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To my parents, for their love, support and inspiration;

To Oya, for everything;

And to Batu, who helped me so much on this journey but could not see its conclusion.






When I was a child, my father and I made the acquaintance of an old woman in an Arabian city. She often fell ill, and when the fever began she would recite the names of Istanbul’s springs:

Çırcır, Karakulak, Şifa, Hünkâr, Taşdelen, Sırmakeş…

As these names squeezed through her taut, dry lips and her tongue that was heavy as molten lead, her lustreless eyes came to life…

Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Five Cities

Strangely the long and countless drift of time

Brings all things forth from darkness into light,

Then covers them once more.

Sophocles, Ajax








Note on Turkish Spelling

Written Turkish with its array of accents can seem intimidating to those who are unaccustomed to it, but the language is not hard to pronounce. Unlike English, it is completely phonetic: every letter is pronounced the same way wherever it appears, and in general the stress in each word falls more or less equally on every syllable. In order to assist the reader I have included a short guide to the pronunciation of Turkish letters that do not appear in English, and those letters whose pronunciations are significantly different from their English counterparts. I have reproduced the phonetic guide from the first book I ever read about Turkey, Hugh and Nicole Pope’s excellent Turkey Unveiled, which I found very useful at the time:


c as in ‘janissary’

ç as in ‘church’

g hard g: ‘galatasaray’

ğ soft g: as in ‘neighbour’

ı as in ‘dozen’

i as in ‘pin’

j as in ‘pleasure’

o as in ‘horde’

ö as in ‘urge’, e.g. ‘döner kebab’

ş as in ‘shoe’, e.g. ‘şiş kebab’

u as in ‘put’

ü as in French ‘tu’



The capital versions of ‘ı’ and ‘i’ are ‘I’ and ‘İ’ respectively. One instance in which I have not followed modern Turkish spelling is in the name of the city ‘Istanbul’, where I have opted to use the version that the reader may be most familiar with, rather than the Turkish ‘İstanbul’. In a rather more serious mangling of the language, I have also opted to pluralise Turkish words with the English suffix ‘-s’ rather than the Turkish ‘-ler/lar’. Thus kabadayı, for example, is pluralised as kabadayıs rather than kabadayılar. This has been done for the non-Turkish speaking reader’s ease of comprehension.
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The Marble Tower

This is a book about the old Byzantine land walls of Istanbul and the people who have lived around them, their history, and their endurance through an era of relentless change. When I began writing it I had no strong thesis or idea but a feeling of a place and a handful of threads to pull on. It was ten years ago that I found the first of these threads in a neighbourhood called Tokludede, next to the Golden Horn at the walls’ northern end. A tiny, tight-knit cluster of balconied timber houses in the old Istanbul style, Tokludede lay in a bulge in the fortifications, which curled around it like a cupped stone hand, protecting it from what lay without. Each home had its own back garden with fruit trees where the occupants kept chickens and grew vegetables. The outside world entered through a single road that doubled back on itself in a loop, as if realising it wasn’t needed there.

Beyond the walls lay the Golden Horn Bridge, awesome in its utilitarian ugliness, a tangle of approach roads ascending a huge bank up to a twelve-lane span that roared high over the old harbour. Until the bridge was built in the 1970s, the area had been covered by centuries-old market gardens – bostans as they are known in Turkish – and many of the residents still recalled the diggers scraping away the fields when construction began, dumping soil and crops together in a great heap that the people sifted through so as not to waste what was left, a crop-of-crops from which no more seeds were sown.

Now Tokludede too was being scraped away, its wooden buildings demolished and its gardens erased, and new homes – in a pastiche of the originals and without gardens – were replacing them, along with a large hotel. Projects like this were happening all over Istanbul, pushed through under a rubric of ‘urban renewal’ and justified by the threat of the coming earthquake for which the city was woefully unprepared. Their animating principle, however, was more often the profit margin of the various stakeholders involved, which never included the people living there. Building codes and existing communities were treated as impediments to be overcome. Getting rid of the current inhabitants as cheaply as possible was a matter to which developers and the local authorities devoted considerable energy. Home owners were enticed or coerced into leaving, their homes taken from them in exchange for a sum far below market value. Often they were shepherded into tower blocks on the fringe of the city, supposedly more valuable than their old homes, and left with loans to pay off to the developer.

As a neighbourhood emptied out, the municipality would start to dig up the roads and cut off the water, then the electricity, and then the street lights – even the sewage system – until the place was all but dead and only the desperate or uniquely obstinate remained. That was who I had come to see: an elderly couple named İsmet and Mahinur Hezer.

When I visited they were the only people still living in Tokludede. The neighbourhood had been screened off with high metal sheeting and was patrolled by security guards, so İsmet met me at the small gap he used to get in and out. He showed me the home he and Mahinur had lived in for more than forty years and where they had raised their children; it had a low sunken doorway, a ground floor of masonry and a projecting first floor of blackened timber. It was the last of the old houses remaining; around it rose the concrete shells of their replacements.

I had heard that a few months earlier İsmet, overcome by the pressure and threats of eviction, had attempted suicide; he had tried to kill himself by drinking a bottle of agricultural pesticide, but one of his sons had discovered him and called an ambulance. He’d penned a suicide note addressed to a public prosecutor, in which he blamed his death on everyone from the developer behind the project to the district mayor and the Istanbul metropolitan mayor, right up to the man who was then prime minister: Recep Tayyip Erdoğan.

The couple led me to a tiny orchard that survived amid the construction work where we sat and drank tea. It was a hot summer’s afternoon and the walls behind us offered welcome shade; the workers had downed tools for the time being and it was quiet. İsmet showed me the suicide note, scrawled in a spidery hand on a small page of lined paper, and he also had his hospital report and the latest threatening letter from the municipality. Whatever depths of depression he had sunk to, his fighting spirit seemed to have revived.

‘It was real poison I drank,’ he told me with peculiar eagerness. ‘You can’t even stand its smell, but I swallowed it all without water or anything… I wanted to die. It would have helped my family, because after I’d gone people would have woken up and seen what was happening. They wouldn’t touch my house any more and they would give everyone their rights.’

‘Ha!’ his wife scoffed quietly. ‘That would never have happened.’

İsmet and Mahinur had both moved to Istanbul from the distant province of Bayburt in the north-east of Turkey. İsmet had arrived in the 1960s as a boy on the post train, drawn to the city like so many others by the industrial boom that was underway. The pair reminisced about the neighbourhood in its heyday. Beyond us the ancient walls rose up, casting their shade over the orchard. I thought there was a kind of attentiveness about them, an air of reverent sadness, as if they were bearing witness to something. I was aware of their history in a general way: that they were built many centuries ago by the Byzantines and protected the imperial capital for a millennium before failing. Long defunct and utterly neglected, it seemed remarkable that they survived. At one point in our conversation İsmet drew my attention to a plum tree that stood near us in the orchard, its boughs weighed down with overripe fruit, and he lamented that no one was left to harvest them. As we talked the plums fell to the ground with soft slaps, like faltering footsteps.

That was the moment: the quietness of the emptied-out neighbourhood, the sagging branches of fruit, the walls behind imposing their silent presence. I thought of the span of history contained in those stones, how they seemed so utterly divorced from the realities and pressures of the people who now lived beneath them, but also obscurely connected to them in a way that touched the soul of this city. I wondered if I could articulate that connection.



And so it was that in the summer of 2015 I began exploring the land walls and the communities that lived along them. The walls ran for four miles, enclosing the western, landward side of Istanbul’s historic peninsula, and on the first of those walks I began at their southern terminus, where the Marble Tower overlooked the Sea of Marmara. At that time Istanbul had been stewing in a heatwave, and over the course of a few days the dust, smog and humidity had built up as if in unison with the tension rising in the country. The evening before I was on my way home when a cold wind swept in, bringing cloud as black as smoke. As I reached my apartment the first fat raindrops heralded the coming downpour, and by morning the humidity had gone, the sky had been rinsed clean and the city was bathed in a new light, sharper yet kinder, as if its debts were forgiven, its sins forgotten.

The Marble Tower was tall and square, built in the dying years of the Byzantine Empire from the cannibalised columns of older structures, and stood on an expanse of grass separated from the walls themselves by a busy coastal highway. In the days when most travellers had reached Istanbul by sea, it had announced their arrival to the city. A nineteenth-century lithograph showed it jutting out from the shoreline, its tapering base rooted like a tree trunk at the conjunction of the rocks and the waves. That coastline has long since been filled in and the lowest section of the tower buried so that it seemed as if it had been swept inland. I too would see it on my arrival whenever I took the coastal highway from the airport, but Istanbul had multiplied in size so many times that it no longer marked the city’s outer boundary but the beginning of its centre.

The tower had a lonely and neglected feeling. Streaks of soot from tramps’ fires ran up its flanks and broken beer bottles littered the grass around it. One morning I climbed a section of wall that still adhered to it and looked down into a collapsed cistern full of rubbish: used nappies, half-eaten bread, shattered plates, polystyrene packaging, a broken plastic stool, empty Coke bottles, old leather shoes, bin-liners bulging with rubbish, a woman’s handbag caked in dirt.

Thirty metres away the shoreline was marked by a concrete promenade. Gulls wheeled by on stiff wings, blazing like emblems in the sunshine, and when I looked out over the water, I could make out the rust on the hulls of the tankers and container ships waiting to pass through the Bosphorus. They were always there, those ships, dozens of them scattered motionless across the horizon, prows poking in different directions. I had noticed them the very first time I’d come to the city, and they were the sight I most associated with arriving in Istanbul. They struck me with a sense of awe and unease, as if they hinted at some sickness, as if the Bosphorus was a blocked artery at the heart of the world.

I headed north along the walls, walking until the lunchtime heat once more became oppressive. A few impressions stuck with me from that day: the triumphal Golden Gate rising from a courtyard of weeds, inaccessible behind the iron-shod doors of its outer portal; families of Syrians picnicking on the lawns; a dishevelled-looking man gazing over the city from high up on the ledge of a ruined tower, glorious and lonely as a stylite; the bostans, tilled with the precision of a Zen garden and exhaling a sweet humidity in the growing warmth of the day.

That was the first of many wanderings along the walls. The neighbourhoods I explored comprised a patchwork of Turkey’s various religions and ethnicities, with centuries-old communities rubbing up alongside newcomers fleeing turmoil from across the region. Their lives seemed to offer a window onto our era of crisis. There were Syrian refugees, Kurds displaced by the fighting in the south-east, and communities torn apart by profit-grabbing developers. I came to see the walls as a symbol of resistance to all these forces of upheaval; they seemed less an architectural feature of the city than a geological one that time had yet to erode, protruding from the past like an outcrop of rock anchoring an eroding headland, the remnants of an older world clinging in their lee.



Istanbul has pulled people in for centuries. Once it was Constantinople, capital of the eastern Roman Empire, which morphed into the Orthodox, Greek-speaking polity we posthumously call Byzantium; later it was the capital of the Ottoman Empire. At their peaks both of these states controlled vast territories straddling parts of Europe, Africa and the Middle East, and at their heart lay ‘The City’. Many of the world’s great metropolises have been referred to in this way – as if there were no other in the world, but Constantinople may have been unique in that this colloquial name overwhelmed its formal one. ‘Istanbul’, which first emerged in the eleventh century AD, derives from the medieval Greek stin polin: ‘in/at/to the city’. It has been suggested, perhaps fancifully, that this prepositional form arose due to foreigners arriving there having heard it referred to in this way by Greeks. Whatever the reason, Istanbul has always been a place that sucks humanity into itself. At several points in its medieval and early modern history it was the world’s largest city with a million inhabitants; at other times, hollowed out by plagues, fires, earthquakes, stagnation, and civil strife, its population dwindled to no more than 50,000. But it has always risen again, always pulled in more people.

Turks like to ask about memleket: homeland or hometown. It does not mean where you currently live, or even necessarily where you were born, but where your family is originally from – as vexed a question as that may be. People ask it in the same reflexive way the English talk about weather, and they expect a clear answer. It’s one of the first things in any casual conversation: nerelisiniz? – ‘Where are you from?’ No one ever says Istanbul; it isn’t an acceptable answer, and even people whose families have inhabited the city for a century will dig back far enough to save themselves the hassle of the follow-up: ‘But where were you from before that?’ Because in Istanbul, everyone is from somewhere else. Even among the tiny proportion of inhabitants who have been rooted in the city for generations, many are from ethnic or religious minorities now considered foreign by many of their own countrymen.

In 1923 the modern Turkish Republic rose from the ashes of the Ottoman Empire following the decades-long upheaval of the Balkan Wars, the First World War, and a brutal conflict with Greece during which the people of the region were bloodily sifted along ethnic and religious lines and deposited into nation states. Though it largely escaped the fighting, Istanbul was at the centre of this prolonged trauma and the destination for many of its refugees. A few decades later, Turkey’s industrialisation and the mechanisation of agriculture pushed millions more people, like İsmet and Mahinur, to the city. More recent arrivals include Kurds fleeing unrest and oppression in the south-east, as well as hundreds of thousands of Africans, Central Asians, Iraqis, Iranians, Afghans and Syrians fleeing war, poverty and societal collapse. Its population, less than one million in 1925, now stands at as many as twenty million. Istanbul is a city in which almost everyone is an immigrant, everyone an outsider. And even those who find an unalloyed sense of belonging may eventually feel like strangers, because it is always changing, often in sudden and disorientating ways.



I moved there at the start of 2010, and worked for six years as a freelance journalist, principally as the Turkey correspondent for The Times. When I arrived my ignorance was profound – I’d never set foot in Turkey before, nor did I know any Turkish people, and my knowledge of the country was gleaned from feverish reading and a few conversations with other journalists.

The picture I was given was of a nation on the up with a booming economy, a vibrant civil society, and a reformist government that was grappling with dark episodes in the country’s past. In order to understand what was happening in Turkey, went the prevailing narrative, you had to ditch positive received notions about secularism: the Islamist-rooted government of then Prime Minister Erdoğan was expanding the breathing space for civil society, and the old secularist establishment was the chief impediment to it. Erdoğan seemed to be serious about EU membership; he’d launched a peace process to try to end the country’s three decades-old Kurdish insurgency, and a series of trials were subduing an interfering military that had carried out four coups over the previous fifty years.

At that time Turkey sustained the hopeful view of many policymakers in Western capitals that the lure of liberal democracy was as irresistible and natural as the pull of gravity. In the wake of the US invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, which were partly premised on this idea, Erdoğan and his government were held up as a model of what a Muslim democracy looked like. They had disavowed their Islamist roots and preferred to compare themselves to Germany’s Christian Democrats. Erdoğan had left the economy and central bank safely in the hands of experienced technocrats whose curriculum vitae were burnished in the brokerages of London and New York. Turkey had emerged quickly from the 2008 financial crisis and its GDP was posting double-digit growth.

Within a short time after my arrival this optimistic narrative had been blown away, and over the following years I would witness the achievements for which Erdoğan was lauded in his early years unravel in their entirety. Bolstered by a set of constitutional reforms that handed the government greater control over the judiciary and a resounding election win the following year, he began to step up his domination of the media and adopt a more hectoring tone, talking openly about his plans to remould society. In 2013, mass protests erupted against his incipient authoritarianism and were violently suppressed. Soon afterwards a power struggle broke out between his party and an Islamic movement with which he had once been allied, leading to tens of thousands of people being arrested or purged from the state apparatus; the row involved an airing of dirty laundry that laid bare breathtaking government corruption.

Simultaneously, a revolution had erupted in neighbouring Syria in 2011, morphing into the civil war whose effects steadily seeped across the 560-mile shared border between the two countries. The Syrian conflict was unreal in its hellishness but impossible to ignore in its proximity. In Turkey, some two hundred people died and hundreds more were injured in a campaign of suicide bombings by the so-called ‘Islamic State’, and refugees began to arrive in the thousands, then in the millions. An initial outpouring of goodwill soured into xenophobia and hatred. Catalysed by events in Syria, Turkey’s own long-simmering Kurdish conflict reignited following the collapse of peace talks. Towns and cities in the south-east were reduced to rubble in urban fighting. Hundreds died; tens of thousands more were displaced.

Amid this pervasive sense of crisis the charisma of Erdoğan became the rock on which an angry brand of authoritarian populism arose. He seemed to stand astride the nation: scolding and inspiring his people, promising deliverance for Turkey and defeat for its enemies at home and abroad, his voice booming from radios and TV sets in convenience stores and neighbourhood teahouses across the country. For some his rule represented hope, empowerment or the promise of national pride and prosperity; some saw corruption, fear and oppression; others saw no better option. Turkey’s free press was crumbling, critical journalists were being thrown in prison or forced to flee abroad; ordinary citizens were dragged from their beds in the early hours of the morning for mocking him online. Turkey’s state institutions, after decades of fitful progress towards democracy, were being co-opted and corrupted.

Just as insidious were the transformations occurring in the urban landscape and environment around me. Places like Tokludede were being emptied out and razed to make way for luxury developments, their former inhabitants pushed to the fringes of the city. Beyond the outlying districts, forests and hills were being carved apart to make way for new highways, and to the north of the city, an undulating landscape of woods and lakes was being scraped flat to create the runways of the world’s largest airport. The function of these projects was often less to meet a public need than to fuel a construction sector which acted as life support for the now-ailing economy and to lubricate a system of patronage and graft that demanded the parcelling out of public contracts to Erdoğan’s business allies.

As a journalist I reported on all this. After a while I had grasped enough of Turkey’s politics and society to affect the tone of authority expected of a foreign correspondent. And yet I found that as my knowledge grew, my confidence diminished. As the atmosphere in the country became more oppressive and my relationship with it more intimate, I started to feel compromised by anger and fear. I felt angry at seeing friends and colleagues kicked out of the country or imprisoned, at the contracting red lines that governed what you could and couldn’t write. And having married into a Turkish family, I felt vulnerable to the penalties for transgressing them.

I had colleagues during those years whose skill, bravery and dedication I admired enormously, but I wanted to write about Turkey in a different way. The needs of the news cycle meant that I when I wrote about ordinary people, it was usually to illustrate some point, and because their personal stories tallied with what I understood to be the issues of the day. I wanted to try something different, to explore and relate people’s lives – constrained by the geography of the land walls – in an organic way, and to see what understandings this would lead to.



The book you are reading tells the stories of those people, which between them tell a version of the tumultuous past decade and a half of recent Turkish history. Told alongside them is a far older tale: that of the siege and capture of Constantinople in 1453 by Mehmet II, the Conqueror – ‘Fatih’ – as he is known in Turkey. It is an event that reverberates into the present as the apocalypse of one nation and pinnacle of triumph for another. It is also a talisman of modern Turkish identity, and continually evoked by Erdoğan, who has cast himself as a kind of modern Mehmet in his quest to return Turkey to its Ottoman roots both in culture and in international ambition.

The first half of the book focuses on the years prior to the summer of 2016, when a failed coup attempt took place which greatly heightened the atmosphere of oppression in the country and precipitated my and my family’s freely made decision to leave. The second half of the book covers the period following that, when I returned to speak further to the people I had met and chart their lives through the tumultuous events that followed, culminating with a global pandemic, a worsening economic crisis, and in early 2023, the massive earthquake that struck southern Turkey and Syria, leaving tens of thousands of dead and displacing millions more. Following these events it was widely predicted that Erdoğan could be in serious trouble, but in May 2023 he narrowly won re-election following a campaign in which the country’s disparate opposition parties rallied behind a unity candidate. Some of the voices of the people in this book may help shed light on some of the reasons behind his enduring hold on power: both those who continue to support him, sometimes grudgingly, and those who suffer under his increasingly oppressive rule. In many instances I have changed their names, for their own security or privacy.

Through all their stories I have sought to draw a portrait of Istanbul: a city where the past looms like a shrouded mountaintop, the future bears down like an avalanche, and the present – vast, chaotic, vital – stands undaunted by either of them.






I. DREAMS


They were never content with what they had, nor allowed others to be. They never considered what was present of any value, as they always went after the things they did not have, and they considered what they had not yet attained but had in mind, as if they already had it.

Mehmet II on his ancestors, as rendered by Kritovoulos

I sometimes think that the price of liberty is not so much eternal vigilance as eternal dirt.

George Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier
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1 The Tanners’ Gate


The smell of dog shit, thick and cloying despite the salt breeze blowing in from the sea, announced my arrival at the animal shelter. It seemed of a piece with the open sky and the cawing of gulls, the sparkle of freshly hosed asphalt and the glint and clang of food bowls washed in the morning sun. It was the smell of a day’s work to be done. Beyond the shelter stood the broken towers of the walls, their heads laureated with tufts of grass, fig and ailanthus. A community of sparrows lodged in the masonry, sharing the slop fed twice-daily to the dogs; on sunny days their shadows shot clear and sharp across the yards. Near the top of one tower an inscription in Greek proclaimed that ‘Romanus, Great Emperor of all the Romans, the Most Great, erected this tower new from the foundations’. It was like a message seeping in from another world, and I felt the same, as if I had slipped out of the city into some other place entirely.

Istanbul was full of tricks like these: old and new pressed together so closely as to create dizzying shifts in perspective; ancient monuments shorn of all context like keyholes into a distant past and clutches of wooden Ottoman houses marooned amid tower blocks and highways. Driving to the animal shelter from where I was living near the Black Sea, I would glimpse the megacity unfold along the orbital highway: vistas so abrupt and expansive that they struck with the force of revelation. The road soared over valleys on concrete viaducts named after Ottoman pashas, and below I saw toylike mosques, malls, apartment buildings, and solitary human figures labouring up steep streets, unwitting as ants under a child’s magnifying glass. From this vantage point, the city was a frightening thing, inhuman, a congregation of grey towers stretching to the farthest hills, assembling for some great purpose of their own knowing.

When the road crossed over the Golden Horn I would come to the old land walls. Long engulfed, they were looped with highways and pierced here and there by the wide avenues thrust into the heart of the old walled city. Then I’d park on the narrow lane that led to the animal shelter, get out of the car and be struck by that smell, by the elements, by the improbable sense of space, and the animals all around – the dogs and the gulls and the sparrows – and it would seem as if the city had disappeared. You could breathe here, and what you breathed in was the smell of dog shit.



I had discovered the animal shelter while walking along the walls and had decided to begin volunteering there, and much as I tried to find another starting point, I kept being drawn back to the dogs, and to the noise and the smell of animals. It is generally reckoned that Canis lupus familiaris emerged as a subspecies of the grey wolf between 16,000 and 18,000 years ago, when humans had all but filled the globe and were driving the megafauna of the Pleistocene to extinction. They arrived at our side on the eve of that obscure but pivotal moment in human prehistory that we call the ‘dawn of civilisation’, when our ancestors began carving the first stone temples and sowing the first crops.

It was the first species that we know of, plant or animal, to form a domestic bond with humankind. No one is sure how it happened, or why. The most obvious explanation – that humans took wolf pups, raised them, and selectively bred them – doesn’t address the issue of timing. Humans and wolves had inhabited an overlapping ecological niche for thousands of years, and while there is some evidence that we did occasionally keep tame wolves, a sustained lineage of dogs never previously emerged. Scientists have suggested a link to an ecological crisis unfolding at around the same time. In Europe – the dog’s likely birthplace – the main human prey species, such as the mammoth and the woolly rhinoceros, were being hunted to extinction. Humans were forced to change their habits, developing new hunting technologies to catch smaller, more nimble but plentiful prey, and this may have led to a growth in population and the development of larger and more permanent settlements. In time our more sedentary lifestyle would give rise to agriculture and architecture, but our abundance also created a new niche into which moved the first dogs: not wolf-pups reared by humans, but scavenging wolves who overcame their fear of man and moved into this new human environment in order to live off our waste.

We were a good match: both opportunistic pack hunters living in tight-knit, family based units for whom vocal and facial signals were the key elements of communication. In time social and genetic drift isolated dogs from their wilder cousins. They developed shorter snouts and higher foreheads, the result of thyroidal changes linked to reduced aggression and increased stress tolerance. Like the first settled humans, they became smaller in response to a poorer diet. Over time we began to bury their dead with our own.

The companionship of animals, the critic and essayist John Berger has written, differs from human companionship ‘because it is a companionship offered to the loneliness of man as a species’. The dog emerged at a time when this loneliness had begun to deepen, as a more sedentary lifestyle created a boundary between human and natural environments. It is hard to say if or when our ancestors began to envision themselves as separate from the animal world, but the emergence of the dog exposed that boundary as a myth. In the new habitats that arose around us, it entered both as a pioneer and as the herald of the growing disequilibrium between us and our surroundings. It has stuck more closely to humanity than any other creature: our victim and accomplice, still at our side even as the walls between our human and natural worlds are finally collapsing.



A little beyond the shelter stood a modest but finely built gate with a rounded arch of white marble, its only distinctive feature a device on the outer keystone showing a wreath in which the Greek characters ‘XP’ were superimposed: the first two letters of the name of Christ and an emblem of the late Roman Empire. It was referred to in some sources, a little too grandly, as the ‘Gate of Christ’, but had once been the First Military Gate, of which there were five in the land walls that were spaced between the public gates and reserved purely for military use. The most fitting name was that given to it in Ottoman times: Tabak Kapı, the ‘Tanners’ Gate’, due to the large number of leather tanneries that operated in the nearby neighbourhood of Kazlıçeşme. The tanneries dated to the time of Mehmet the Conqueror, who, a few years after capturing the city, relegated the leather trade and other malodorous industries to this then-isolated spot.

‘The overwhelming reek prevents people of quality from taking up their abode here,’ the Ottoman traveller Evliya Çelebi wrote of the area in the seventeenth century, ‘but the residents are so used to the stench, that should they happen to meet any musk-perfumed dandy, the scent quite upsets them.’ Leather tanning was a notoriously foul business. Raw hides were left putrefying for several months so flesh and fat could be flensed off with ease; after that, the skins would be treated in urine to soften the remaining hairs and allow for their removal; finally, the dried hides were soaked and kneaded in watered-down animal dung, which contained enzymes that softened them. Despite the advent of chemical tanning processes in the twentieth century, it remained a smelly business, and it was only in 1993 that the tanneries finally departed Kazlıçeşme when the leather industry was exiled once more, this time to the industrial zone of Tuzla across the Bosphorus on the city’s Anatolian side. In Ottoman times, however, the excrement used to soften leather had traditionally come from the city’s many dogs. According to Çelebi the collection of dog faeces was undertaken by criminals who the tanners pressed into service in exchange for sheltering them from the authorities; later it was the work of impoverished or homeless children. Istanbul’s street dog population was so large that their waste was exported across the Atlantic, and during the nineteenth century barrels of it were shipped to Philadelphia for use in the production of kidskin leather.



From as early as the sixteenth century, European visitors to Istanbul had puzzled over the extraordinary solicitude that the people of Istanbul displayed towards street animals. The city’s dogs and cats had their own drinking troughs, special wooden huts were built for them on the street, and there were even vendors who sold scraps of meat for people to feed them. Religious foundations were dedicated to their upkeep, to which wealthy people left bequests in their wills. The animals were a kind of ‘public property’, wrote the Flemish diplomat Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq, who came to the city twice in the 1550s as the envoy of Ferdinand I of Austria. ‘[I]f there is a bitch with puppies in the neighbourhood, they go to her and make a heap of bones and scraps of porridge and bread, and regard such actions as entirely pious.’

Busbecq visited Istanbul during the reign of Sultan Suleiman I – ‘the Magnificent’ – when the Ottoman Empire was at its zenith, a superpower that seemed poised to sweep away the feudal states of Christian Europe. On his second embassy, he was detained in the city for several years under a kind of cordial house arrest due to disputes outstanding between the two rulers, and recorded his impressions in four vivid and humorous letters written in Latin.

He could not help but regard many aspects of Ottoman society as superior to his own, ranging from political organisation to sartorial habits. He marvelled at the principle of meritocracy that held sway in Suleiman’s court: ‘They do not consider that good qualities can be conferred by birth or handed down by inheritance, but regard them partly as the gift of heaven and partly as the product of good training and constant zeal… This is why the Turks succeed in everything they attempt and are a dominating race and daily extend the bounds of their rule.’ Observing a parade of the elite Janissary corps, he was struck by the discipline and cleanliness of what was at that time the only professional army marching in Europe; and faced with the elegance of the Ottomans’ robes, which flowed down to their ankles and seemed to add to their stature, he reflected uncomfortably on his own Frankish attire, ‘so short and tight that it discloses the forms of the body, which would be better hidden’.

However the Turkish tenderness towards animals, which seemed to serve no obvious purpose, baffled him. Their sensitivities were especially acute when it came to birds. Busbecq tells the story of a Venetian friend of his who ‘was something of a joker’ and liked to trap birds. He caught a nightjar, and – impressed at how large its mouth was – tied it to his door with its wings spread and its beak propped open with a stick. After some Turks passing by saw it was still alive, they were so furious at this cruelty that they dragged him before a judge, who was about to sentence him to be thrashed before the bailo – the Venetian official in the city responsible for dispensing justice to citizens of Venice – managed to rescue him from the furore.

Western visitors of Busbecq’s time often described the Ottomans’ treatment of animals with a tone of tolerant bemusement or even admiration. ‘I have often seen them practice such as to us would seem very ridiculous,’ wrote the seventeenth-century French traveller Jean de Thévenot. ‘I have seen several men in good garb, stop in a street, stand round a Bitch that had newly puppied, and all go and gather stones to make a little wall about her, lest some heedless person might tread upon her…’ Describing the religious foundations that cared for street animals, he considered it ‘very pleasant to see every day Men loaded with meat, go and call the Dogs and Cats of the Foundation, and being surrounded with them, distribute it among them by commons.’

Some writers sought to explain these customs on utilitarian grounds: as well as providing the ordure used for tanning leather, the dogs cleaned the streets of waste, and guarded their neighbourhoods from strangers. Others looked to the tenets of Islam, since this tenderness towards animals seemed to be specific to the city’s Muslims. The modern historian Ekrem Işın has offered an explanation that perhaps strikes closest to the heart of the matter, based on the spiritual scheme governing domestic and urban space in the Ottoman world. For Istanbul’s Muslims, the geography of daily life was divided into sacred and profane spaces, with the home, the mosque, and the bazaar forming the designated grounds in which personal, business and spiritual affairs were conducted. To stray beyond these was sin; streets were profane – women did not walk them and respectable people did not loiter there. Western visitors often remarked on how, in contrast to the mainly European and Christian-populated districts of Pera and Galata, Muslim neighbourhoods seemed lifeless and inert, except for the dogs. According to Işın, these were supported and tolerated precisely because Muslim society made no claims on the streets in which they lived. The dogs and the cats, along with the guilds of beggars which were also a prominent feature of the city, were unclean but legitimate denizens and custodians of the streets. As such, they were beneficiaries of what Işın calls the ‘institutionalised compassion’ of Islam, in which donations to the poor and helpless were a religious duty, and the wasting of uneaten food a sin.

For whatever reason, the Muslims of Istanbul viewed the animals with which they shared their city as falling within the aegis of human toleration and compassion, while the Europeans did not; and it is hard to say which, if either, position was the more natural one. There is something disarming about the response given to Guillaume Antoine Olivier at the start of the nineteenth century, who was among several writers to express astonishment at the huge flocks of pigeons and sparrows that would regularly feast unmolested on barges of fruit and grain lying at harbour. When a Turk was asked why they tolerated this, he received the disarmingly simple reply: ‘Must not these innocent creatures find their subsistence?’



The Yedikule Animal Shelter was run by a woman named Meral. She liked to call it ‘the Door that Opens to Love’, but she didn’t show me much when she caught me eating a ready meal that was meant for employees only. It was my first day volunteering: I hadn’t known. I’d been helping another volunteer who was cleaning out the cats. It was lunchtime and she’d shown me into the empty cafeteria. I hadn’t thought to bring my own lunch so she offered me a ready meal, putting it in the microwave along with one for herself, and I unwittingly accepted. We sat eating them together: soggy köfte meatballs, over-boiled greens, grey mash like cardboard. I felt aggrieved to be eating something so awful in a country blessed with good food; I wasn’t even hungry, but I felt I had to finish it because she was sitting right across from me at the small table. Then Meral came in and saw us.

She was in her fifties with dyed red hair and kohl-lined, piercing eyes that seemed to bore into you. She was angry to find us in the cafeteria, and angrier still to see us eating the ready meals. She directed her rage mainly at the other volunteer, an older woman, who cringed and arched her eyebrows and murmured quiet apologies. I sat there embarrassed and terrified and said I was sorry. I guess she didn’t tell me off because I was new, and a foreigner, and she knew I was planning to write something about the shelter, but to be shielded by this privilege only increased my shame. ‘Well, clean up and get out!’ she said finally. We hurriedly disposed of the empty trays. ‘Out, out!’ she barked as we trooped ahead of her in humiliated silence.

That was Meral. The animal shelter was her creation and fiefdom, and she was its engine; the place ran on her energy, obsessiveness and judiciously applied terror. It was a big operation. There were about three thousand dogs, a hundred cats, twenty-five employees, as well as volunteers and a constant stream of visitors. The animals all needed feeding and cleaning out several times a day. Food donations had to be processed. There were school trips, and visits from prospective owners, each of whom Meral personally interviewed to gauge their seriousness and suitability; sometimes she’d even inspect their homes before agreeing to an adoption. The local municipality provided the buildings, utilities, and employees’ salaries, but on top of this the running costs of the shelter had to be met through charity. The gift shop sold T-shirts, diaries, calendars, and nicknacks: when I first came there a couple of volunteers were busy folding and decorating invitations for a dog-themed wedding.

Meral told me how she had set up the shelter twenty years earlier. One day she was driving to her job as an architect at the local municipality when she got stuck in traffic and decided to take a different route that led her beneath the walls. She saw an old man there feeding bread to a pack of dogs.

‘I had two voices inside me,’ she recalled. ‘One voice was saying, “Just carry on, you’re going to be late for work”, and the other said, “Wait, stay and ask what this is all about.” I listened to the second voice.’

Every day she started bringing food for the dogs and helping the man distribute it, and soon they increased – twenty to thirty, thirty to forty. After a while she took over entirely, and soon, by canine word of mouth, all the dogs of the area were there. In the neighbourhood it became known as ‘Meral’s Place’, and when people found an injured animal or a pet that someone had dumped, they would bring them to her. After two months there were two hundred dogs. The area had been a municipal tip for old buses and construction material, and she used her connections with the municipality to have it cleared out and some prefab buildings installed. A few years later, the government passed a law requiring every municipality to have an animal shelter, and hers became one of a network across Turkey.

She ran the shelter according to a radical principle which was probably unique among the country’s municipal-run shelters: that no animal would be destroyed – every creature should live, no matter how sick, no matter how old. Street dogs that had been brought in injured were released back to the street after regaining their health. She would often take them herself, seeking out the locals who had fed and watered them in order to make them aware the animal had returned and remind them of their responsibilities to it. Sometimes a dog would be brought to the shelter because it had bitten a human, and the municipality was obliged to quarantine it for rabies. Even these, if given the all-clear, would eventually be released back to where they came from. Those that remained were either dumped pets, or else too sick, old or vulnerable to be released.

As a result of this, the dogs in the shelter were mostly a parade of the sick, the crippled and the elderly. Some that were considered unthreatening lived loose at the entrance of the shelter. A couple of them had makeshift two-wheeled carriages to bear their crushed hindquarters, and one had mastered the knack of walking on his forelegs: positioning himself on the edge of a curb then launching his weight forward and tottering along like a chicken, shattered hind limbs dangling like limp tail feathers. He would watch vigilantly for mealtimes in order to position himself in advance at one of the round aluminium food troughs, wrapping his legs about it and snarling at any others who came near.

New arrivals poured in daily like casualties from the front lines of an ongoing war: dogs struck by cars, dogs burned with cigarettes or cut with razor blades, or dumped on the streets to be found wandering confused and terrified. I saw a cocker spaniel that had just been hit by a car. Its back legs and hips were ruined and caked in its own excrement. The vets had sewn it up as best they could but it was still incontinent. It sat among the tables out the front, trembling and almost catatonic with shock. There was a bowl of food next to it, which it sniffed at distractedly but wouldn’t eat. I sat stroking it and holding its head. The softness of its coat suggested a loving home and I wondered if its owners had dumped it or if they were out there looking for it now? No one ever came to collect it, and over the course of the months I volunteered at the shelter, I watched it slowly heal. As it overcame the trauma of its injuries its coat became dusty and coarse and it blended in with the rest of the pack.

There was one dog in particular which stuck with me. Tied up just inside the main enclosure, she had been brought in about two years earlier after being doused with paint thinner and set on fire by a group of addicts. When she first arrived burns covered nearly a third of her body; the wounds had festered so badly that the flesh stank and was riddled with maggots. Meral showed me a photo. Everyone had said she should be put to sleep. Even the vet felt ill when he saw her. Moreover, she was a pitbull, a breed that under Turkish law could not be released or adopted – a pariah ordained for extinction.

It was high summer and flies swarmed on her wounds. Meral bought a flyswatter and a tent from a camping store, and sat inside it with her, swatting all the flies until every last one was dead. She consulted a burns specialist who taught her and her staff the proper way to treat her. Every day she used special pads to dress the wounds and slowly the dog began to recover. They named her Alev, which means ‘Flame’, and one year after her arrival they held a birthday party to commemorate her ‘rebirth’.

By the time I came to the shelter Alev’s scars had contracted into whorls of shiny pink scar tissue that ran down her flank and thighs. As I approached her she radiated excitement, wagging her whole body, rearing up on her chain and cycling her legs in the air. I was a little afraid of her – of what she had suffered, of what she was – but she licked my hands as I stroked her head. Placing my palm on her shoulder, I felt the strength of her bunched muscles rippling beneath her scarred hide.



When I had first come to Istanbul it had been the animals that got me through the early weeks. After arriving in a strange city where I had yet to find much work, had no friends, and where I did not speak the language, I began to fear I had made a mistake. It didn’t help that I brought with me an insular mode of living, a rigid attachment to habit, and an allergy to community. After finding a restaurant I liked, I’d go there more or less exclusively for the next year or so, ordering the same food and barely exchanging a word with the waiters or other clients. I sublet a ground-floor apartment on a steep hillside in Beyoğlu, a bohemian neighbourhood popular with Westerners. The flat was run-down and unheated, and although I thought it was romantic when I first saw it, it was freezing in the winter and stifling and airless in the summer. The only windows were those onto the balcony and even leaving them open at night failed to produce a draught, although it meant I’d often wake up with cats on my bed.

I soon realised I was living in a neighbourhood of animals and animal lovers: dogs, cats, pigeons and neat little doves with delicate brick-coloured breasts, Streptopelia senegalensis, the ‘laughing dove’, which took its name, I fancied, from the hoarse chuckle of its wingbeats reverberating off the narrow walls between apartment blocks. The cats hung around butchers and restaurants, sitting on the thresholds, waiting for their daily feed. Some lay peacefully asleep on the seats of parked motorcycles, or on cars, stretched out in the nook between the bonnet and windscreen. They sat on the seats in restaurants alongside the diners. There was never any question of shooing them away. A big group would congregate outside my neighbour’s window, and occasionally I would see her cast her withered arm into the street with food for them.

These animals were what connected me to the neighbourhood: the dramas of their lives became the stuff of my own. A big sand-coloured dog took up residence on my doorstep, and in the afternoons a young girl would sit hunched next to him in her school uniform, stroking his head with a kind of mechanical diligence. He would sit there with the tolerant indifference with which dogs tend to treat children. ‘What’s his name?’ I asked her once. Turning, smiling up at me, she exclaimed with warmth: ‘Pasha!’

I think Pasha had been turned out of a nearby flat, perhaps because the weather was warming up, because every time I opened the main door, he would try to poke his nose in, wagging his tail at me as if he’d just lost his keys and it was all terribly embarrassing. Someone put food out for him each evening. As time went on he began to look more dejected. Sometimes when I was going out he would follow me before getting sidetracked by a scent. He had a more cheerful friend who kept him company, and who appeared perfectly reconciled to his life on the street. Once I bought him dog biscuits from a local pet shop. ‘Kedi köpek?’ (cat or dog?) asked the man as I entered the shop. ‘Köpek,’ I replied, putting the dog biscuits on the counter, adding: ‘ama köpeğim değil’ (but not my dog). ‘Street dog!’ he pronounced knowingly, as if there were nothing more natural in the world than to buy treats for a stray dog.

Later I would discover that in some neighbourhoods people not only fed and cared for street animals, but even clubbed together to pay their medical costs. Particular dogs or cats became beloved characters in their communities. The rise of social media only seemed to enhance their fame, to the extent that in one Istanbul neighbourhood a statue was built in homage to a local cat that had been photographed in a particularly winning pose. Individual stories of abuse or mistreatment often garnered national media attention.

I knew the names of my local street dogs before I knew the names of my neighbours and shopkeepers. The nearby street corner was ruled by Chico and Herkül, a shy, elderly Alsatian and a large marmalade-coloured mongrel. They surveyed comings and goings on the street with professional seriousness, occasionally chasing young men who struck them as suspicious. I made a point of greeting them every time I saw them and occasionally gave them bones, but I was never more than a blip on their radar. There were various people they followed about town and occasionally I would see them far from their haunts with one of their favoured friends, and felt deeply envious. Up the hill there was a more unruly pack looked after by a gypsy family, including an enormous Great Dane. Two of the dogs had puppies, one of which grew up on the street and became so wild it led the others into harassing passers-by at night, until eventually the municipality took them away.



The lives of the dogs seemed more real to me than those of my human neighbours. One day, when I was still living in that first apartment, I came home from the office I had rented with another journalist to a smell of something dead in the foyer of my building. I assumed a cat had died in the basement, and left home thinking no more about it. Later that evening my landlord called to warn me that when I came home there would be police and TV cameras outside. My next-door neighbour, the woman who had fed the cats, had been found murdered in her apartment. Her remains lay undiscovered for at least a week, until the smell finally caused her neighbours to investigate.

It was unnerving to think of this unfolding only a few metres from where I was lying in bed, perhaps, or eating dinner. I felt a kind of guilt, as well, that I couldn’t even picture the woman’s face, and that all she had ever been to me was a hand feeding cats out of a window. A few years later I decided to look into her story and I managed to find a local estate agent who had been born in Beyoğlu and lived there all his life, and had known her well. Her name was Neşe, and the estate agent had once been a neighbour and managed several properties she owned. Neşe had made her money as a prostitute (the man’s elderly mother had whispered the word as she told me, covering her mouth with her hand), and later as a pimp. She worked in the 1980s and 1990s, when the neighbourhood was a seedy, dangerous place full of gazinos – nightclubs with live singing acts where hookers often worked.

The estate agent wanted to remain anonymous as he didn’t want to be associated with her by name (‘I want a clean and proper life,’ he said), but he confessed to admiring Neşe. ‘Everybody knew her, and everybody knew what she was doing but they pretended they didn’t. Of course, we treated her like a lady because in those days it was like a small family here.’

She had always been immaculately turned out, and when she was shopping, everyone addressed her respectfully, like ‘an Istanbul hanımefendi’, he said, ‘a real lady’. As she grew older, she dedicated her life mainly to caring for her elderly parents. Occasionally he had heard her speaking on the phone in lubunca, a special argot used by Istanbul’s sex workers since the nineteenth century. She had an aggressive streak that would emerge if she was threatened: ‘When someone spoke rudely to her then you would see her real face. She would start swearing and hurling insults and the guy would regret he’d crossed her.’

She had drunk heavily for as long as he’d known her, but had always lived alone and never shared her life with a partner. But she did have a drinking companion, a quiet man, older than her, perhaps in his mid to late seventies, a former journalist who’d covered politics in Ankara. He was adamant that the man was not her boyfriend. ‘He was doing all the shopping for her, and they would drink together and she was telling her stories to him. They knew each other from long before, he knew all about her lifestyle, and she could feel relaxed with him. He was like a puppy next to her.’

The estate agent said he had spent time with the two of them and that they would argue when they were drunk. Neşe would get angry and hurl abuse at the man, calling him a parasite. He didn’t know how the murder had happened but thought he must have cracked during one of these arguments. He’d battered her with a blunt object, killing her, and then gone down to the subway market in nearby Karaköy, where he bought a small electric saw that he used to cut up her body. He stowed her remains in the kitchen fridge in an apparent effort to conceal his crime, but didn’t clean up the blood and gore properly, and so after a few hot September days the smell seeped out of the apartment. He didn’t try to run away – perhaps he didn’t have the energy or the will to evade his crime – and was picked up at his usual haunt in a local teahouse only a couple of hundred metres from where her body was discovered, convicted of her murder after a swift trial, and died in prison a few months later.



The messiest job was cleaning out the kennels first thing in the morning. I had come to gather up the sheets of newspaper put down the night before. As soon as I entered all the dogs would jump up at me in delight, smearing the shit from their paws all over my trousers. I gathered it into piles with a brush but still had to pick it up to bag it, and then I’d feel the cold squelch of it through the thin surgical gloves I was wearing, which would always end up breaking. Afterwards, there was so much shit on my trousers I couldn’t get my phone out of my pocket without getting it on my hand.

My companion in this task was a small wiry man with a heavy moustache and eyes that twinkled beneath the rounded peak of a baseball cap. When I asked him his name he told me Dede, ‘Grandpa’, which is what everyone else seemed to call him. He was the one who did all the dirty jobs. When the dogs fought, he would jump in and deftly separate them. He shared his cigarettes with me and we fetched each other tea. When I asked him about himself he told me with pride about his children: he had a son who was an officer in the army – posted to ‘the terror region’, he said, meaning the Kurdish provinces – and two daughters who were both teachers. In a couple of years he and his wife would move to his home village on the Mediterranean coast, where he had ten horses. He was looking forward to that.

Dede had come to Istanbul when he was about nine years old. His father had just died, and so his family were forced to send him to the city to become an apprentice and learn a trade. He went to school during the day and at night he served at a clothing workshop. He started out cutting fabric then gradually learned the different aspects of the trade. He worked there for about twenty years until the master of the workshop died and left him the business.

They were good years, he said. He created designs that he sold to the country’s top luxury brands, big names like Beymen and Vakko. He had personally designed dresses and coats that would be worn by the country’s top fashion models, basing his ideas on pictures he found in fashion catalogues which friends sent him from France or England.

‘Paris, generally,’ he said. ‘I’d look at the catalogues and if there was something I liked, I would make something inspired by what I saw and then I’d take it to Vakko or whoever, and offer it to their production department, and ask if they were interested, and if there’s a piece they liked, they’d say, “Yes, we want two thousand of these, or five thousand of these”, and we’d go back and produce them.’

Then about four years ago he had suffered a stroke and had to stop working. It affected the left side of his body, his arm and leg, and also his face. For a while he couldn’t speak at all, and it also damaged his memory. It wasn’t just the skilful nature of the work that was now beyond him, but he found to his frustration that he couldn’t recall the detailed knowledge he’d built up. ‘You need to know about every different kind of fabric,’ he said, ‘you need to know how it will distort the first time you wash it or dry clean it, and account for that when you cut it. You need to follow all the new technology as well.’

Not long after his stroke he happened to come and visit the shelter with a friend who was working there, and fell in love with it. ‘This place was really good for me because of the open air and animals and so on. It helped me a lot in terms of dealing with the problems related to the stroke… After I came here, I couldn’t leave. I can’t be away from here. The animals have become like my children, they’re like my passion and if I go away even for a couple of days I have to come back.’

The stereotype regarding Turkish attitudes to street animals had inverted since Ottoman times; it was now generally reckoned that street dogs and cats are the concern of the so-called ‘secular’ and more affluent parts of Turkish society. But the people volunteering at the shelter seemed to come from all levels of society, both socially and politically. There were young, liberal animal rights’ activists, but many others too. There was Ümit, a rangy young man with a shaven head and a fresh tattoo of a howling wolf on his neck, an ultra-nationalist symbol. There was a young woman wearing a hijab who helped out for a few days because she wanted to adopt a cat (Meral would often ask prospective owners to come in and volunteer to prove they were serious). There was the elegantly dressed young woman who could have been a model from one of Dede’s Parisian fashion catalogues, who dropped in to check on a sick cat she’d left the previous week. I remember one couple who brought their young son just to look around and see the animals: the father was decked out in a long black coat, a turtleneck, and Ray-Bans, with a fastidiously trimmed beard that made it hard to tell if he was pious, a hipster, or a pious hipster. He seemed even more excited than his young son, and he whirled around in circles, arms flung out, giggling as he ran among them.

Almost every day some school and university group would drop in for a tour. There was the ‘Marmara University Animal Lovers’ Society’, and others whose visits seemed only tenuously connected to their studies, such as a group of finance students who came to learn about the running of the shelter but clearly just wanted to pet the dogs. There were endless classes of schoolchildren of all age ranges, including a class of headscarved girls from a religious high school. Sometimes Meral or Arzu, the manager, would ask me to guide them round. I was amazed by how unafraid they all were. The dogs were often sick, or dirty, or disfigured, but the braver children would thrust their chins out and close their eyes in delight as they leapt up to lick their faces; their more squeamish friends shrieked and giggled and danced around just out of reach, while the boys from the back of the class struck bored poses and speculated in authoritative tones on which ones were the best fighting dogs. One girl who was too scared to go into the inner kennels stayed outside, where she found a small puppy and sat stroking it. I watched one group who gathered in delight around a beautiful soft-furred husky that was tied up out the front. The dog was blind – its eyes were a milky blue and bulged alarmingly – but it never opened them, laying there as if asleep while the kids stroked it.

The diversity and joy of the animal shelter offered a stark contrast to the fear and mistrust I felt beyond it. The shelter represented a kind of alliance between the warring factions of Turkish society. Among all the volunteers and employees I spoke to, almost everyone said the same thing: that spending time at the shelter felt like an escape – from the city, from their daily lives – and that the animals gave them a feeling of relief. One day I sat chatting with a retired university teacher called Sankur; she was frail and nervous like a bird, with a burnt-out air about her. She said she’d been coming to volunteer once a week since she stopped working two years ago. She guided school groups, but mainly just sat with the dogs.

‘I don’t seem to do a lot of things, but I still get very tired,’ she said. ‘I don’t know… I have back problems. I get a lot out of this though, because I love the animals. I have two cats at home. I had a dog as a child, but now we can’t afford one. I feel rewarded by helping them, the way they look at me – like they love me.’

After a while I realised that Meral’s authoritarianism was underpinned by forbearance towards the people that came here; she understood that they were more than just bodies lending a hand, that they too needed something. When I put this to her – that this was a refuge for people as well as animals – she just laughed, and said, ‘We should start charging entry.’
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2 The Buried Gate


There was not one wall but two that ran parallel: the high inner wall and the low outer wall, and even a third and fourth if you included the scarps that once held up the banks of the moat, which still survived in a few places. From the inner wall to the moat’s outer scarp was a distance of more than two hundred feet, so that the fortifications were not so much a line through the city as a zone within in it, with the liminal, unsettled sense which that implies: frontier zone, restricted zone, war zone. The run-down neighbourhoods that lay along their course kept their backs firmly to them, and other than the areas given over to market gardens or cemeteries, they were a no-man’s-land. Friends would warn me against going there; they were not like the city’s other landmarks, cushioned in its touristic heart amid the crowds and watchful eyes of shopkeepers and police. There were stories of muggings, attacks, even murders.

Once within this zone you were hidden from the outside world. The place seemed empty, but was filled with signs of occupancy: empty beer cans and wine bottles, dirty mattresses arranged around the remains of cooking fires that sometimes still smouldered. Paths trodden down by unknown feet led off in all directions, threading up drifts of collapsed masonry into the tops of towers or down into the damp chambers beneath them. As I explored, I felt like a thief in a still-warm home whose occupant might return at any moment. Sometimes I’d hear voices around a corner and pause, deciding whether to turn back or head on. When I did see people – usually men alone or in pairs, occasionally a man and a woman – I’d slow my step and gauge them from a distance. They’d look back at me with the same wariness. When I emerged back into the world it was with a rush of exhilaration, like coming up for air.

It was while exploring in this wall zone that I found the cannonballs. They were lying near the exposed and broken lintel of an old gate; it had once been designated for military use but was long abandoned and had only been uncovered by some recent excavation. The site was unguarded and there was no sign of any current work being done. Nearby, two large orbs of stone lay nestled into the soil like a clutch of fossilised eggs. They too had been recently unearthed, but looking around, I saw fragments of others, broken and moss-covered, strewn among the rubble. The size of them astonished me: each was more than two feet across, barely large enough for me to encompass with my arms.



Later I read about the life of those stone orbs, the processes and elements that created them and the artillery piece that fired them. In a masterful account of its construction, the historian Roger Crowley has listed the various materials that were involved: ‘cannonballs from the Black Sea, saltpetre from Belgrade, sulphur from Van, tin from overseas trade, scrap bronze from the church bells of the Balkans’. The eight metre-long cannon that fired them was cast upright like an obelisk, muzzle to the earth, inside a great pit. The mould consisted of a solid inner core to create the hollow of the barrel and a larger outer casing surrounding it like a scabbard. This was bound about with iron hoops before wet sand, stone, wood and earth were packed tightly around it to hold in the thirty tonnes of molten bronze that would be poured into the top. Afterwards the whole thing was left to slowly cool. Later it was dug out and hauled from the ground by teams of oxen, like the idol of a vanished people; its moulds were cracked away, and the final object deposited into the light.

In January 1453 it was tested at Edirne, then the capital of the Ottoman Empire, about 150 miles from Constantinople. This moment was described by the Greek historian Doukas, who was present or nearby at the time. The people of Edirne were warned in advance ‘that the impending blast and crash would be like thunder from the heavens’ so that ‘the sudden shock would not leave some speechless or cause pregnant women to abort’. He described a ‘piercing air-rending sound’ that could be heard for miles around and a great pall of smoke as the first of the huge stone balls was hurled a mile through the air before burying itself nearly six feet in the earth. So prodigious was this weapon that contemporary chroniclers struggled for terms to describe it. They called it a ‘device’, a ‘terrible machine’, an ‘implement’ of ‘unbelievable and inconceivable nature’. ‘Such a thing the ancients, whether kings or generals, neither had nor knew about,’ wrote one. ‘Had they possessed it, nothing could have withstood them at all.’

No one had ever created an artillery piece on this scale. No one had been able to, or indeed wanted to. Cannons were expensive to make, hard to move, and though the technology itself had existed for a century they were still considered newfangled and unreliable. The logistics involved in the creation of even small artillery pieces were beyond the reach of most nations, and this particular project involved a drawing together of material and manpower that only the most powerful states of the time could hope to attempt. It was a moonshot in medieval warfare, a leap forward in the long battle between the wall and the gun, preservation and destruction, one safeguarding what exists, the other tearing it down to make way for something new.

The man who ordered its creation was the young Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II. Mehmet had been obsessed with conquering Constantinople since childhood. The city had occupied a coveted place in Islam since the faith’s inception; the Prophet himself was said to have foretold its capture. In the seventh-century AD, armies of the Caliphate twice besieged it unsuccessfully. By Mehmet’s time, the territories of the Eastern Roman Empire (or the Byzantine Empire, as it would posthumously be known) had been reduced to a handful of scattered territories and islands, with the old imperial capital little more than an impoverished city state entirely surrounded by Ottoman territory.

The Ottomans had emerged around the turn of the fourteenth century, one of several Turkish tribes in Anatolia, a land which had largely been wrested away from the Byzantines in a process of slow conquest driven by the westward migration of Turkic peoples. Osman, the founder of the dynasty, was a figure largely shrouded in myth. He was said to have had a dream in which it was revealed he would found an empire, but his descendants did most of the conquering. By Mehmet’s time, the Ottomans controlled most of Anatolia and the Balkans, and were the most powerful and efficient state in the region.

Despite the weakness of the Byzantines, capturing Constantinople was a formidable challenge. Lying on a peninsula, the city was roughly triangular in shape and its three sides were each highly defensible. To the south, a long section of sea walls overlooked the Sea of Marmara, where strong currents made amphibious assault difficult. To the north-east, another section of wall looked onto the harbour of the Golden Horn. This could be sealed off with a chain and easily defended by a fleet. It was by taking the harbour and breaching the sea walls that the Fourth Crusade had captured the city in 1204 (the only previous time it had been taken by force), largely thanks to the maritime might of Venice, an advantage the Ottomans still lacked. It was the western, landward side of the city that was most naturally vulnerable, but this was defended by the great line of fortifications built in the fifth century AD by the emperor Theodosius II. On at least twenty occasions attackers had pitched their tents before them – Avars, Slavs, Persians, Arabs, Bulgars, Russians and Turks. During their millennium of existence they had never failed.

These walls were every bit as remarkable as the cannon Mehmet had made to bring them down. They comprised a triple layer of defence: inner wall, outer wall, and moat. Approaching them, attackers would first encounter the moat, eighteen metres wide and at least seven metres deep in some places, depending on the topography. The inner supporting scarp of the moat was crenellated and acted as a third defensive wall. Beyond this was the outer wall, eight metres high and two metres thick, and beyond this the larger inner wall, between twelve and fifteen metres high and about five metres thick. Ninety-six towers jutted out from its four-mile length, with a similar number staggered in front of them along the outer wall. This design meant that any aggressors who succeeded in penetrating the outer wall would find themselves in a kill box, fired on from above on every side by the inner wall and the towers. At the time of its construction and for centuries afterwards, it was virtually impenetrable to the military technology of the day. Throughout the city’s history the maintenance of the walls remained a key civic duty that often involved the assistance of the general population, and repairs continued until the end, so far as the city’s rulers were able to finance them. Even when maintenance began to lapse in the Byzantines’ final decades, they remained a formidable barrier.



On that winter’s day in Edirne, the young man who would conquer them watched as his great cannon was fired for the first time. He was twenty years old, pale-skinned with large, dark eyes beneath arched eyebrows and a narrow chinless mouth that fell away under a hawk-like nose. We can picture him like this from the single compelling portrait that exists from around that time, a medallion of unknown date and authorship that shows a slender youth in profile with a beard looping from chin to ear and a turban tipped forward to reveal the rear of his scalp shaved up to the crown at the back of his head. It suggests a more tentative, owlish person than the corpulent and watchful old man of later portraits with his heavy-lidded eyes set imperiously to the middle distance. I imagine him on that winter’s day in Edirne as gaunt and brittle-seeming, tense with untested ambition as he approached the fulcrum of his existence.

We shouldn’t make too much of his youth. In those times the heirs of the Ottoman sultans were prepared for the business of ruling almost from birth. Mehmet had been appointed a provincial governor at age five, became sultan at twelve on his father’s abdication; was deemed unready and forced to step aside a year later; fathered his first son at fifteen, went to war at sixteen, and then at nineteen became sultan once more on his father’s death. He had two older brothers, but they both died when he was still young; in any case there was no law of seniority and each was raised as if he would become sultan, the idea being that when the time came, natural ability and divine favour would ordain the successor. It was a system that made for bloody interregnums and exceptional rulers.

His father, Murat, was one of these. He had taken over the empire at a time of peril; his grandfather – Bayezit I, ‘The Thunderbolt’, one of the great conquering sultans – had died in captivity following a crushing defeat at the hands of Tamerlane in 1402, resulting in the fragmentation of the nascent empire and a prolonged period of internal strife. Murat II emerged as sultan in 1421, and dedicated his thirty-year reign to consolidating and stabilising the empire. Among his chief reforms was the expansion of the elite Janissary corps made up of converted Muslim soldiery. Murat was a seeker of peace who was nonetheless formidable in war, and who sought, where possible, to find peaceful accommodations and alliances with his various neighbours. But he still inflicted several devastating defeats on his rivals in conflicts that he had not looked for. At Varna in 1444, he routed and destroyed a Crusader force led by the young Ladislaus, King of Poland and Hungary, who was killed on the battlefield. Four years later, at Kosovo, he triumphed against another Hungarian-led crusader force sent to avenge the defeat at Varna in a bloody three-day battle that permanently broke the power of the Hungarian state and opened the way for Ottoman expansion into eastern Europe.

Murat had attempted to capture Constantinople at the very start of his reign in 1422. The Byzantines had stoked the Ottoman internecine struggle that preceded his accession by promoting a pretender – it was one of the few cards the Byzantines could play against their more powerful adversary. Murat wanted to quash any possible remaining rival. But the walls defied him as they had defied all others, and he was forced to abandon the siege in order to address a rebellion in Anatolia. As it was, the city of the Romans remained impotent but unmolested for the rest of his reign, a vassal state in all but name, paying an annual tribute to the sultan and contributing soldiers to his campaigns. Murat and his advisors perceived no threat from it, could bully it at will, and saw little need to change the status quo. Moreover, long centuries of coexistence meant there were friendly links between the two courts, dynastic marriages and familial links, all of which made the need for action less pressing.

Mehmet’s eldest brother Ahmet had died when he was five, and his remaining brother, Alaeddin Ali – his father’s favourite – was murdered six years later along with his two infant sons in mysterious circumstances. At this point Murat began to take a keener interest in his surviving heir, and summoned him to court. He didn’t like what he saw. Mehmet was an arrogant and uncouth boy whom the efforts of an army of tutors and advisors had failed to tame or instruct. Appalled, he summoned a renowned mullah to take over his son’s education. Murat is said to have handed him a switch and given him express permission to beat him. When Mehmet laughed at this severe new tutor, he was thrashed so harshly that he thereafter became an avid and precocious student. Under this regime he memorised the Quran, became fluent in Greek, Arabic, Latin, Persian, and Hebrew, well-read in Islamic and Greek literature, and achieved a good command of philosophy and the sciences. It is a story that would typify his character: he was headstrong but not unmalleable, arrogant but could accept and learn from defeat.

Murat was keen to begin delegating leadership to his son under the supervision of his chief vizier, Halil Pasha, and left him as regent of Rumelia – the empire’s European province – while he went off to meet the ill-fated crusade of Ladislaus. Mehmet chafed against Halil’s tutelage and fell under the influence of an Iranian preacher he permitted to spread heretical ideas around the capital. Eventually Mehmet was forced to surrender the cleric to an angry mob who burned him alive. Shortly afterwards the Janissaries rebelled, demanding a pay rise and burning several quarters of the city before Mehmet granted them one.

In spite of this inauspicious start, a few months later Murat abdicated outright in favour of his son, retiring to Manisa and again trusting Halil to keep an eye on things. It is unknown why he did this: he is sometimes said to have been weary and grief-stricken at the death of Alaeddin Ali, his favourite, and desired to end his days in spiritual retreat. Whatever the reason, Halil begged him to reassume control after only a few months, after he became alarmed at a plan Mehmet was hatching to attack Constantinople. Murat returned and reassumed power, a transition that Ottoman historiography has tended to smooth over, but the fact that we know he paused on his way to Edirne to record a will implies there may have been some risk involved.

Among these details (the mysterious murder of Alaeddin Ali, Murat’s abdication and return, Mehmet’s botched efforts at command) are the broken pieces of a story that will probably never be told. It may relate to a power struggle playing out at the Ottoman court at the time, in which a clutch of aristocratic families who had hitherto held sway were being pushed aside by a newer caste of advisors known as the devşirme, former Christians and slaves who had converted to Islam and were loyal only to the sultan. The converts were generally more hawkish and radical, the old aristocracy more moderate and invested in the status quo. Murat had raised up the devşirme as a counterweight to the old elite, but had sought to balance the two. Halil, Murat’s senior and most trusted advisor, came from one of these noble families, but the coterie of advisors who coalesced around Mehmet were devşirme, of a zealous frame of mind, echoing and encouraging the boy’s dreams of conquest.

When Murat died peacefully in 1451, his death was celebrated in Europe, where the memory of his humiliation of the Crusaders was still keen, and where most observers were ignorant of the dynamics of the Ottoman court. Mehmet was widely thought to be weak and ineffectual on the basis of his first tenure as sultan, and Christian Europe believed it would have little to fear from him. But those closer to hand knew differently. Doukas, one of the most bitterly anti-Turkish Greek chroniclers, was uncharacteristically generous in his assessment of Murat: ‘Murat’s wrath was not intemperate,’ he commented. ‘He did not set out in hot pursuit of the fleeing enemy. Moreover, he did not thirst after the complete destruction of the fallen nation, but as soon as the vanquished sued for peace, he eagerly accepted their terms.’

Meanwhile, George Sphrantzes, an advisor to the Byzantine Emperor Constantine XI, was filled with dread when he heard the news of Mehmet’s accession. He was well aware of the new sultan’s obsession with Constantinople. ‘Overcome by grief,’ he recalled in his memoirs, ‘as if being told of the death of those nearest to me, I stood speechless.’



The young man who took the helm following Murat’s death was very different from the child who had failed so humiliatingly a few years before. The setbacks of his youth had made him ruthless, pragmatic and secretive. He hid his intentions behind a mask of cold reserve; his former impetuousness had been honed into an obsessive focus and a belief in his own destiny that exceeded even what one might expect from the heir to an empire. From the first moments of his rule he moved with patience and surgical intent. His only male sibling – his father’s infant son Ahmet, just eight months old – was drowned in his bath as his mother came to make her obeisance. Murat’s other widow, an Orthodox Christian princess whose father was the despot of Serbia and a powerful vassal, was sent back to her homeland with every honour; she would prove an important ally. Mehmet kept Halil in place, while appointing Halil’s close comrade, Ishak Pasha, as governor of Anatolia – an honoured position, but one that would take him away from the court and leave both isolated – and replaced him with the devşirme Zaganos Pasha. To the various visiting ambassadors who came to reforge treaties made with his father he seemed pleasant and amenable, reaffirming the old agreements, sometimes on even more generous terms than before, thus maintaining a sense of complacency among his potential enemies. To the ambassadors from Constantinople, he swore on the Quran to respect the integrity of their territory, and even offered to pay an annual sum of 3,000 aspers for the upkeep of Orhan, a pretender to the Ottoman throne who was exiled in the city, on the condition that he continue to be detained there. Thus he ensured that there was peace and quiet on his borders as he set about enacting his plans.

In the winter of 1451 he called together a thousand skilled masons and a larger number of labourers to assemble at a spot he had chosen on the European shore of the Bosphorus where the straits were at their narrowest opposite the existing Ottoman fortress of Anadoluhisarı. There they began the construction of a huge new castle, to the consternation of the Byzantines, on whose territory it stood. It became known among the Turks as Boğaz Kesen – the ‘Throat Cutter’ – and its purpose was to control traffic through the Bosphorus and cut the city off as part of an attempt to capture it. Mehmet personally supervised its design and construction. That was one of his qualities: an ability to immerse himself in technical details and close planning without losing sight of the bigger strategic picture. His tuition had instilled in him a fascination with engineering and technical innovation and a passionate belief in the possibilities of the practical sciences. He seems to have been a polymath, his interest extending also to history, the arts and literature. In the winter before the siege, he was said to have spent his time reading about the feats of Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar, conquerors whom he hoped to emulate and exceed. When the fortress was finally complete, a battery of guns were placed in it and the newly installed garrison was ordered to enforce a toll on all passing traffic. After a couple of ships successfully ran the gauntlet, a Venetian galley was blasted out of the water. Its surviving crew were beheaded and the captain impaled and publicly displayed as a warning to others.
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