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			CHAPTER 1

			The Sick Patient

			
				What can you expect of us, the children of slaves, brought up by eunuchs?
			

			—ABDUL HAMID
				II,

			to a British friend, prior to his accession as
				sultan in 1876

			
				Our state is the strongest state. For you are trying to cause its collapse from the outside,
					and we from the inside, but still it does not collapse.
			

			—FUAD
				PASHA,

			Ottoman grand vizier and foreign minister, to a
				Western ambassador

			FOR A TERMINALLY ILL PATIENT, the
				Sick Man of Europe took a long time to die. Dating the onset of Ottoman decline is one of the
				great intellectual parlor games of modern history. Did it begin, as a popular Turkish
				explanation would have it, with the fateful decision of Suleyman the Magnificent to put his
				capable son and heir, Mustafa, to death in 1553, consigning the empire to an endless succession
				of incompetent sultans? Or could the key moment have come even earlier, with the first of the
				soon-to-be-notorious Capitulations signed with France in 1536, conceding to French subjects
				trading privileges of the kind that, by the early twentieth century, had evolved into an entire
				system granting Europeans extraterritorial legal status in the empire? Was it the Ottoman
				failure to take Vienna during the first siege, in 1529, or the second, in
				1683? Was it the crushing Treaty of Karlowitz (1699), marking the first loss of Ottoman
				conquered territory in Europe? Or the still more devastating Treaty of Küçük
				Kaynarca (1774), which heralded the Russian advance south? Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in
				1798, which demonstrated the crushing superiority of European arms? The humiliating defeats
				against the armies of the Egyptian pretender, Mohammad Ali, which forced Turkey to turn to her
				archenemy Russia for protection in 1833? Or was it the Ottoman Empire’s strange victory in
				the Crimean War (1853–56), which turned her into a financial dependent of her powerful
				allies, Britain and France?

			The broad sweep of events used to mark the stages
				of degeneration suggests, at the least, that the question is not easily answered, if it is the
				right question to be asking. As Gibbon famously said of Rome, rather than inquiring why the
				Ottoman Empire was destroyed, “we should rather be surprised that it had subsisted so
					long.”1 Other
				empires fared far worse under the European onslaught, from the Aztecs and Incas in the Americas
				to the Mughal dynasty in India, the Manchus in China, the Qajar Shahs of Persia, and the entire
				continent of Africa. True, the Ottoman sultans, as supreme princes, or caliphs, of the entire
				Islamic world since the conquest of the holy places of the Hejaz region of western Saudi Arabia
				in 1517, measured themselves by a higher standard than those of regional empires like the Aztecs
				or Incas. Even so, Turkey’s location, straddling the Near East from the forests of
				European Rumeli through Asia Minor to the desert sands of Arabia and Persia, with the ancient
				cities of Palestine, Syria, and Mesopotamia in between, was if anything a greater temptation to
				European predators than lands farther afield. The plight of the empire’s substantial
				Christian minority, nearly a third of the population, was a perennial excuse for Western
				intervention; indeed, the Crimean War was literally fought over disputed Orthodox and Latin
				“protection rights” for churches in Jerusalem and Bethlehem. As the unification of
				Italy and Germany brought ethno-nationalism to the fore later in the nineteenth century, the
				Ottomans had to reckon further with irredentist movements from the myriad subject nations of the
				empire: Serbs, Romanians, Bulgarians, Macedonians, Albanians, and Greeks in Europe; Armenians,
				Kurds, Arabs, and yet more Greeks in Asiatic Turkey. Motivated by the sister callings of
				Christian Orthodoxy and pan-Slavism, the Russians alone had invaded Turkey
				five times in the century preceding the accession of Abdul Hamid II to the throne in
				1876—and they would do so again the very next year. Considering that the empire’s
				tsarist Russian nemesis could field armies drawing on a rapidly growing population base already
				more than four times larger than the Ottoman, the real wonder is that Turkey, in 1877, was still
				fighting.

			Part of the explanation lies in geography. Not
				unlike her great northern antagonist, the sprawling Ottoman Empire was difficult to
				defend—but harder still to conquer. What “General Winter” was for Russia
				against would-be conquerors, mountains, deserts, and fortified waterways were for Turkey. Since
				the empire’s high-water mark of expansion under Suleyman, the easily traversable border
				areas—the Hungarian plain, the Danube Principalities (modern Romania), the Crimea, the
				Caucasian Black Sea littoral—had fallen, leaving behind a much more defensible
					frontier.** In
				the Crimean War, the Russians had gotten bogged down on the Danube even before the French and
				British had intervened (and Austria had forced them to withdraw from the Principalities, on pain
				of intervention). This great river was guarded by the fortresses of Silistria, Rustchuk, and
				Vidin, with heavily garrisoned forts at Varna, Shumla, and Plevna awaiting in the hinterland
				beyond it. Next came the Balkan Mountains, impassable but for the heavily fortified Shipka Pass.
				If an invading army forced the pass, it would still have to reduce the great fortress defenses
				of Adrianople (Edirne) before approaching Constantinople across the lengthy plains of Thrace.
				Little wonder not even the Russians had made it this far yet (except by invitation, in
				1833).

			The empire’s prime strategic location also
				conferred diplomatic advantages. Each time an invading power threatened a key imperial choke
				point—the French in Egypt in 1798, the Egyptians at Kütahya, en route for the
				Bosphorus, in 1833, Russia crossing the Danube in 1853—the Ottomans were able to raise a
				countercoalition among powers anxious not to see an ambitious rival inherit the crown jewels of
				the empire. The Crimean War itself was something of a triumph of Ottoman diplomacy. The
				empire’s embrace of liberal reform in the Tanzimat era (inaugurated by the so-called
				Rescript of the Rose Bower (Hatt-ı-Şerif) in 1839, which
				took the first tentative steps toward granting civic equality for non-Muslims) won her such
				sympathy from France and Britain that they declared war against Russia on her behalf in 1854
				(joined by Piedmont-Sardinia, a coming power that piggybacked on the crisis to unify Italy).
				However futile the war seemed in retrospect to Western (especially British) chroniclers, it won
				the Ottomans formal admission in the Treaty of Paris (1856) to “the advantages of the
				Public Law and System of Europe,” along with a tripartite guarantee from Britain, France,
				and Austria “guaranteeing joint and several defense of Ottoman independence and
					integrity.”2
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			This diplomatic triumph, of
				course, came at a tremendous cost, beginning with nearly 120,000 Turkish casualties. The
				“advantages of the Public Law” mostly meant access to Western bond markets (first
				and foremost, to pay down the costs of the war), a two-edged sword that, sped along by
				extravagant spending on the new Dolmabahçe Palace, led directly to the Ottoman default of
				1875. And the famous Hatt-ı-Hümayun, or Reform Edict, of 1856, issued even
				while foreign troops still blanketed Constantinople, was so obviously shaped by growing European
				influence that it aroused more resentment than appreciation among Ottoman Muslims, many of whom
				were not sure why they had fought and died in a war so as to forfeit their legal supremacy over
				Christians, and—in one of the most notable reforms—to allow church bells to ring in
				Constantinople for the first time in centuries. Especially after British opinion of the Ottomans
				began to sour after the war, the Ottoman “victory” in 1856 appeared increasingly
				hollow. One can understand the bitterness that seeps into a recent official history of the
				conflict prepared by the Turkish General Staff, in which the authors lament that “those
				who appeared to be our friends were not our friends … in this war Turkey lost its
				treasury. For the first time it became indebted to Europe.”3

			The increasingly perilous entanglement of finance
				and European diplomacy was brought home painfully in the Balkan crisis of the 1870s. The
				suspension of bond coupon payments in October 1875 cost the empire any lingering sympathy in
				France and Britain, even while the financial crunch forced Sultan Abdul Aziz to rely on the
				Circassian Bashi-Bazouks, instead of the regular army, to restore order. The resulting Bulgarian
				atrocities isolated Turkey still further, and only dramatic measures, such as the deposition of
					two sultans at the hands of conspiring reformers, seemed to offer a way out
				of the impasse. Midhat Pasha’s constitution of 1876 represented, in theory, the capstone
				of Tanzimat liberal reform. In foreign policy terms, the constitution was a last desperate throw
				of the dice to ward off an impending European partition of the empire.

			The diplomatic drama ratcheted up quickly
				following the girding of Abdul Hamid II with the Sword of Osman. In late October 1876, the
				Ottoman armies destroyed what remained of the Serbian army at Djunis, opening the path through
				the Morava Valley to Belgrade. On the strategic principle of “heads we win, tails you
				lose,” Russia then moved to bail out her floundering Serbian ally, issuing an ultimatum on
				October 31 to the effect that Turkey must agree to an armistice, on pain of Russia severing
				diplomatic relations with her. Two weeks later, Tsar Alexander II ordered the mobilization of
				six corps of the Russian Imperial Army, along with reserves—some 550,000 men in all.4 With war fever spreading
				through St. Petersburg and Constantinople alike, with Gladstone’s polemic pamphlet rousing
				public opinion against Turkey in England and (in subsidized translation) Russia, with the powers
				demanding to hold a conference in the Ottoman capital at the tip of the Russian bayonet to force
				Balkan reforms, negotiations over the first-ever constitution for the Ottoman Empire reached the
				critical final stage.

			Although the young sultan had promised to
				promulgate a constitution as the price of his throne, Abdul Hamid had no intention of ruling as
				a limited constitutional monarch, much less a figurehead beholden to a European-style
				parliamentary regime. The sharpening of the Balkan crisis hardened his stance still further. In
				mid-December, even as European diplomats were descending on Constantinople to draw up terms for
				a partition of Ottoman Europe, Abdul Hamid endorsed a controversial new clause granting the
				sultan the power to exile “dangerous” political opponents. Additionally, the sultan
				retained the untrammeled power to appoint, and depose, cabinet ministers, and to convoke, and
				prorogue, a new bicameral parliament to be elected by popular vote. While other elements of the
				constitution—relating to Osmanlılık, or the equality
				of Ottoman subjects (including non-Muslims) in civil liberties, and penal and tax law, along
				with the right of petition and the security of property and home against seizure—were
				liberal enough, ultimate sovereignty was still invested in the
				sultan-caliph, Abdul Hamid, who clearly did not intend to dilute his own power—certainly
				not in the face of outside pressure from the European powers. Nor was the sultan, or any of his
				advisers, willing to accept a partition of Ottoman Europe: Article 1 of the constitution
				expressly stated that the empire “can at no time and for no cause whatever be
					divided.”5

			As if to emphasize the point, the constitution
				was formally promulgated at the Sublime Porte in the afternoon of December 23, 1876, even as, in
				the nearby Admiralty building on the Golden Horn, European diplomats convened the first meeting
				of the Constantinople Conference, meant to determine the fate of the empire. One hundred and one
				guns boomed to announce the onset of the first Ottoman constitutional era, or
					Meşrutiyet, loudly enough to interrupt the conference. The Ottoman delegate,
				Foreign Minister Safvet Pasha, then helpfully explained (in his poor, halting French) that the
				constitutional salute meant the delegates could now go home. The invitation to disperse was
				ignored. Unimpressed by a gesture they saw as too little, too late, the powers insisted on
				proceeding with the program for redrawing the map of the Balkans.**

			While the Turks had some hopes that
				Disraeli’s envoy, Lord Salisbury, would summon up some of the old Tory Russophobia to damp
				down the tsar’s demands, these were dashed quickly. Before the conference, Salisbury had
				already concluded that the Crimean War had been a “deplorable mistake,” and that
				this time “the Turk’s teeth must be drawn even if he be allowed to live.”6 After he arrived in
				Constantinople in early December, Salisbury was taken in by the formidable Russian ambassador,
				Count Nikolai Ignatiev, and his beautiful wife. The Ignatievs manipulated him so effectively
				that an open breach developed between Salisbury and Britain’s ambassador, Sir Henry
				Elliott—who was himself closer to Disraeli’s Russophobic line (Salisbury thought
				that Elliott had “gone native”). Salisbury also took an immediate dislike to Midhat
				Pasha, now grand vizier, and Abdul Hamid, whom he dismissed as “a poor frightened man with
				a very long nose and a short threadpaper body.”7 With Salisbury all but endorsing Gladstone’s
				Russophile line at the conference, there was no one strong enough to water
				down the terms dictated to the Porte, which included autonomy for Bosnia-Herzegovina under
				outside protection, an autonomous Bulgaria in two halves occupied by an international
				gendarmerie, and an independent Principality of Montenegro.**

			To almost no one’s surprise, Abdul Hamid
				rejected these humiliating terms on January 20, 1877, paving the way for the tsar’s armies
				to achieve by force what the powers had failed to achieve by diplomacy. Making sure not to
				repeat the mistakes that led to Russia’s encirclement in the Crimean War, tsarist
				diplomats negotiated, with Otto von Bismarck’s mediation from Berlin, a pledge of
				neutrality from Vienna (the price was Russian support for an Austrian protectorate over
				Bosnia-Herzegovina), and free passage for tsarist troops across the Danube Principalities (in
				exchange for gold shipped to Bucharest and Russian backing for an independent Romania).8 In a sense, the Ottoman
				Empire had reverted back to the pre-Tanzimat isolation of the 1820s, when the European powers
				had come together to support the Greeks in their war of independence. Four decades of liberal
				reform had won the Turks little lasting sympathy in the Western capitals; even Britain’s
				traditional Russophobic Turcophilia had curdled into contempt. Although the sultan and his
				advisers retained some hope that Prime Minister Disraeli, unlike his unfriendly diplomatic
				envoy, might come around and dispatch the British fleet if the Russians threatened the capital,
				until that happened the Turks, unlike in 1853–56, would have to fight this war on their
				own.

			Despite the unpromising diplomatic circumstances,
				Abdul Hamid’s decision to resist was not senseless. Because the sultan had embraced the
				constitution, he was enjoying something of a honeymoon with his subjects. The overbearing
				behavior of the Europeans at the Constantinople conference had alienated nearly everyone in the
				capital, even the Christian minorities, who were more interested in their new rights, especially
				that of electing representatives to the empire’s first-ever parliament. Representation in
				the capital itself would be split equally between Muslims (five deputies) and non-Muslims (two
				Greeks, two Armenians, and a Jew). Ottoman Greeks, an influential minority
				in much of the Balkans, had no wish for a greater Bulgaria to emerge under Russian tutelage.
				Many Turkish Armenians, for their part, were frustrated by the hue and cry over Bulgarian
				Christians, which had drowned out sympathy in Europe for their own plight. Midhat Pasha became
				the first grand vizier to honor the Greek and Armenian patriarchs by calling on them: they
				greeted him as “the resuscitator of the Ottoman Empire.” The historic Ottoman
				parliamentary elections, held in February–March 1877 even as tsarist troops were gearing
				up to invade the empire, had the effect of uniting the country behind the sultan in war fever
				against the Russian bully. On March 19, 1877, all the notables of Constantinople gathered in the
				throne room of Dolmabahçe Palace to inaugurate the first-ever Ottoman parliament, with 115
				deputies (of which 67 were Muslim, 44 Christian, and 4 Jewish), comprising some fourteen
				different nationalities. There was one European ambassador notable in his absence: Count
				Ignatiev. On April 24, 1877, Russia declared war, aiming for, in the words of General Obruchev,
				architect of her invasion plan, “the full, irrevocable decision of the eastern question,
				the unconditional destruction of Turkish rule in the Balkan peninsula.”9

			With six months to prepare for the onslaught, the
				Turks were ready. The Ottoman riverine fleet had near-total control of the Danube, and the Black
				Sea was almost uncontested, as the Russians had been forbidden to build ships or maintain ports
				on the littoral by the 1856 Treaty of Paris (although they had “cheated” by floating
				a small striking force in the Sea of Azov, which was then quietly expanded into the Black Sea
				under cover of the Franco-Prussian War in 1870–71). While the Ottoman navy was not
				terribly strong on the Black Sea itself, the fact that it operated freely there forced Russia to
				keep 73,000 troops in reserve, guarding Russia’s southern coastline. Buttressing the
				Danube fortresses, Bulgaria had been flooded with nearly 180,000 Turkish troops, most of them
				armed with the new Peabody-Martini rifles, sighted in at 1,800 paces and greatly superior to the
				Russians’ mixed bag of Krnkas, Berdans, and Karlés, with only the Berdan accurate as
				far as 1,500 paces (the Russians’ weapons were furthermore not interchangeable, meaning
				that ammunition for one rifle would not work for the others). In artillery, too, the Ottomans
				had the advantage, having equipped their Balkan armies with the latest steel breech-loaders from
					Krupp.10 Judging by the
				order of battle, there was no reason for Abdul Hamid to expect that the
				Russians would make it any closer to Constantinople than they had in 1854.
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			Obruchev’s campaign was, however,
				audaciously conceived and, for the most part, executed. After the spring floods had subsided,
				Russian sappers would secure a crossing point on the Danube between Zimnitsa and Sistova
				(Shishtov) by mining the river on both sides, to neutralize the Ottoman river fleet. This was
				achieved on the night of June 27–28, 1877, at the cost of about eight hundred Russian
				casualties. Obruchev had then insisted that the first army, 120,000 strong, should head straight
				for the Shipka Pass and, once through it, Constantinople, leaving a second army behind to deal
				with Ottoman fortresses on its flanks and rear. But Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, a prince of
				the blood given the command, chose instead to split his forces into three main columns, with the
				stronger two sent sideways to reduce Rustchuk and Plevna, while only a small spearhead of 12,000
				men, under Y. V. Gurko, raced ahead to Shipka. Although Gurko reached and held the pass, the
				Ottomans, under Süleyman Pasha, brought up reinforcements and placed his men under siege.
				Farther north, a relieving force of 36,000 men, under Osman Pasha, outraced
				the Russians to Plevna and entrenched themselves in the fortress city, enabling the Turks to
				repel bloody Russian offensives all through summer and fall. In the end the Russians won Plevna
				only by surrounding it (with the help of Romanian troops, keen to win their independence),
				cutting off Osman Pasha’s supply lines and starving him out. Winning the honorific of
				“Gazi,” Osman Pasha went down fighting, his horse shot out from under him. He
				surrendered on December 10, 1877.

			Thus far, the clash of arms had been fairly
				evenly matched. The Russians had performed better in the Caucasus, taking Ardahan in May and
				Kars in November. And yet everyone knew the Balkans were the main theater of the war, with
				Bulgaria—and possibly Constantinople itself, known to the covetous Russians as
				Tsargrad—its object. Even after Gazi Osman Pasha’s capitulation, the situation
				seemed far from dire for the Turks. The Russians, now that their troops freed up from Plevna
				could and did relieve Gurko at Shipka Pass, might well push on through the mountains—but
				in winter, through the snows and ice? Surely, with the military odds narrowing and the prospect
				of British naval intervention in case his armies reached the Thracian plain—Disraeli had
				ordered the Mediterranean fleet to Besika Bay, at the mouth of the Dardanelles, as soon as
				Russian troops had crossed the Danube in late June—it seemed that the tsar would prefer to
				negotiate some favorable peace settlement based on his great victory at Plevna instead.

			The Russians now surprised everyone. Even as
				diplomats in Vienna, Berlin, and London began gearing up for another partition conference, the
				generals resolved to push on. As Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, commander in chief, told Tsar
				Alexander II, “We must go to the centre, to Tsargrad, and there finish the holy cause you
				have started.”11
				After breaking enemy resistance in the Shipka Pass on December 27, 1877, and taking thirty
				thousand Turks prisoner, Gurko doubled back west and descended the Balkan Mountains above Sofia,
				occupying that city on January 4, 1878. The Russians then raced ahead to Philippopolis
				(Plovdiv), which fell on January 17. Three days later, with the Ottoman armies disintegrating, a
				Russian cavalry force entered Adrianople (Edirne), encountering little resistance. By January
				24, 1878, advance units had reached San Stefano (Yeşilköy, site of today’s
				Istanbul Atatürk Airport), on the shores of the Sea of Marmara, just six miles from the city gates.** After centuries of trying, the Russians had at last reached
				Constantinople. Would they claim their prize?

			Not if the British had a say in the matter.
				Despite all the mischief wrought by Gladstone’s pamphleteering and Salisbury’s
				intrigues, Disraeli was still prime minister, and he was not about to miss an opportunity to
				stand up to the Russians—not with crowds of English patriots waving the Ottoman
				flag in Trafalgar Square, singing the popular new tune “We don’t want to fight,
				but by jingo if we do … The Russians shall not have Constantinople!” Buoyed by the
				revival of popular Russophobia, Disraeli stood down his cabinet critics, and, on January 23,
				1878, ordered the fleet to proceed through the Dardanelles.†† Faced with the
				likelihood of British intervention, on January 30, 1878, Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich accepted
				Abdul Hamid’s request for an armistice.12

			By a miracle, the Sick Man of Europe had been
				saved on his deathbed. Except that it was not really a miracle. Like clockwork, the
				empire’s traditional strategic advantages had resurfaced when they were most desperately
				needed. The geography of the Balkans had not, quite, prevented the Russians from nearing the
				capital this time, but it ensured that when they did, they were too exhausted and disease-ridden
				to fight. By spring 1878, more than half of the troops at San Stefano had gone down with fever,
				even as the Turks were quietly regrouping, raising nearly 100,000 men to defend the capital if
				the armistice was broken. The very threat to Constantinople, meanwhile, had reawakened the ghost
				of British Russophobia from the dead, with public opinion rapidly veering 180 degrees from
				Gladstone’s anti-Turkish hysteria to jingoistic war fever against Russia.‡‡ As if
				to celebrate his deliverance, Abdul Hamid prorogued the parliament
				indefinitely on February 14, 1878, as was his constitutional right.

			True, the empire’s delivery owing to
				outside naval intervention was not what the sultan had wanted. In its own way, the British fleet
				anchored just south of Constantinople at Prinkipo island (Büyükada) was just as much a
				threat to Abdul Hamid’s throne as the Russian troops encamped outside the city.** Still, it
				was the Russians who drew up terms for a diktat peace at San Stefano, ratified by the sultan
				under duress on March 3, 1878, creating a “Big Bulgaria,” under Russian occupation,
				an enlarged Serbia and Montenegro, a war indemnity of 1.4 billion rubles (although only 40
				million Turkish pounds, or about 400 million rubles, was to be paid in cash), huge Russian gains
				in Anatolia, and the right of passage for Russian warships through the Ottoman Straits.13 But, as Abdul Hamid knew,
				with the British fleet at Prinkipo, and the other powers anxious about Russian gains, the treaty
				could not endure.

			The resulting Congress of Berlin (June–July
				1878) hosted by Bismarck was, on the surface, a humiliating affair for the Ottomans. Although
				the Russians’ “Big Bulgaria” was broken up, with a new province called Eastern
				Rumelia placed back under full Turkish control and a rump “Bulgaria” still under
				nominal Ottoman suzerainty, and tsarist warships denied the right of access to the Straits,
				Turkey still lost the provinces of Kars, Ardahan, and Batum to Russia, and any remaining claim
				on a Montenegro now doubled in size, or on Romania or Serbia, both now fully independent.
				Austria-Hungary, upon prior agreement, was also given the right to occupy and administer
				Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Britain gained a protectorate over Cyprus. Although the Russians’
				war indemnity was reduced to manageable size (“not more than 26,750,000 francs”),
				and the newly independent states were enjoined to pay their share of the Ottoman debt, European
				financial influence would now be all but absolute, with a new Debt Commission established to
				oversee the collection of Turkish customs, tariffs, and tolls so as to pay the empire’s
				creditors. Most onerous of all, Article 61 established European oversight of Ottoman internal
				affairs, stipulating that the “Sublime Porte undertakes to carry out, without further
				delay, the ameliorations and reforms demanded by local requirements in the
				provinces inhabited by Armenians, and to guarantee their security against the Circassians and
				Kurds. It will periodically make known the steps taken to this effect to the powers, who will
				superintend their application.” Capturing the spirit of the affair, at one point Bismarck
				remarked, upon hearing his pet canine growl at an unfortunate diplomat, “The dog has not
				finished his training. He does not know whom to bite. If he did know what to do, he would have
				bitten the Turks.”14

			Still, not all the news was bad for Abdul Hamid
				and the Ottomans. The empire had survived, and had been spared the worst. In some ways the
				Treaty of Berlin infuriated the Russians, deprived of what they viewed as the spoils of a
				hard-earned victory, more than the Turks, who could not have expected very much. Indeed Russia
				was nearly bankrupted by the war, having spent a billion rubles and incurred 200,000 casualties,
				in order to “liberate” Balkan Slavs, even while populist-nihilist-terrorist
				opposition to the tsarist autocracy was growing at home, culminating in the assassination of
				Alexander II in March 1881. Despite the territorial losses of 1878, and the creeping European
				control over his pocketbook confirmed by the Muharrem Agreement of 1881, which established the
				Ottoman Public Debt Commission (Düyün-u Umumiye Komisyonu), Abdul Hamid was
				himself safer than ever on his throne—not least because the financial reforms imposed by
				European bankers raised public revenues by over 40 percent and capped annual debt service
				payments at a manageable level, improving the regime’s financial position considerably.
				The loss of Egypt to British occupation in 1882 after the khedivial regime defaulted on its
				debts proved, in similar fashion, a backhanded blessing, as Cairo more reliably paid
				Constantinople the tribute (£665,000 annually) necessary to underwrite new loans for Abdul
				Hamid. Like Egypt, the other newly independent or semi-independent provinces—Bulgaria,
				Cyprus, and Montenegro—were forced to pay down their share of old Ottoman obligations,
				routed through the Debt Commission. British and French bondholders, having been burned badly in
				1875, wanted to make sure the sultan could pay down his bonds—as did even the Russians,
				hoping to salvage scraps of their hoped-for war indemnity. In this way the European powers, in
				their own financial interest, began nursing the Sick Man back to health.15

			Taking the lead in this endeavor was Imperial
				Germany. Notwithstanding Bismarck’s famous disinterest—before
				the Reichstag in December 1876 he had declared the entirety of the Ottoman Empire “not
				worth the bones of a Pomeranian grenadier”—there were good reasons for Germany to
				assume the burden of unofficial protector-of-Turkey-against-Russian-encroachment, now that
				Britain was cooling on the role (especially after Gladstone returned to power in 1880). With
				impeccable timing, Bismarck responded to the British move into Egypt in 1882 by sending a
				military mission, under General-Major Otto Kaehler, to train the Ottoman army and appointing a
				higher-level ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, Joseph Maria von Radowitz (a former state
				secretary who had been ambassador to Russia during the Balkan crisis). Even as Bismarck was
				quietly reassuring St. Petersburg, in a “very secret” protocol of the Reinsurance
				Treaty (ratified in 1887), that Germany would remain neutral if Russia tried to seize
				Constantinople and the Straits, he was authorizing German officers, working with
				state-of-the-art imported German artillery (Krupp, Mauser & Lowe, and Schichau), to revamp
				Ottoman shore defenses on the Bosphorus and Dardanelles, and on land, where a new line of
				fortifications at Çatalca defended the approaches from Thrace. With German instructors
				dominating the Harbiye War Academy, and an energetic officer-on-the-make, Colmar Freiherr von
				der Goltz Pasha, taking over the military mission after Kaehler’s death in 1885, the
				Ottoman army was fully reorganized on the Prussian/German model, divided into seven military
				districts, each assigned a numbered army and its own section of reserves (redif), ready
				to be absorbed into the active army in wartime.16 Meanwhile, German railway engineers were extending the
				Orient Express railway into Asia Minor, reaching Ankara in 1892, with plans to reach all the way
				to Baghdad.

			The German-Ottoman relationship, nurtured quietly
				by Bismarck, blossomed into public maturity under Kaiser Wilhelm II after he forced the Iron
				Chancellor into retirement in 1890. At the impressionable age of thirty, the kaiser had been
				received with elaborate ceremony at Yıldız Palace by Abdul Hamid in 1889—a trip
				Bismarck had opposed, for fear of alarming the Russians. When the sultan told his young fellow
				sovereign, with an air of conspiracy, that his “visit would make [the] powers very
				nervous,” it was music to Wilhelm’s ears. Years later, the kaiser could still recall
				every detail of the trip (not least the lubricious dancing of the sultan’s Circassian
				slave girls).17

			The burgeoning ties with
				Germany paid off handsomely in the next major crisis to face the Ottoman Empire.
				Inspired—although ultimately disappointed—by the halfhearted endorsement of their
				plight in the Berlin Treaty of 1878, Ottoman Armenians had begun organizing opposition groups,
				advocating “freedom” (the Dashnaksutiun, or Dashnaks) and
				“independence” (the Hunchakian Revolutionary Party, or Hunchaks). Beginning in
				Erzurum in 1890, violent incidents rocked eastern Turkey, as several Ottoman government
				officials were assassinated, leading to reprisals against Armenians. Faced with what appeared to
				be a rebel movement, Abdul Hamid responded the next year by organizing Hamidiye regiments of
				irregular Kurdish tribesmen (most of whom needed little incentive to target Armenians). The
				crisis made international headlines in 1894, when an Armenian uprising in Sassun, near Van, led
				to the massacre of hundreds (or thousands) of civilians.** The slow-burning civil war
				spread to Bitlis, Zeytun, Erzurum, Trabzon, and finally Constantinople, when, following the
				capture of the Imperial Ottoman Bank by Armenian revolutionaries, populist Muslim mobs rampaged
				through the streets, killing Armenians. No one knows for sure how many Armenians perished
				between 1894 and 1896, but it was a substantial number, and it certainly dwarfed the much
				smaller number of Muslim victims (around 1,000). The true number is probably in between the
				official Ottoman estimate of 13,432 and higher contemporary figures, whether European Commission
				reports (38,000 “Christian,” i.e., mostly Armenian, deaths in the provinces, then
				5,000–6,000 in the capital in August 1896) or a widely cited Armenian figure of 100,000. A
				leading demographer recently analyzed the hopelessly clashing data sets and came to no firm
				conclusion whatever.18

			Once again, ethno-religious unrest involving a
				Christian minority had provoked unwanted attention from Europe. But whereas in 1877, Russia was
				able to count on the neutrality, at least, of the other powers, in case she intervened on behalf
				of the Armenians, this time Abdul Hamid had a friend and patron in tow. As the hue and cry
				against anti-Armenian atrocities grew to a feverous pitch in fall
				1896—with Lord Salisbury, now prime minister, reprising Gladstone’s tune with only a
				bit less moralistic fervor—there was one European statesman conspicuously absent from the
				chorus. While privately, Kaiser Wilhelm II harbored doubts as to Abdul Hamid’s political
				future, in public he made the most dramatic gesture possible, sending his friend a signed family
				portrait to celebrate his birthday on September 22, 1896, even as other Europeans were
				denouncing the sultan as “Abdul the Damned” and “the monster of
					Yıldız.”19

			More important than this symbolic gesture was the
				German role in strengthening the Ottoman military. True, the Kurdish Hamidiye regiments, modeled
				more on the Cossacks on the Russian side of the border than the Prussian army, had not
				distinguished themselves fighting Armenian partisans in eastern Turkey any more than had the
				Circassians in Bulgaria, with “Hamidiye” now replacing “Bashi-Bazouk” as
				a European byword for civilian atrocities. But the German-reformed regular army was soon given a
				chance to prove its worth, when, in January–February 1897, an uprising of Greek Christians
				on the island of Crete reached crisis stage. Although rooted in the same explosive nexus of
				ethno-religious antagonism as the Armenian troubles, the Cretan rebels had close links, via the
				nationalist society Ethnike Hetairia, to mainland Greece. With some ten thousand Greek
				volunteers embarking at Salamis and Piraeus to fight for the Cretan cause, on February 2, 1897,
				a Greek colonel, Timoleon Vassos, speaking for the islanders, proclaimed Eunosis, or
				Cretan union with Greece. Not wishing to be outdone, in March some 2,600 Greek partisans on the
				mainland crossed the border into Ottoman Macedonia, hoping to spark a general Greek uprising
				against the sultan. On April 10, Crown Prince Constantine led a force of the regular Greek army
				across the Turkish border, toward Janina. Fighting was already under way in both Crete and
				Macedonia when, on April 17, 1897, the Ottoman Empire declared war.

			The Turks were ready. Under Marshal Ibrahim Ethem
				Pasha, the Macedonian army had carried out a methodical, German-style mobilization, with each
				disciplined infantry unit equipped with smokeless repeating Mauser rifles, easily superior to
				the Greeks’ single-shot French Gras models. After repulsing Greek attacks at Janina and
				the Melluna Pass, Ethem Pasha led his main force into Greek Thessaly,
				routing the Greeks at Tirnovo and Larissa (Yenişehir), before the Greeks, under Colonel
				Konstantinos Smolenskis, rallied some 40,000 soldiers to defend the Thessalian hub of Domokos
				(Dömeke) against 45,000 Ottoman troops. After heavy fighting, Smolenskis was forced to pull
				back again, this time for a last stand at the legendary coastal pass of Thermopylae (though with
				considerably more men than the three hundred Spartans who had tried to hold off Xerxes). Before
				it came to that, the Russians intervened to force an armistice on the Ottomans, signed on May
				19, 1897. The Thirty Days’ War had been short, sharp—and a triumph for Turkey.20

			In a flash, Abdul Hamid had dispelled the
				portents of doom surrounding the Ottoman Empire. Just months previously, the powers had been
				gearing up for another conference, with the Armenian massacres an excuse to put the empire
				through another partition; now they were begging the sultan to be magnanimous in victory. Having
				reversed the military humiliation of 1877–78, and knowing—this time—that it
				was best to stop before the Russians intervened, Abdul Hamid saw no reason to push his luck.
				While demanding that Greece pay a war indemnity, he made no claims on Greek Thessaly, aside from
				“rationalizing” the border line by incorporating about twenty villages into Turkey.
				Crete was given autonomy akin to Bulgaria’s, under Ottoman suzerainty, and an occupation
				force of Russian, British, French, and Italian troops were sent to the island to keep the peace
				between Muslims and the Greek Christian majority.21

			Although the war was a failure in terms of
				territorial gains and losses, the Ottomans—and Abdul Hamid himself—had regained the
				far more precious commodity of prestige. As if to beatify the beleaguered sultan’s
				reputation, Wilhelm II paid him an even more grandiose state visit in October 1898, which
				culminated in the kaiser’s notorious tribute before the tomb of Saladin in Damascus.
				“May the Sultan,” Wilhelm declaimed, “and his 300 million Muslim subjects
				scattered around the earth, who venerate him as their caliph, be assured that the German Kaiser
				will be their friend for all time.”22

			Although the kaiser was known for this kind of
				bombast, his praise for Abdul Hamid was no mere rhetorical flourish. Germany’s new
				ambassador, Baron Adolf Marschall von Bieberstein—soon known as the Giant of the
				Bosphorus—threw his considerable weight behind the sultan. Although a formal German-Ottoman alliance was never signed, a series of deals was agreed on in
				1898–99 that amounted to a kind of strategic partnership. In exchange for granting the
				Berlin-Baghdad Railway concession, the sultan demanded that Berlin share intelligence on
				revolutionary opponents of his regime. The Germans, for their part, were given excavation rights
				on lands through which the railway would pass, including historical artifacts and also copper-
				and coal-mining grants.23

			The railway concession itself, signed on December
				23, 1899, represented a considerable German investment in the kaiser’s friend. While the
				deal was misinterpreted in most of Europe’s capitals as a kind of mortgaging of the
				Ottoman Empire to Berlin, the terms were actually tailor-made for the extension of sultanic
				authority into the more loosely controlled regions of the empire, such as the Kurdish and
				Armenian areas of the southeast, and the Bedouin-bandit-dominated deserts of Syria and
				Mesopotamia. The Germans, through the offices of Deutsche Bank, had pledged to raise all
				necessary capital—beginning with a deposit of 200,000 Turkish lira in the Ottoman
				Treasury—and to finish construction within eight years. Meanwhile, in a clause personally
				negotiated by Abdul Hamid, the Ottoman government, “on its side,” reserved
				“the power of using, whenever it may desire to do so, its right of buying up the line from
				Konya to Baghdad and Basra.” In supplementary negotiations, the German Baghdad Railway
				Company further promised to construct telegraph poles at sixty-five-meter (seventy-one-yard)
				intervals along the entire line, to set aside 4 million francs for building Ottoman military
				installations nearby, and, in case of war, to put at the sultan’s disposal the
				railway’s “entire rolling stock, or such as might be necessary, for the
				transportation of officers and men of the army, navy, police, and gendarmerie, together with any
				and all equipment.”24

			Of course, the Germans still had to actually
					build the railway, which turned out to be far more difficult—and
				expensive—than anyone expected. German banks were nowhere near as well capitalized as the
				French and British ones that still dominated Ottoman trade, and it was a devilish business for
				the Porte to pay down German railway bonds under the oversight of the French-dominated Debt
				Commission, which controlled most forms of public revenue in the empire. The Taurus range in
				southeastern Anatolia was a logistical nightmare, which would require
				extensive—and expensive—blasting; in the end some three dozen tunnels were needed.
				Progress was halting at first, and then stopped completely in 1905 when the Ottoman government
				ran out of money again, even before the line reached the Taurus range.

			Still, the German investment in Abdul Hamid and
				his regime was too serious to be abandoned easily. Even as the Baghdad Railway was bogged down
				in financial difficulty, another German-led railway project was making tremendous progress, in
				part because it was financed independently of the European bond market. Under head engineer
				Heinrich August Meissner Pasha, construction had begun in 1901 on a Hejaz railway running from
				Damascus to Medina. This line, designed to speed up travel for Hajj pilgrims, was paid for
				almost entirely by popular subscription among Muslims, to the tune of 75 million francs. By
				1908, the line had reached Medina, with plans to extend it to Mecca, and thereby allow Muslim
				pilgrims to come in by way of Ottoman ports and avoid the British-dominated route from Egypt
				across the Red Sea entirely.25

			In a way, the Hejaz line embodied the
				German-Ottoman partnership even better than did the Berlin-Baghdad project. The kaiser, after
				all, had declared himself the “friend for all time” of the sultan-caliph and his
					Muslim subjects, which gave political point to the Hejaz railway. Abdul Hamid had
				himself begun to promote pan-Islam as a means of uniting his empire, printing thousands of
				copies of the Koran for free distribution to Ottoman Muslims, demanding that officials address
				him as “The Shelter of the Caliphate” (Hilâfetpenâh), paying for
				mosque restoration out of his “Privy Purse,” scrupulously observing Islamic
				religious festivals, and promoting more Muslim Arabs to high imperial positions than had any
				sultan in centuries. Yıldız Palace, which Abdul Hamid rarely left except for Friday
				prayers at the nearby Hamidiye Mosque, became a sort of “Muslim Vatican,” to which
				the global Sunni umma, or community of believers, increasingly paid homage.26

			Pan-Islam also made for good internal politics,
				at a time when the percentage of Muslims in the empire—and in Constantinople
				itself—was increasing steadily. As Ottoman power receded on the empire’s borders, a
				great demographic backwash was under way, as the tide of Islamic advance into the Balkans, the Caucasus, and the southern Russia rimlands was reversed by
				increasingly assertive Christian peoples. Each of the wars of the nineteenth century had
				provided a spur to this process. In the wake of the Crimean War, some 300,000 Muslim Crimean
				Tatars had fled to Anatolia, followed shortly in the 1860s by over a million Circassians and
				Abkhazians from the north Caucasus (this later wave also reflected the defeat, in 1859, of the
				Avar “Lion of Daghestan,” Imam Shamil, whose Murid warriors had fought on the
				Ottoman side against Russia, although many Chechens and Abkhazians carried on the resistance
				until 1862). The Russo-Ottoman war of 1877–78, and the subsequent partition at the
				Congress of Berlin, resulted in the forced migration of some 90,000 Turks and 40,000 Laz Muslims
				from the Caucasian territories forfeited to Russia, even while 20,000 Armenian Christians fled
				in the opposite direction, to Russia. Farther west, the numbers were higher still, with 150,000
				Crimean Tatars leaving Russia for Turkey, 120,000 Bosniaks (Bosnian Muslims) fleeing their
				homes, some 600,000 Turkish Muslims leaving the “Romanian” Principalities, and
				nearly 200,000 Bulgarian Christians leaving Ottoman territory to enter the new,
				quasi-independent Bulgarian statelet. Little wonder that in the first modern census conducted in
				the Ottoman Empire, begun in 1881 and completed in 1893, this famously multidenominational
				empire was beginning to show a serious list toward Islam, with 12.5 million Muslims out of an
				overall population of 17.4 million, or about 72 percent. The trend continued after 1900, with
				the Muslim proportion of the Ottoman population reaching nearly 75 percent of a population of 21
				million, by 1906. Constantinople itself, after briefly seeing the emergence
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				Thanks to Shaw, one can peruse these at ease in the comfort of home or office, and draw
				one’s own conclusions, whether or not they always match Shaw’s. Outdated though it
				is in some respects, the old classic Caucasian Battlefields, by William Allen and Paul
				Muratoff, remains essential reading on the Russo-Ottoman wars, and I could not have done without
				it. Although I have not met him, I would also like to pay tribute to Scott Anderson for his
				wonderfully wry new study Lawrence in Arabia, on which I drew heavily in my account of
				the Arab side of the war. Needless to say, I am alone responsible for any errors or miscues in
				the text.

			Eugene Rogan has just come out with his own
				ambitious history of the Middle Eastern theater of the First World War. I regret only that I was
				unable to obtain a copy until we had gone to print. Let us hope that both books help to restore
				the Ottoman Empire to the central role it should merit in the history of that war.

			It was Scott Moyers of Penguin USA who first
				suggested that I tackle this huge and important subject, and he guided it expertly to
				completion. My agent Andrew Lownie helped whip the project into shape, and I am grateful as
				always for his time and sharp critical eye. Simon Winder, for Penguin in London, gave the text a
				very close reading and the final result has benefitted enormously from his helpful
				suggestions.

			The archivists and
				librarians who have helped me over the years I was working on this project in a half dozen
				countries are too numerous to count, although I would like to make special mention of Paul
				Friedman of the New York Public Library, who devoted a whole dog day afternoon scanning
				materials for me on a tight deadline last summer.

			I could not have written this, nor any of my
				books, without the patient forbearance of my wife, Nesrin, along with my adorable children, Ayla
				and Errol. It is for them that I write, even if they are not yet at an age when they might read
				this kind of book. Someday, I fervently hope, they will do so. I hope they will enjoy it.
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