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O Fazil! Even if you say the words of unparalleled beauty,

the ignorant will still not like them
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CHAPTER ONE
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A Golden Chest

On the night of Tuesday, June 27, 1786, a wounded heart was sailing from Heybeliada to Büyükada on the waters of the Sea of Marmara, and the owner of that wounded heart was the only soul aboard the boat with a hooked prow who did not care for the golden chest.

However, for two months, people in Istanbul had been talking about a mysterious chest that had been appearing and disappearing on the sea at night near the Princes’ Islands. Rumor had it that this was the chest of Halil Hamid Pasha, filled with gold and jewels. The former Grand Vizier, dismissed on 31 March 1785 and later executed in Bozcaada, had entrusted the chest to someone he believed would safeguard it. Having foreseen his own downfall, he ordered the man to take the chest and bury it on Sivriada. While travelling in a caique to fulfil his master’s final request, the unfortunate man was attacked by a giant shark, causing the boat to sink. The chest had been drifting on the Sea of Marmara ever since.

To some, however, this story was a complete farce. Halil Hamid Pasha had been dismissed fourteen months earlier, whereas the golden chest had only been seen for the last two months. This inconsistency dealt a heavy blow to the story’s credibility from the outset. Even if the events up to the shark attack were accepted as true—despite previous claims that there were no sharks in the Sea of Marmara, a claim later retracted following testimony from local fishermen—it would have been impossible to spot a chest full of gold and jewels on the sea’s surface. This is because it would have sunk to the bottom the moment the boat capsized, just like a solid gold ingot would. 

Furthermore, it was not plausible that the second most powerful man in the empire, who was under intense scrutiny, would hide his fortune from the state by keeping it in such an ostentatious, gold-plated chest. This was not the only question left unanswered. How could Halil Hamid Pasha have trusted his treasure to a poor man? Why didn’t the poor man embezzle the treasure and run away? And why would he bury it on a deserted island when he had promised it to a master who was highly likely to be executed?

According to rational and skeptical Istanbulites, the story of the golden chest was nothing more than a hallucination experienced by one of the city’s hashish addicts, which was then spread by word of mouth over time. It was perfectly natural that reliable individuals would also claim to have seen the chest. Under the influence of what they had heard, people could easily mistake any reflection on the sea’s surface at night for the chest.

A third of Istanbul’s population believed that the golden chest enigma was paranormal. They reasoned that so many people could not possibly be lying. While a few individuals might have been influenced by a hashish addict’s delusions, it was inconceivable that such a large crowd could have mistaken every glint on the sea’s surface for the chest. According to these people, the golden chest was bait in a trap set by jinn to prey on human beings. They believed that anyone chasing it with the intention of getting rich would fall victim to these deceitful creatures created by Allah out of smokeless fire. For supernaturalists, the fact that the golden chest was only visible at night was the strongest piece of evidence. Furthermore, based on accounts from Muslim jinn under their control, eminent hodjas specializing in the occult claimed that the jinn playing this cruel trick on Muslims were Jewish jinn. 
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Bostanjibashi Ali Agha

On the night of Tuesday, June 27, 1786, Bostanjibashi Ali Ağa, who was seated in the stern of the boat sailing from Heybeliada to Büyükada on the waters of the Sea of Marmara, belonged to the third group. This forty-year-old Bosnian, who was as implacable as a sharp sword drawn from its scabbard against the Sultan’s enemies, was so afraid of jinns that whenever the subject of jinns came up, he would change the subject, and if he could not do so, he would not mention them by name, and instead of saying “jinns” he would say “may they have a good time.” Although the Sea of Marmara and the Bosphorus were within his jurisdiction, and the people of Istanbul had been talking about the golden chest continuously for two months, he waited until he received orders from the Sultan before doing anything to reveal the truth. Had Abdulhamid I not taken his spyglass sixteen nights earlier, peered into the Sea of Marmara from the imperial palace, seen the golden chest off Kınalıada with his own eyes, and ordered him to find and retrieve it, Ali Agha would not have had to recite the Throne Verse repeatedly while sitting in the stern of the boat on the night of June 27th to suppress his fear.

Bostanjibashi learned the meaning of the Throne Verse many years ago but deliberately forgot it, since he could not understand how and why Allah was “the Ever-Living” and “the Ever-Watchful.” What did the throne of Allah mean? How did His throne extend over the heavens and the earth? Why could sleep never overtake Him? While not only living beings, but even inanimate things decayed, disintegrated, fell apart, and collapsed—in other words, died—how could Allah always be alive? Unable to find answers to these questions, Bostanjibashi chose to forget the meaning of the Throne Verse in order to protect his Islamic faith.        

As he read this verse, Ali Agha would sometimes imagine himself as a two- or three-year-old boy holding his father’s hand as they crossed the Mostar Bridge. At other times, he would picture himself as a young, handsome sultan sitting on a golden throne adorned with chrysolites in front of the Gate of Felicity. This sultan was a just and merciful ruler who was undefeated in war and infallible in governance. He knew his subjects’ troubles before they were presented to him and provided immediate solutions.

That night, Bostanjibashi could not visualize any of them reciting the Throne Verse. He caught a glimpse of a few faint lights piercing the darkness as the boat passed by them. At that moment, he took a deep breath to try to forget the disturbing and ominous scenes from his dream the previous night. As he did so, he found himself muttering the words of the Throne Verse a little louder.
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Bostanjibashi Ali Agha’s Frightful Dream

Between the night of 26 and 27 June 1786, Bostanjibashi Ali Ağa had a dream in which he saw himself surrounded by an angry crowd in the Hippodrome of Constantinople, in the presence of Sultan Abdulhamid I. As the full moon shone in the sky, the padishah, riding a white horse in front of the Obelisk of Theodosius (he was the only one riding a horse in the dream and looked at least ten years younger than he actually was), was scolding   with a frown: “O man, may you get no benefit from the bread I have fed you so far! You don’t even have the capacity to find and fetch a chest. Because of your incompetence, Istanbul’s denizens can’t sleep well at night.” 

Upon hearing the words of the padishah, the angry crowd—which included some of Bostanjibashi Ali Agha’s fair-weather friends—raised their torches and cried out in absolute fury, “We, your humble servants, petition for the decapitation of Bostanjibashi! Put him to death, our august Padishah!”

“O, my most majestic, most gracious, most august and powerful lord and benefactor, my sovereign, my Padishah! I shall find that chest tonight and bring it before you. If I fail, my head shall be forfeit to you!” Ali Agha replied in a voice hoarse with fear. Yet the Padishah remained unmoved.        

At that moment, the Sheikh al-Islam approached the Sultan and unrolled the fatwa. Holding the document, which was as tall as he was, in his right hand, he presented it to Abdulhamid I while pointing at the Bostanjibashi with his left index finger. “My Sire,” said the Sheikh al-Islam, “this fire of sedition will not be extinguished until this cursed fellow’s body is removed from the world. Here is the fatwa concerning his situation. His murder is obligatory. His property is halal.”        

Bostanjibashi, who had lost all hope of survival, was tied up and an oily rope was placed around his neck while he wept. As he was pulled upwards by the rope around his neck, the pyramid at the top of the Obelisk of Theodosius opened backwards on its hinge. After he had completely entered the barrel inside the obelisk and there had been a deafening explosion, he yelled at the people as he soared into the sky: “O Muslims, is this fair? Has it ever been seen on earth that the chief of the imperial guards of the Padishah was fired like a cannonball?”

In the dimly lit bedroom, Bostanjibashi saw a figure approaching. It had the silhouette of a human, but no face. He tried to sit up in bed and raise his arms to protect himself, but he was unable to move. Assuming he was having a nightmare, he closed his eyes and recited the Daybreak and People Surahs several times. Eventually, he managed to sit up and call out to his wife, Hacer, asking for water. After guzzling water from a jug that Hacer had brought him, he began to recount his dream to his wife, who looked at him curiously. She was also a good dream interpreter. As she listened to him, a pessimistic expression appeared on her young, beautiful face and she had to avert her eyes from him several times.        

After a short silence that seemed too long to Bostanjibashi Ali Agha, “This dream is not a good omen. Always repent and seek Allah’s forgiveness,” Hacer told her husband. 
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Pantelis

Far from being disheartened, Bostanjibashi Ali Agha was emboldened by his wife Hacer’s interpretation of the nightmare and sought out the golden chest with renewed determination. Having spent the day giving alms to every beggar and street eccentric, contrary to his usual custom, the blue-eyed Bosnian performed his sunset prayer at the Bostanji Guardhouse, a border post on the Anatolian side of Istanbul on June 27, 1786. He then ordered Hamlajibashi Abdullah Agha, “Tonight, if necessary, we’ll patrol the waters from shortly after the night prayer until the dawn call to prayer. Prepare accordingly.” Abdullah Agha did not inform his men of the order he had received, nor did he make any more extensive preparations than he had done for the previous fifteen nights. “As usual, we’ll go around the Princes’ Islands, stopping on Büyükada to eat and drink at the tavern there. However, unlike the past fifteen nights, after our break there, we’ll probably do three laps of the islands on the way back to the Bostanji Guardhouse instead of two,” he thought.

That was why the lanterns of the tavern on the eastern shore of Büyükada, swaying in the light breeze, looked so lovely to Hamlajibashi Abdullah Agha at the helm of the boat. For Abdullah Agha, the only good thing about this torment, which had been going on for days in vain, was the one-hour break at this tavern famous for its wine, fish, and köçeks. Moreover, he had heard from Abram the tavern keeper that Pantelis would also be there this evening.        

Oh, Pantelis! “The most unattainable of Istanbul’s köçeks,” he thought. He watched Pantelis walk onto the stage barefoot and remembered how he had gasped with excitement at that moment. Oh, Pantelis! His hairless chest and perpetually pointed nipples were visible through his unbuttoned shirt as he danced. His large, round hips swayed from side to side in contrast to his lean, muscular body, making one’s heartbeat faster. Oh, Pantelis! He wouldn’t drink a drop of wine himself, but he would make his lovers drink jugs full of it. If he was happy with the tip he received, Pantelis would slowly undress to the music, casting sultry glances and captivating his lovers with his green eyes before bringing them back to life with a kiss on the lips. However, that was all. No one—at least, no one that Abdullah Agha knew—had ever woken up in Istanbul with their fingers in Pantelis’ golden, curly hair.

An unexpected noise awoke Bostanjibashi Ali Agha from the ominous dream he had had the previous night, the scenes of which were still flashing before his eyes and awoke Hamlajibashi Abdullah Agha from his sensual and sweet reverie about Pantelis. Suppressing his shudder, Ali Agha asked the oarsmen in an authoritative voice, “What happened?”

When the Bostanjibashi cleared his throat, Gazanfer, one of the oarsmen, pointed to his friend sitting to his left and said, “My Bostanjibashi Agha, Ahmed broke his oar.”

Ali Agha sharply turned his head to the right. To Hamlajibashi Abdullah Agha, his face appeared eerie—like the silhouette of a monster illuminated by the lantern at the prow of the boat.

Anticipating his commander’s question about the condition of the oars before setting sail, Abdullah quickly responded, “I personally inspected all of them. They were all as solid as German steel, my Bostanjibashi Agha.”         

Bostanjibashi squinted his dark blue eyes at the oarsmen in the boat. It was futile. From his vantage point, he could neither make out their faces nor determine who had stopped rowing because of a broken oar. To make matters worse, there were four men named Ahmed in the boat. 

“Speak! The oarsman who broke your oar!”  yelled, far from anger, his voice his voice rich with amusement. 

“’Tis I, my Bostanjibashi Agha. Ahmed of Skopje, the left-stroke oarsman.”

For a moment, the Bostanjibashi mistook Ahmed’s voice for someone else’s. “No, that Ahmed of Skopje was a right-stroke oarsman,” he thought. “This Ahmed, the one who broke his oar and just spoke up, is one of the novices.”

“Well done, my son!” he exclaimed, his voice booming. “We hadn’t planned to rest tonight. But you worked so hard that you could have broken that oar, so you deserve a rest. The oarsman on Ahmed’s right, let me hear you!”          

“Gazanfer of Kastamonu, at your command, my Bostanjibashi Agha!”

“Gazanfer, my son, your brother Ahmed is in your custody tonight. You shall look after him until we return to pick you both up.”
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The Twin-Pillared Tavern 

It must have been the imperial guards coming again. The big shepherd dog, who was chained to the Calabrian pine on the shore, would only bark frantically when he spotted the imperial guards, as if they were a pack of wolves. Having sworn at the guards’ mothers in Greek, the only language he knew, the old watchman of the Twin-Pillared Tavern lay curled up on his side and trumped tremulously. As usual, a wide grin split his face upon hearing the terrific sound produced by his mighty exertions. He didn’t want to get out of bed quickly, as he always felt dizzy and nauseous when he did so. So, he slowly sat up in bed. He replaced the dagger he had taken out of his waistband and placed next to his pillow when he went to bed back into his waistband. He put on his flat-heeled shoes and stood up, huffing and puffing. The lanterns at the end of the wharf and on the boat confirmed the watchman’s guess beyond any doubt. As on the previous fifteen nights, they were imperial guards coming to the tavern and causing the dog to bark furiously. He pulled the rope tied to the nail at the head of his bed several times and shook the rattles hanging from the tavern ceiling to inform those inside that the fun had to stop. The humming from the tavern stopped soon afterwards.

Carrying a lantern, the watchman started walking towards the dog on the wooden quay. At first, he shouted at the barking animal, which kept jumping up and down. Despite the dog being on a chain, the watchman grabbed it and pulled it towards him several times. By the time the boat had docked, the dog had fallen silent. The watchman dragged the dog away from the pier and towards the shore by its chain. He shortened the chain by looping it around a high branch of a Calabrian pine and securing it tightly. When he turned to face the sea, he saw that only two oarsmen from the Imperial Guard had disembarked and were walking down the wooden wharf. One of the oarsmen shouted something to him in Turkish. The watchman assumed the man was telling him to restrain the dog. To show that the animal was no longer a threat, he spread his arms wide. As he hurried from the tree to meet the oarsmen, the elderly Greek watchman realized with concern just how short and diminutive he looked compared to the two young Turkish men, who were wearing red caps and carrying machetes.

Gazanfer and Ahmed climbed the stone steps, which were illuminated by the watchman’s lantern. Meanwhile, the boat moved away from the shore of Büyükada. Above all, Gazanfer was happy to be free from rowing. Not only would he eat and drink for free, but he would also be able to flirt with the köçek in the tavern without paying. All of this was wonderful, too. Besides, tonight had the potential to be very profitable for him. He knew that most of the regulars at the Twin-Pillared Tavern were non-Muslims, particularly Greeks. Until that night, he had never seen a Muslim enjoying himself there. However, there might be one there tonight. “Why not?” he thought. After all, wasn't Satan devising new strategies every day to deceive and lead Muslims astray? Two or three devout Muslims could be possessed by Satan. Why not? He could persuade them to go to Abram’s tavern, drink, and have sex with köçeks. The Qur’an unequivocally states that both of these actions are sins. “Why not?” he thought. If he caught Muslims drinking in the tavern, he could accept a bribe to turn a blind eye to their crime. “As for the Jewish trickster named Abram,” he thought, “I can take his forty akches for two Muslim customers. No, considering their crime, that would be too cheap. Forty plus forty makes a hundred akches for two Muslim customers.” Is forty plus forty a hundred? Never mind. I can squeeze a hundred akches out of Abram for serving alcohol to Muslims in his tavern, even though it was strictly forbidden.” He was sure that Abram would pay this amount. Otherwise, not only would Abram receive a beating, but his tavern would be closed, and his license would be taken away.        

At the end of the stairs was the porch, which was supported by twin red porphyry pillars and gave the tavern its name. Under this porch was the tavern’s entrance to the seaside. When Silahdar Yusuf Pasha conquered Chania Castle in Crete in 1645, he brought these two columns to Istanbul as spoils of war. Sultan Ibrahim, who had spent pouches of gold coins on the Cretan Expedition, was shocked to see that the spoils included only two porphyry columns, not slaves or gold coins. Although he claimed that he had forbidden looting and taking captives from the enemy in order to keep his promise to the Venetians, who had ruled the island at the time and surrendered Chania Castle to the Ottoman forces, Yusuf Pasha was unable to convince anyone of his explanation. Rumors spread that the pasha had taken bribes from the Venetians and, as a result, he was executed less than two months after his ceremonious arrival in Istanbul.

Upon seeing the dead body of Silahdar Yusuf Pasha, who was also his son-in-law, Sultan Ibrahim lamented, “What beautiful cheeks he had, like red apples! What a pity I had him executed!” Until his dethronement on 8 August 1648, Sultan Ibrahim had never wondered about the fate of the twin pillars that Yusuf Pasha had brought to the Ottoman capital as booty from Chania. Subsequent sovereigns were unaware of their existence. Over the years, the Chania booty, which had been thrown into the Topkapi Palace garden, became overgrown with ivy. During the Patrona Halil rebellion of 1730, a Janissary colonel cut down the ivy with a sword. Taking advantage of the lack of centralized control over the imperial palace gardens caused by the rebellion, the colonel sold two of the columns for twenty Ottoman gold coins to an Armenian furrier. Shortly after this purchase, the Janissary colonel was executed for collaborating with the rebels. Filled with regret over purchasing of state property from an executed rebel, the new owner of the porphyry columns secretly ordered his loyal men to dispose of them into a dried-up well on Büyükada.  
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Why Did Abram Open a Tavern on Büyükada?

Abram was a Jewish merchant from Izmir who had amassed a considerable fortune by importing and exporting goods around the Mediterranean on the ships of his French business partners. However, after incurring heavy losses during the Russo-Turkish War of 1768–1774, he transferred his company shares in Izmir to his brothers and relocated to Istanbul to open a tavern. Upon his arrival, he purchased a residence in the Ortaköy neighborhood, where some of his relatives lived. He tried desperately to obtain a license to open a tavern in Galata—the city’s most suitable district for such a venture—even offering large bribes to the authorities. However, he was repeatedly told, “No matter how much money you give us, Abram Chelebi, we cannot give you a license to open a tavern in Galata because no licenses have been issued there for years.” He then offered partnerships to every tavern keeper he met in Galata, Kumkapı, Samatya, Balat, Yenikapı, and Ortaköy, or proposed buying their shops, but received no positive response.         

During Abram’s unsuccessful attempts, he Treaty of Kuchuk Kainarji was signed between the Ottoman and Russian Empires. This treaty promised to revive Mediterranean trade and secure trade routes, making commerce even more robust than before. Regretting his decision to transfer his company shares to his brothers and move to Istanbul, Abram planned to return to Izmir to buy back the shares he had sold them. One Sabbath night during this period, after having marital relations with his wife as a mitzvah, Abram dreamed that his grandfather appeared to him.       

At the beginning of the dream, Abram was dressed in French attire, acting as the captain of a trading ship bound for Europe. The vessel was named La Paloma—meaning “the pigeon” in Judeo-Spanish, Abram’s mother tongue. In reality, neither Abram nor his French partners had ever owned or traded on a ship by that name; furthermore, he had never traveled beyond Ottoman ports and lands.

In the dream, La Paloma was ambushed by pirates who were accompanied by a jinni. This blue-skinned creature possessed a human body, oversized canine teeth, large ears, and goat-like horns. Clad only around his loins, he wore gold hoops on his wrists, ankles, biceps, and neck. With a single blow of his sword, the jinni severed Abram’s head from his body.

His head plunged into the sea and eventually drifted ashore. When Abram witnessed his own headless corpse lying on the beach, he began to weep and cry out in despair. At that exact moment, his grandparents appeared in the sky, sitting cross-legged upon a golden divan.

“O Abram!” his grandfather called out to him. “If you desire that your head be reunited with your body, you must hearken to my words and do exactly as I command. You shall not return to Smyrna. Instead, you shall establish a tavern on the largest of the Princes’ Islands. Your tavern will be steeped in iniquity by night, only to be purified by the first rays of dawn. Inside, you shall suspend seven olive-oil lamps from the ceiling on the north side and seven on the south side. You shall pave the floor with six hundred and sixty and six square stones, alternating black and white. The tavern must possess two portals: one facing the seaside and the other facing the landside. Thirty and three steps must ascend to the seaside portal, while seven steps will lead down to the landside portal. A cypress tree must stand on each side of this portal. Adjacent to the seaside portal, you shall erect two porphyry columns. These columns are currently buried beneath the earth; you shall locate them and disinter them. A youth will serve as your guide. Go forth and find him.”        

The following morning, Abram summoned his men immediately and ordered them to prepare his caique. They couldn’t fathom why they were going to Büyükada on that cold last day of November, nor why they had taken picks and shovels with them. However, they were afraid of their boss and hesitated to ask him anything about the voyage. The Anatolian shores of Istanbul were shrouded in a faint grey mist, and the sea was calm. Seagulls and cormorants were either swimming lazily on the sea’s surface or flying very close to it in groups of three or four. As the caique with its three oarsmen turned towards the eastern shore of Büyükada, a hoopoe seemed to come out of nowhere and landed on Abram’s right shoulder. After a few seconds, it took off and disappeared. Abram gestured to the helmsman to land slightly below the Greek monastery on the hill and told him he wanted to disembark there.         

Abram went ashore without waiting for the caique to dock properly, despite the fact that his shoes would get wet. He stopped his men, who were preparing to follow him, and told them that he wanted to walk alone for a while. This was where the hoopoe that had landed on his shoulder in the caique had wanted to take him. The bird had told him that the twin porphyry columns his grandfather had mentioned were here. Abram was sweating, his face burning and his ears ringing; he was also shivering. He looked left and right uneasily as he walked towards the cypress trees on the hill. Suddenly, colorful lights flashed before his eyes. The jinn who had beheaded him in his dream appeared before him and, with a single blow of his sword, severed his head from his body once more. As the jinn lifted Abram’s head from the ground, a brilliant flash of light shot down from heaven and landed between the two cypress trees. A naked youth with long black hair falling over his shoulders, no beard or moustache, and a hairless body emerged from the light. He held a short lance in one hand and a mirror in the other. The jinn led Abram’s head towards the youth. He turned the mirror towards Abram’s head. In that moment, Abram saw his entire future and understood why his deeply religious grandfather had ordered him to open a den of vice. The youth then turned the mirror away from Abram’s face. The jinn placed Abram’s head, which he was holding, onto the body of the standing Abram. Now fully human again, Abram knew that if he revealed what he had seen, his head would be cut off and would never be reconnected.

Abram was unable to speak for a while after his shaking and convulsions ceased. He stared blankly at his men, who anxiously asked if he was all right. Those who had witnessed epileptic seizures before noticed the wet patch on the front of his clothes. Receiving no answer from their boss, they too lapsed into silence. Nearly ten minutes later, Abram pointed to a millstone a few meters away. Although largely covered in soil, the stone was broad in diameter but not very thick. Abram ordered his men to check it for a pentagram mark. They exchanged surprised glances before one man stepped forward as if the order had been meant for him alone. After a brief examination, the man reported that there was no pentagram. Abram said nothing; he simply raised his arms, gesturing for his men to lift him. As he stood, one of them retrieved the purple, quilted turban wrapped in white muslin from the ground and placed it back on his head. Abram occasionally stepped on the hem of his black robe, losing his balance, but with his men supporting him, he managed to reach the millstone without falling. Crouching down, he began brushing the earth away. He easily uncovered the hand-sized, five-pointed star carved into the stone. After staring at the stone for a minute—his expression hovering between tears and laughter—he looked up at the man who had informed him that there had not been a pentagram mark on it. “Bring the picks and shovels,” he said.

After some effort, the millstone was moved aside by about 20 to 30 centimeters, revealing a well underneath. Two red porphyry columns stood inside it. While Abram was thinking about how to remove them, one of his men noticed three figures approaching from the hill on which the Greek Orthodox monastery stood and alerted him. Ordering his men to return the stone to its former position immediately, Abram stood up and scanned the hillside. By the time his men had replaced the stone, the three figures were very close. They were two grey-bearded Greek monks and a bodyguard with brown hair, a handlebar moustache, and a stern face. The bodyguard wore a sword and a pistol in a sash around his Jodhpur breeches, keeping his right hand on the pistol’s hilt as he walked. Abram easily won the sympathy of the Greek monks by behaving in a friendly manner, speaking fluent Greek—albeit with an accent—mentioning mutual acquaintances, and showing respect for sacred Christian values. Nevertheless, the monks stated that they could not give a definitive answer to the Jewish merchant's request to rent the land for a tavern. Instead, they invited him to the monastery to discuss the matter in detail with the bishop.         

Having previously encountered insurmountable obstacles at every turn in his quest to open a tavern, Abram managed to persuade the bishop to rent the land to him during their first meeting. However, he then discovered that the artisan guild also had a claim on the land. Abram found it easier to persuade the notables of the artisan guild than the Greek Orthodox Church authorities. While there were many suitable locations for a tavern in Istanbul and the Three Districts—Galata, Eyüp, and Üsküdar—the authorities were suspicious of a Jew with French connections wanting to open a tavern on Büyükada, a semi-deserted island far from the city center. To dispel any doubts on this matter, Abram was interrogated by the Janissary Agha. During the interrogation, he explained the reason for his unusual request as follows:

My Lord Agha, I have not been granted a license to open a tavern in any of the suitable neighborhoods of Istanbul, and no tavern keeper has ever sold me their shop. After all, it is cheaper to rent a plot of land on Büyükada and build a large tavern than to buy a small, ramshackle one in Galata. Of course, there are fewer customers on the Princes’ Islands than in Istanbul and the Three Districts, and it will always be so. Yet, the biggest problem for tavern keepers in the capital is that customers are reported for disturbing public order, resulting in taverns being closed down. There are no Muslims on Büyükada except for a few Janissaries and imperial guards. Since my tavern will not be in the midst of homes, it will not cause any trouble for the non-Muslims either. Furthermore, the most delicious fish in the Marmara Sea are caught around the Princes’ Islands. The wines produced by the Armenians in Kartal are also of a very high quality. Since transportation costs will be trifling, I will be able to make a handsome profit by selling them in my tavern.      

After Abram left his presence, the Janissary Agha said to the steward of tavern-keepers’ association, “No other nation has the business acumen of these Jews in the world,” and ordained that Abram be given permission to open a tavern on Büyükada.
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Ioannis the Long-Haired

On Tuesday night, June 27, 1786, Abram welcomed Gazanfer and Ahmed to his tavern. He greeted them as warmly as he had greeted the armed bodyguard and the monks from the Greek Orthodox monastery that owned the land on which he had built his tavern twelve years earlier. Gazanfer and Ahmed did not display even the slightest gesture of courtesy in response to Abram’s gracious welcome and invitation. Under Abram’s direction, the two oarsmen’s bare feet moved slowly across the black-and-white checkerboard marble floor while their eyes adjusted to the light.          

Whenever Ahmed came to this tavern, his eyes would fix upon a fresco painted on the wall directly opposite the entrance. It was larger than all the other frescoes in the tavern. This fresco, the only portrait adorning the walls of the Twin-Pillared Tavern, depicted a young man with long black hair and bare feet, dressed in black tulle, holding a short lance in his right hand and a mirror in his left. Through the tulle dress, the young man’s hairless white physique, including his penis, was visible. Never had Ahmed seen a köçek in such a transparent outfit, nor had he ever watched one performing with a short lance or any other weapon. As a member of the oarsman unit belonging to the imperial guards—whose duties included inspecting the taverns of Istanbul—the Albanian oarsman had frequented almost every tavern in the city. He had come across countless landscapes, still-life paintings, and frescoes of famous köçeks. Yet, this one was completely different from anything he had seen before. Ahmed always wondered: had there truly been such a beautiful köçek in Istanbul, dancing on a tavern stage with a short lance and a mirror, without him ever knowing?

Unlike Ahmed, Gazanfer wasn’t interested in the tavern’s architecture or decorations. He was interested in its customers. As soon as he entered, he noticed that no Muslims had been tempted by Satan to visit and drink at the tavern. He cursed his bad luck, feeling bitterly disappointed. He disliked the gaze of the old bartender standing behind the marble counter to the left of the door, as well as the gazes of the three Greek men in tattered clothes standing at the counter, drinking. He looked intently at the Greek Orthodox monks sitting on backless, wicker-topped chairs around two round copper trays. He waited for one of them to greet him first. When this did not happen, he became annoyed. As Abram guided him and his friend Ahmed of Skopje toward an empty copper tray in front of the large wine barrels, Gazanfer’s eyes fell on the tavern’s three other closed doors. Aligned side by side on the wall directly below the fresco of a köçek holding a short lance in one hand and a mirror in the other, these three uniform doors had six-pointed star motifs at their centers. Gazanfer was sure that behind one of these doors were stairs leading to the upstairs rooms where same-sex prostitution took place. He wasn’t sure if Muslims were having sex with köçeks in those rooms. The only way to find out was to raid the rooms. This thought ran through Gazanfer’s mind. While it was legally permissible, it was nearly impossible for him to carry out. As Abram placed a brass candlestick on the tray and ordered the young saki to serve wine to the oarsmen, Gazanfer thought, “Bostanjibashi Ali Agha, our superior, did nothing of the sort on our previous visits here. Who am I to inspect the upstairs?”

As the instrumentalists began to play Greek music again, the tension that had filled the tavern following the arrival of the imperial guards slowly began to dissipate. The tobacco in the clay bowls of the chibouks was relit, and the glasses of wine and raki were refilled. Some customers raised their glasses and said, “Cheers!” Sakis brought long pipes filled with tobacco—and some with a small amount of hashish—to those who wanted to smoke after the meal. They also brought metal ashtrays and hand candlesticks with burning candles to light them. A fair, auburn-haired youth with long hair covering the right side of his face held a hand candlestick and lit the candle on Gazanfer and Ahmed’s tray. As he set down the saltshaker on the copper tray, the youth noticed Gazanfer touching his buttocks through his.

“How are you, the Rose of Chios? Is that you who will become our sweetheart and serve us tonight?” Gazanfer asked.

The saki straightened his posture and translated Gazanfer’s Turkish into Greek. He intended to construct a long sentence, but it was difficult. He nodded and said “yes” in Turkish.            

Just as Gazanfer was about to laugh and say something to the cupbearer boy, Ahmed poked Gazanfer's left shoulder with his two fingers and, as though he had been out of breath for a long time and could only breathe now, “Gazanfer Agha, shall we leave here?” he asked.

“Huh? Why my brother?”

“I’m not hungry at all. I don’t want to drink either.”

When the saki went for service, Gazanfer’s hand fell from the young man’s thigh. He turned his head away from Ahmed and watched the saki walk away slowly. Gazanfer turned back to Ahmed. “Yes,” he said. “Ioannis the Long-Haired is blind in one eye, but he’s quite handsome. Besides, there is no köçek or saki here friendlier than him. If you don’t like him, we can ask for a different saki. It’s no trouble at all, my brother!”

“Nah, my agha, my business ain’t with him. I’ve known Ioannis the Long-Haired these past two weeks. He drew the wine for us the other night. The lad is easy on the eyes and knows his place.”       

“So, what’s your problem?” 

Ahmed took a deep breath, and by pointing with his hand to sakis and köçeks, some of whom were running between the tables, some of whom were offering glasses to the customers with their hands, and some of whom were teasing the customers in their seats, “I fell in love with a köçek, like these,” he said and went on: “Pantelis. The lad said something to me that was like a dagger in my heart. I couldn’t say anything. I was stunned. Did he cast a spell on me, what did he do that I couldn’t slap him in the face for saying that? That’s why I’ve been simmering with anger for days.”

“What did he say? ‘I didn’t untie the knot of my şalvar even for pashas. Who do you think you are, you dog?’ Huh?’”

“That’s exactly what he said, my agha.” 

While Gazanfer was laughing, Ioannis the Long-Haired came back with a ceramic jug in one hand and two crystal goblets in the other. Gazanfer turned to the young saki and said, “Come, O beautiful saki! Fill our goblets. Sit next to us. Your lips are our appetizer tonight.” 

Even though he did not fully understand them, Ioannis smiled, assuming the words were kind. Sitting between the two oarsmen, he filled a goblet and handed it to Gazanfer. The Kastamonu oarsman drank the wine in one gulp, sighed deeply, and turned his face toward Ioannis. The young saki didn’t keep his customer waiting. He pressed his lips against Gazanfer’s cracked lips beneath his black, bushy mustache. Then, Ioannis poured a glass of wine for Ahmed. Ahmed accepted the goblet from his hand, took a sip, and put it down on the copper tray without looking at Ioannis. With a voluptuous expression, Ioannis waited for Ahmed to turn toward him. He expected this sullen customer to kiss him as well. However, Ahmed did not.

“If I don’t do something, this idiot Albanian will ruin my night,” thought Gazanfer. He took his goblet and handed it to Ioannis, signaling for him to fill it up again. “Come on, brother! Let’s drink!” he said to Ahmed, raising his goblet of wine. “Don’t think about that son of a bitch tonight. He does the same to everyone.” After the crystal goblets clinked, Gazanfer kissed Ioannis on the lips and said to Ahmed, “Now it’s your turn, brother. Take your appetizer from Ioannis the Long-Haired’s lips.”       

As his lips met Ioannis’ for a brief moment, Gazanfer pulled back and said to Ahmed, “Good! Rejoice, my brother. After all, a man comes to this perishable world but once.”

8

Pantelis’ Tender Bottom Turned Rosy-Red

The clinking of the anklet made of silver and copper coins on Pantelis’ left ankle was interrupted by the third knock on the door of the room, much louder than the previous ones. Without looking at his clients, the young köçek went to the door, and without opening the door, asked the person on the other side of the door in Greek, “What is it? What’s going on?”

“Open the door. I have something to tell you.”

Pantelis looked at his two clients, who were lying half-naked on the divan and running their hands over each other’s bodies. “I’ll open the door. It’s nothing important,” he told them in Turkish.

Pantelis, who opened the door a little, was wearing only a small red velvet waistcoat embroidered with goldwork thread except for an ankle bracelet.

“Barba Abram wants you to get ready,” Aspasia, the scullery maid and cleaner at the Twin-Pillared Tavern, said in Greek, ignoring the young man’s state and his larger-than-normal, though not fully erect, penis. “Tonight, you are going to be the tavşan,” she added in Greek.

“What about Stavros?”

“Kir Stephanos came. He’s in the room with him. He won’t be out for an hour,” the old woman replied by lowering her voice a little.

“No way! To begin, I didn’t know about this. Next, I have guests. And finally, I don’t have my tavşan costume here. Stavros’ tavşan costume doesn’t fit me.” 

“Barba Abram thought of that, too. ‘There are smaller the tavşan costumes. One of those must fit him. Let him get dressed and come quickly,’ said he.”

“Well, how am I going to explain this to my guests?”

“You can come back when you’re done. Give Hussein Bey the regards of Barba Abram. He’ll take the meaning and bear no anger.”

“Barba Abram’s regards aren’t enough for you to take our köçek away, Çaça Aspasia. You must return the pumpkin narghile that you just took and bring some nougat on the side.”         

On August 22, 1782, Aspasia’s hair, face, neck, and hands were burned in the conflagration that destroyed twenty thousand buildings in Istanbul in fifty hours. She also lost her house in Cibali, which she had run as a brothel. No one called her çaça anymore. For Aspasia, çaça—literally meaning elder sister in Istanbul Greek, but a female manager of a brothel, in Turkish slang—was an incantation. While being scolded by köçeks, or washing divan covers stained with blood, semen, saliva, and excrement with her burn-scarred hands, she would remember that she had been a wealthy çaça once upon a time. Every time she pronounced her name together with this adjective to herself, scenes from her old, splendid life would flash before her eyes, making her forget her bitter life today.

Averting her moist black eyes from Pantelis’ greenish-blue gaze, Aspasia called out to Hussein in Turkish. “Right away, my Bey” she said in a slightly shaky voice, then vanished into the dark corridor.

Throughout Ottoman history, fatwas had been issued stating that Muslims should avoid speaking the languages of non-Muslims unless absolutely necessary. Therefore, the young köçek was surprised to hear a Muslim speaking Greek. Pantelis thought that Hussein could not be one of those “evil” Muslims who believed that one dog was worth four non-Muslims because he acted in violation of these decrees. Pantelis felt a pang of remorse for the tricks he had played on Hussein over the last hour, aiming to fleece him until he was penniless, just as he had done with all his other Muslim clients. However, as Pantelis closed the door to the room, a hard slap on his bare buttocks from Salih—a war-hound keeper who belonged to the samsoncu regiment in the Janissary corps—pulled him out of the court of conscience in which he had been a defendant within a matter of seconds. He quickly turned his head to his left side and curled his hips a little.        

“Enough! Enough! How many times have you smacked me tonight, Salih, the light of my eyes? Ten times? Twenty? My skin is so very tender. It’s turned red all over, and it’ll surely bruise by morning,” Pantelis said in a sharp but coquettish voice.

Salih grinned boyishly at Pantelis. He sat on the straw rug on the floor, prostrated himself, and kissed the top of the big, bare, white, hairless left foot of the köçek. After a moment of silence following the kiss, when Pantelis was about to speak, Hussein said excitedly, “Wonderful! I need to record this right now.”

He slowly rose from the divan and headed for the window. With equal slowness, he searched his saddlebag for his notebook and inkwell, repeatedly humming the couplet he had just composed: “His tender flesh was bruised and turned all rosy-red / Methinks the knot of
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