sorted out those who were to go to the 2nd and 3rd Armies. But they interpreted our behaviour as proof of conspiracy. They exiled me to Syria for training with a cavalry unit.48


Ali Fuat, who was detained a day before Mustafa Kemal, provides a few more details. The arrested officers were kept in officers’ cells in the War College and managed to communicate with each other. Ali Fuat was detained for twenty days; Mustafa Kemal, whom he calls the leader of the group, for a week or ten days longer. The commander of land forces (Serasker) Rıza Paşa did his best to secure for the young officers a posting in the Balkans, but the palace would not hear of it. Nevertheless, the young conspirators got off lightly. They were neither cashiered nor sent to dreaded exile in the oasis of Fezzan in southern Tripolitania, as they had feared. Moreover, Ali Fuat’s father, İsmail Fazıl Paşa, promised to use his influence in the General Staff to secure their transfer from Syria to the Balkans as soon as possible. In the meantime, he knew the commander of the 5th Army in Damascus, Marshal Hakkı Paşa, as an honest and conscientious officer. Military revolutionaries could thus rely on the network of kinship, friendship and patronage in the armed forces. As for the palace, bluster and threats were followed by attempts at conciliation. The revolutionaries dramatized their clandestine work. But the palace knew what was going on, and hoped first to frighten and then to win over its opponents.


The authorities and the conspirators realized that the external environment was changing. The defeat of Russia by Japan in the war of 1904–5, which was applauded by educated Muslim Turks as a victory of Asia over their European enemy, was followed by the first Russian Revolution of 1905. That in turn encouraged ferment in Persia, where constitutional government was given a brief first try in 1906. Uncensored foreign newspapers were easy to obtain in Istanbul. Mustafa Kemal is said to have read the French newspapers Le Matin and Le Petit Parisien.49 In Turkey, then as now, foreign examples came readily to the minds of proponents of change.


Mustafa Kemal’s and Ali Fuat’s appointment to the 5th Army was promulgated on 11 January 1905. The two friends spent their last day in Istanbul together, drinking whisky in Ali Fuat’s family mansion in Kuzguncuk on the Bosphorus. They then boarded an Austrian liner bound for Beirut.
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Prelude to a Military Coup


[image: Figure]


MUSTAFA KEMAL WENT to Syria in the company of Ali Fuat and Müfit (Özdeş), another newly promoted Staff Captain, who was to be one of his close companions in later life. The Austrian ship on which they were travelling called at İzmir on its way to Beirut. Beirut, like Salonica and, of course, Istanbul, was a lively, cosmopolitan city, with good hotels and entertainment, including a German beerhouse, which Ottoman officers frequented. It was the port for Damascus and for the ‘privileged’ – that is, autonomous – district of Mount Lebanon, which was ruled by a Christian governor appointed by the sultan, and policed by a force of gendarmes commanded largely by Christian officers. These arrangements under the Règlement Organique of 1861, imposed after French troops had landed to defend Christian Maronites (whose church was in communion with Rome) from the onslaught of Druze mountain tribesmen (whose religion was an idiosyncratic offshoot of Islam), worked so well that ‘Mount Lebanon was widely recognized to be “the best governed, the most prosperous, peaceful and contented country in the Near East”’.1 In 1905, the governor of Mount Lebanon was Muzaffer Paşa, a Catholic soldier of Polish origin. He was a well-meaning administrator, but unable to enforce his will in the face of local Christian opposition.2


‘If you are posted here, you will not miss Istanbul,’ Mustafa Kemal and his companions were told by an Ottoman officer who had preceded them to Beirut. But first they had to report to Marshal Hakkı Paşa, the commander of the 5th Army in Damascus, where they travelled by rail. Ali Fuat knew the Marshal’s son Haydar (who trained in the princes’ section of the War College) and was invited to stay in the commander’s mansion. For his cavalry training he was then given a privileged posting to the mounted guard of Muzaffer Paşa, at the latter’s picturesque residence at Beytüddin (Beyt Din) in the hills south of Beirut.


Mustafa Kemal was not so lucky. He was put up by young officers of the 5th Army and was then posted to the 30th cavalry regiment, which made sallies from its base in Damascus to chase Druze tribesmen in the broken country of the Hawran to the south.3 According to Atatürk’s adopted daughter Afet, the commander of the 30th regiment wanted to prevent Mustafa Kemal from taking part in the punitive expedition against the Druzes. His friend Müfit (Özdeş), who was attached to the 29th cavalry regiment, was also to have been left behind. The two young staff captains then appealed to Marshal Hakkı Paşa for permission to go. When this was refused, they went nevertheless, and were eventually admitted into the force after they had promised to keep quiet about its behaviour. The reason for the secrecy was, apparently, that the punitive expedition was preparing to enrich itself at the expense of villagers in the Hawran. Afet reports that, years later, Atatürk told Müfit Özdeş:


Do you remember, Müfit, when we decided to join the [expeditionary] force in Damascus, a lieutenant in the cavalry approached me and said, ‘I have the greatest respect for you, sir. I advise you not to go on the expedition.’ ‘Why?’ I asked him. ‘Because your life may be in danger.’ ‘Why?’ I asked him again. ‘They’ll kill you. You can’t know or even imagine it, sir. Today the whole army in Syria shares a common interest. You look like someone likely to obstruct that interest. They won’t put up with it. Your life is at stake.’4


Afet adds that when an attempt was made to share out the spoils of the expedition among the officers, Mustafa Kemal sent Müfit to Damascus with a full account of the takings. Earlier, when Müfit told him that he had been offered some of the gold taken from the Druzes, Mustafa Kemal asked him: ‘Do you want to be today’s man or tomorrow’s?’ ‘Tomorrow’s, of course,’ replied Müfit. ‘Then you can’t take the gold. I too haven’t taken it, nor can I ever.’ In a similar vein, Ali Fuat, who was in Beirut at the time, quotes Mustafa Kemal as saying: ‘The idiots thought they could buy me, but they got nowhere.’5


The story portrays Mustafa Kemal as a knight in shining armour battling against the corrupt and ramshackle empire of Abdülhamit. Other stories follow the same theme. Again according to Afet, Mustafa Kemal showed kindness and understanding to local people and thus prevented clashes with them. When the Ottoman cavalry were camped outside Kuneytıra (today the ruined town of Kuneitra on the Syrian side of the Golan heights), Circassians who had been settled in the district gathered to raid the Ottoman headquarters. But, approached by Mustafa Kemal, they desisted, saying: ‘We’ll do whatever you say. But we shall not carry out the orders of officials who oppress us in the name of the state.’ Later, when the cavalry moved into the Hawran, and faced Druze tribesmen, Mustafa Kemal is said to have saved the situation, telling his brother officers, ‘I know them; they are honourable men, and they don’t shoot at those who don’t fire at them first.’ When his advice was taken and the Druzes withdrew peacefully, Mustafa Kemal prevented the colonel who commanded the Ottoman gendarmerie in Damascus from reporting to the palace in Istanbul that the Druzes had been defeated. ‘I’ll have no part in a fraud,’ Mustafa Kemal is reported to have said. ‘No one has been defeated. If truth be told, they’ve won.’ ‘You’re still ignorant,’ the commander protested, ‘you do not understand the sultan.’ ‘I may be ignorant,’ replied Mustafa Kemal, ‘but the sovereign must not be kept in ignorance, and must be made to understand what kind of people you are.’6


The facts behind the morality tale are more complicated. The pay of Ottoman officers was inadequate. It was also usually in arrears. The commander of the 30th regiment, Lütfi, was apparently so poor that when he took a walk with Mustafa Kemal in Damascus, he had to wear ordinary shoes, instead of boots, with his jodhpurs. He excused himself, saying, ‘Sorry, I’ve no other trousers.’ Lütfi and his comrades may well have been tempted to supplement their meagre official income with part of the proceeds of punitive expeditions and by other unorthodox means. But they did not grow fat at the expense of local people. The Druzes and, to a lesser extent, the Circassians were at loggerheads with their neighbours. Many Druze had migrated to the Hawran from the Lebanese mountains when they lost their grip on the Maronites, from whom they used to collect feudal dues. Afet says that the punitive expedition was mounted to retrieve ‘usurped property’. That property belonged either to the local peasantry, who would then have petitioned the Ottoman authorities in Damascus for protection, or to the state itself, which was at the time building the Hejaz railway against considerable local opposition.


There was also the perennial problem of collecting taxes. Reporting fictitious successes to the government was a well-established practice which did not end with the dissolution of the empire. Local officials did not need the advice of a young staff captain to avoid clashes. Abdülhamit and his ministers always preferred peaceful accommodation. Revolutionary officers proved more brutal. When they took over in 1908, the new commander in Damascus, Sami Paşa, proclaimed martial law, and then summoned the Druze leaders to Damascus where he had many of them executed. Druze resistance continued nevertheless until 1911.7 After the First World War, it revived, this time in the shape of a full-scale revolt against the French authorities which replaced the Ottomans in Syria.


Such corruption as existed in the Ottoman administration was well understood by local society, whose practices were even more corrupt. Nevertheless, revolutionary officers were sincere in their hatred of official corruption: what they wanted was power, not money. This was the spirit that animated Mustafa Kemal. Mustafa Kemal took his training seriously. But he was eager to resume political plotting. However, the local population was perfectly content with the regime, and although officers of the Ottoman 5th Army nursed grievances, they were primarily concerned with making ends meet. Damascus, like Beirut, enjoyed the fruits of peace and of the administrative improvements introduced by Sultan Abdülhamit. By the time Mustafa Kemal arrived, the Hejaz railway had been pushed some 400 miles south of Damascus, and a branch line had been built linking the Hawran with the port of Haifa (now in Israel).8 Italian workmen were employed in railway construction, and, according to one story, young Mustafa Kemal, bored by the monotonous oriental life of Damascus, changed into workman’s clothes and joined the Italians drinking at night to the sound of mandolins.9


More to the point, the newly constructed railways made it easier for Mustafa Kemal and other Ottoman officers and officials to move around Syria and Palestine. Abdülhamit employed Syrian notables in his court and Arab Syrian soldiers in his guard. As a result, ‘local notables defended the policies emanating from Istanbul … Even the autocracy and caprice of the sultan could be ignored’ as long as their position was not threatened.10 For all the efforts of Lebanese Christian intellectuals and a handful of disgruntled Muslim officials, Arab nationalism was in its infancy. Most Arabs in Syria and elsewhere in the Ottoman state were loyal to their Muslim sultan. However, Mustafa Kemal and his comrades did find a few kindred spirits. His regimental commander Lütfi was much given to remarking, ‘Things can’t go on like this.’


One day Lütfi took Mustafa Kemal and Müfit (Özdeş) to the souk in Damascus, to meet a political exile. The exile was a Turk called Mustafa (Cantekin, later a member of parliament under the republic). He had been caught plotting in the Istanbul Medical School, the birthplace of the Committee of Union and Progress. Expelled, briefly imprisoned, and then exiled to Damascus, Mustafa ended up as a shopkeeper. But he still tried to serve the cause by propagating the ideal of constitutional rule. For this purpose he may already have set up a clandestine society, called Vatan (The Fatherland), before Mustafa Kemal’s visit.11 But it made no impact until Mustafa Kemal arrived on the scene and took over plain Mustafa’s embryonic group, which was renamed ‘Fatherland and Freedom’ (Vatan ve Hürriyet), two terms closely associated with the patriotic poetry of Namık Kemal, their main source of inspiration. The launch or relaunch of the organization occurred in the summer or autumn of 1905,12 several months after Mustafa Kemal’s arrival in Syria. A third founding member was a certain Dr Mahmut, no doubt a friend of the former medical student Mustafa. They enrolled a few Ottoman officers in Damascus, but not the grumbling Lütfi, who excused himself saying, ‘I’m a married man with children. I share your opinions, but don’t expect me to act.’ Ali Fuat established a Beirut branch, but came to the conclusion that ‘in that cosmopolitan environment it had almost no chance of success.’


Mustafa Kemal’s own account of his first stay in Syria is brief:


I was exiled to Syria. I was posted for training with a military unit in Damascus. There were at that time problems with Druzes, and troops were sent against them. I went with them and stayed there for four months. We formed a society called ‘Freedom’. To extend it, I travelled to Beirut, Jaffa and Jerusalem under cover of training with different units. Organizations were established in these places. I stayed longest in Jaffa, and the organization was strongest there. But it looked impossible to organize in Syria the way we wanted. I was convinced that things would move more quickly in Macedonia and I tried to devise ways and means of getting there.13


New staff officers had to undergo unit training with three services: infantry, cavalry and artillery. Having completed his service with the cavalry in Damascus, Mustafa Kemal was posted to the marksmen’s battalion (nişancı taburu, modelled after the French corps de francs-tireurs) in Jaffa for his infantry training. He stopped over in Beirut and spoke to Ali Fuat of his plans to visit Macedonia. The difficulty was that Mustafa Kemal’s letter of appointment was marked ‘To be posted where there are no facilities for travel to his home town’. The old boy network came to his aid.


A leave permit valid for travel to İzmir was procured with the help of Marshal Hakkı Paşa’s son Haydar.14 Mustafa Kemal had earlier written to Şükrü Paşa, inspector of artillery in Salonica, to inform him of his proposed trip to his home town, and to solicit his help. The Paşa, who was later to win fame as defender of Edirne in the Balkan war, was, as Ali Fuat warned Mustafa Kemal, ‘a famous and patriotic soldier, but loyal to the sultan’, and, as such, probably disinclined to aid enemies of the regime. However, Mustafa Kemal relied on the fact that there were family connections, probably through his classmate at the Staff College, Kemal from Ohri (now Ohrid in former Yugoslav Macedonia), who soon afterwards married Şükrü Paşa’s daughter. We do not know how much Mustafa Kemal told Şükrü Paşa in his letter. But he claimed that the pasha let him know through intermediaries that he would do his best, probably to cover up the unauthorized leave. That was good enough.


Mustafa Kemal arranged for his comrades in Jaffa to inform him immediately if his absence were noticed. He then took ship to Alexandria and on to Piraeus. From there he sent a telegram to one of his friends in Salonica, Staff Captain Tevfik, who had passed out third, ahead of Mustafa Kemal, in the final examinations. A native of Salonica, Tevfik was to die there at the outset of his career. The telegram, couched in non-idiomatic French, consisted of the three words Parti vapeur grec (‘Left by Greek steamship’). Tevfik understood and, meeting Mustafa Kemal at the harbour, got him past the customs and military police with the help of a comrade, Captain Cemil from Süleymaniye, who was serving as assistant to the central commandant of the city, and who thus had access to official correspondence. Cemil (Uybadın) was a faithful friend, and after the proclamation of the republic, Mustafa Kemal made him minister of the interior.


Although Mustafa Kemal says that he was travelling incognito, he went immediately to stay in his family house. Surprised at her son’s unexpected arrival, Zübeyde asked him whether he had acted against the wishes of ‘our Lord the Sultan’. Legend has it that Mustafa Kemal replied: ‘Don’t worry. I had to come here. As for our Lord the Sultan, I’ll show you not now, but soon, what sort of man he is.’15 Afet, who tells the story, reports also that Şükrü Paşa tried to avoid receiving Mustafa Kemal. When he finally saw him, he told the young plotter: ‘There’s nothing I can do. But I’ll take a lenient view of your actions. Only, please, don’t ruin me.’16 It was the best that Mustafa Kemal could have expected, and he is unlikely to have felt the deep disappointment which his biographers attribute to him at the end of the interview.


Having assured himself of Şükrü Paşa’s collusion, Mustafa Kemal put on his uniform and went to see Staff Colonel Hasan, who, as examiner at the military preparatory school, had advised him to pursue his studies at Manastır. After explaining his patriotic purpose, he assured Colonel Hasan that he would not compromise him. The colonel thereupon went to see his friend İskender Paşa, head of the army medical service in Salonica, and arranged a medical check-up for Mustafa Kemal at the military hospital. This allowed İskender Paşa to issue a medical certificate saying that Staff Captain Mustafa Kemal needed four months’ change of air in Salonica. The form did not specify Mustafa Kemal’s post, thus concealing the fact that he was away without leave from his regiment.


With the medical certificate in his pocket, Mustafa Kemal set about recruiting members for the Salonica branch of his Fatherland and Freedom Society. According to Afet, the first recruits were his old school friend, the fiery orator Ömer Naci, the latter’s friend, artillery officer Hüsrev Sami (Kızıldoğan), and three teachers in military schools: Hakkı Baha (Pars), teacher at the military preparatory school, and two of his friends, Tahir from Bursa, director of the same school, and Hoca (Teacher) Mahir, director of the military teacher-training school. The branch was formally founded at a meeting in Hakkı Baha’s house. Hakkı Baha, Afet tells us, was newly married, and was wearing Japanese pyjamas when he let in the other conspirators. This, however, did not detract from the solemnity of the ceremony, where the conspirators took a revolutionary oath with their hand placed on Hüsrev Sami’s pistol. According to Hüsrev Sami, Mustafa Kemal assured the assembled company that their only object was to save their ‘ill-starred country’. He went on: ‘Today they want to cut off Macedonia and all the Balkans from the community of the fatherland. Our country has partially and effectively come under foreign influence and rule. The sultan is a hateful figure, addicted to pleasure and autocracy, and capable of the lowest actions. The nation is being ruined by tyranny and despotism. Where there is no freedom, there is death and destruction,’ etc.17 Clearly, the threat to Ottoman rule in Macedonia was the main spur to action. The meeting took place in the first months of 1906. In December 1905, Sultan Abdülhamit had been forced by a naval demonstration of the great powers in the Aegean to agree to an international commission to supervise the finances of Macedonia.18 At the end of the ceremony, Mustafa Kemal turned to the artilleryman Hüsrev, saying, ‘Take your weapon. It is now holy. Guard it well. One day you’ll give it to me.’ Afet adds: ‘This came to pass.’19


Inevitably, Mustafa Kemal’s unauthorized presence came to the notice of the sultan’s agents in Salonica, and enquiries were made both there and in Jaffa. If found in Salonica, he was to be arrested. Informed by Captain Cemil that the execution of the order could not be delayed by longer than a couple of days, Mustafa Kemal returned to Jaffa, having spent in Salonica the four months covered by his medical certificate.


The Salonica branch of the Fatherland and Freedom Society languished after Mustafa Kemal’s departure, and when a few months later the Ottoman Freedom Society (which was to become the internal centre of the Union and Progress Society) was established in the same city under a different leadership, its members transferred to the new organization. Moreover, although it had a primacy of sorts in Salonica, Fatherland and Freedom was not the first Muslim clandestine group in the Ottoman state. A few years earlier, there was already a branch of the Paris-based Union and Progress Society in Şkodra (now Shkodër in northern Albania) and there were individual Unionists (İttihatçı, as they came to be called in Turkish) elsewhere.20 But Mustafa Kemal showed that he was a leader with a personal following. True, he was soon overshadowed by other military revolutionaries, and even in his native city his role in the revolution was not well known. A reader published in 1912 for a private school in Salonica does not even mention his name in this account of his first revolutionary initiative:


A staff officer who transferred from the 5th Army [in Damascus] to the 3rd Army [in Salonica], had met in Damascus a man who had been expelled from the Medical School and was engaged in trade, and they decided to form a Freedom Society. They tried to set up a branch in Salonica. They conferred with young comrades of their class and with high-placed persons who now hold positions of honour, and they formed the [branch of their] society. However people doubted that the path chosen would lead to success. As a result, the society was unable to expand and remained in an embryonic state.21


There is no doubt that Mustafa Kemal’s forced departure from Salonica delayed his political career. But it kept him in reserve for a more important role.


When the enquiry concerning Mustafa Kemal’s whereabouts reached the headquarters of the 5th Army in Damascus, Marshal Hakkı Paşa’s son Haydar immediately informed Ali Fuat in Beirut. In his turn, Ali Fuat contacted Major Ahmet, the commander of the marksmen’s battalion in Jaffa, who reported that Mustafa Kemal was on duty with units patrolling the Egyptian frontier from their base in Beersheba. Ottoman troops had been deployed in the area as tension had arisen with British authorities in Cairo, which were trying to prevent the building of a branch line of the Hejaz railway to the Ottoman fort at Aqaba (now Jordan’s only port, squeezed between Israel and Saudi Arabia). The conflict was resolved in October 1906.22 The construction of the line was stopped, thus easing British fears for the security of Egypt, and the frontier between Ottoman Palestine and Egyptian Sinai was marked out, leaving Aqaba in Ottoman hands. The line drawn in 1906 forms today the frontier between Israel and Egypt.


Mustafa Kemal did in fact go to the frontier after returning to Jaffa. A little later he visited his friend Ali Fuat in Beirut, where they appear in a group photograph dated 15 July 1906. It shows nine Ottoman officers, among them Mustafa Kemal sporting a Prussian military moustache. On 14 October 1906, Mustafa Kemal went for his artillery training to Damascus, where Marshal Hakkı Paşa reproved him gently, saying: ‘My boy, you could have informed me in advance [of your clandestine trip to Salonica]. You put me in a spot.’ On 20 June 1907, Mustafa Kemal completed his service with the artillery, and was promoted Adjutant-Major (Kolağası). His next posting, the final stage of his initial practical training, was to the staff of the 5th Army in Damascus. His better-connected friend Ali Fuat had in the meantime gone to Salonica for his training in artillery and then in staff work.
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