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On the same day that Prince Suleyman—who was then eleven years old—was circumcised at the Old Palace in a deployment of magnificence, one hundred boys gathered among the Infidels from the far corners of the Empire were also cut at the Galata Armory. Their Islamic names, chosen from the Qur’an, were then apportioned at random, as was according to custom. In this group of boys was Ibrahim.

The former, this new Solomon who was later to become known as The Magnificent, and the latter, a new Abraham who would first be called The Favorite and then, much later on, The Assassinated, had never laid eyes on each other or even known of each other’s existence. But they already shared the apprehension of the sharp blade which would slice their skin, and mixed with the fear, the same pride at the rite of passage which for months they had been taught was more important than their birth.

How could these two children possibly imagine then that their friendship—the marriage of their skills and the great deeds that would result from this union—were soon to astonish the world?

They slowly walked toward the Imams’ ritual knives, Suleyman surrounded by chamberlains who grasped his arms in their powerful grip, and Ibrahim with but a seashell he had picked up from the dusty floor of the courtyard, held tight in the palm of his hand for comfort.

Aside from their trembling, which shook them but which they concealed for the sake of pride and dignity they had as yet almost nothing in common. 

Suleyman was the descendant of Osman, founder of the Ottoman dynasty, the great-grandson of Mehmed the Conqueror who took Constantinople from the Byzantines, the grandson of Bayezid, the reigning sultan, and the son of Selim, himself the son of Bayezid and for the time being, governor of Trebizond. A heartbeat before the ceremony began, while he waited by his mother, holding back his tears, a flock of crows suddenly landed on the roof of the pavilion. Their cries caused him to jerk involuntarily, an imperceptible shudder restrained by the rigid ceremonial dress. The black birds seemed to Suleyman to mock him with a great ferocity for being both a grand prince and such a weak-kneed and fearful child. He begged for a reprieve: let the ritual be put off until tomorrow. But his voice was hardly even a whisper and no one heard his supplications, let alone listened.

At that same instant, Ibrahim traipsed back and forth within the cluster of pages. The eunuchs who hustled the boys toward the room where the clergymen were sharpening their blades scolded them as they went. “The cowards among you,” they threatened in their nasal laughter, “will be beaten until they faint.”

Ibrahim was agile, taller than his comrades, and stronger. Ten steps, he thought to himself, with ten strides he could reach the outer wall, climb the masons’ scaffolding built of eucalyptus trunks, jump through the breach, run off and disappear into the winding labyrinth of the city’s shops and wooden houses. Who would even notice? He could speak Greek and Turkish fluently, and knew a smattering of Italian. He could board a Genoese caravel and soon be home. There was no way he would accept being branded, denatured by the quick cut of the knife. No way!

Ibrahim was born a fisherman’s son in an unassuming village close to Corfu. Kidnaped by Algerian pirates, he was first sold to a widow from Manisa, who quickly understood that her child-slave possessed exceptional gifts. The intelligence, carriage, ease and strength of character shone through on the boy’s face, and his physical beauty came to exemplify a quality of his spirit. She exonerated him from field work and hired the former scribe of a disgraced Beylerbeyi to teach the child Turkish. Of course, this was not entirely disingenuous: the widow was pursuing self-interest, like the owner of a well-bred colt who sees the animal galloping ahead of the herd and showers it with care. And a man is better than a horse, for he can fetch a higher price. The widow had, then, this in mind for her little Greek: nothing less than the pages’ school.

It was there, on the shores of the Bosporus, close by the Palace where the Great Lord ruled, that the young village Christians chosen by the provincial governors with the help of a Janissary and a bureaucrat were trained to serve the Empire. The selectors rarely required the use of force to tear the chosen from their families. On the contrary: the poor folk would have fought to have their children taken, and thus have a chance to rise to the level of power of the selectors who were themselves of similarly humble origins.

For more than a century, it was to these children, educated and become adults, that the administration of the Empire and the organization of its armies were conferred. Converts to Islam, well trained and more devoted than Turkish noblemen, they formed a cohort of competent and faithful servants of the Sultan.

The lord could name them to the highest positions without an eyebrow being raised, or send them to their deaths for the slightest mistake. At the first convocation of the recruiting committee in Manisa, the widow had no difficulty at all in placing her protégé.

Ibrahim was taken to Istanbul, and given over to the white eunuchs who oversaw the pages. He quickly became aware that his destiny was now largely in his own hands. But he was yet too young and too poor to hold high ambitions. Nothing in his life so far could allow him to imagine the splendor that surrounded and shored up the power of the Empire. Of course, he watched the parades of the powerful that passed by the Hippodrome and saw the magnificent facades of the palaces, the tulip gardens, the elaborate turbans, the armaments, the Turkmen Akhal-Teke horses with their silver robes. But what lay behind these processions? Who commanded the finery? How could one become the beneficiary of such luxuriant display? Oh yes, there were stories of dazzling rise to power recounted by the other students who let their imaginations get the better of them, but Ibrahim did not really listen, nor allow himself to be influenced by them. He preferred to observe his surroundings, and refused to believe the fairy tales about the metamorphosis of the humiliated pauper into the omnipotent lord.

No, Ibrahim believed that his future lay in his own hands. All that he could become would result from his own efforts. So he applied himself, first to the study of mathematics and archery. His mind, his body, his hands: these he submitted to the discipline of the scholars and the soldiers whose task it was to educate him. And with zealous devotion, he learned to recite the Surahs of the Qur’an, and to write in Arabic, to ride wild horses bareback, and to master the use of the lance in battle. Each passing hour, each new day, brought Ibrahim more proof of his superiority, but he did not allow these tangible victories to go to his head. He was fulfilled by his success, but he was also unsurpassed at not awakening the jealous animosity that his talents might have borne. His masters and his fellow pupils respected him, for in his deference he was at once pleasing to them if yet somewhat intimidating.

Behind him now in the armory courtyard, a page suddenly begins to scream, terrified by his impending mutilation. He throws himself to his knees and begs mercy from the Holy Virgin. The eunuchs hurry toward the boy. In the ensuing panic, Ibrahim races to the courtyard wall, but is quickly caught and thrown to the ground, kicking and lashing out with his arms, then suffocating under the bodies of three men whose weight is each twice his own. His wrists are bound behind him, his ankles trussed with a hemp cord, and he is dragged into the lower chamber, where an indifferent elder opens the boy’s tunic. There is a simple, almost careless flick of the blade and suddenly, a gusher of blood bursts out of his body. Looking around, he sees other comrades from the school cringing in the dim light of the room, moaning, each holding a cloth tightly between his legs, pushing with both hands to stifle the soreness. Ibrahim does not allow himself this indignity and stands firm and ramrod-straight despite the fierce pain. In his grip he still holds the seashell, whose crenelated edges have drawn blood now from his tightened palm as he squeezes harder and harder, as hard as he can.

Forgotten was the face of his mother. Forgotten too was the face of the Manisa widow who was his benefactress. But impossible to forget is the fragility of his existence, his life of no greater value than that of a beast, and it could be taken from him in an instant, violently, with no possibility of appeal. Ibrahim is thirteen years old, alone, and suddenly conscious of the meaning of death.

The specter of death hung over Suleyman as well. After his circumcision, he was removed from the Seraglio where he lived under the protection of his mother, Hafsa Hatun, as her only son. His grandfather, the sultan, gave him a residence complete with a house manager, private tutors, Janissary guard and a multitude of servants. He was now eleven, then twelve, then thirteen. His father, who he hardly knew but knew well enough to fear his ire, spent his time in the administration of the provinces or in far-off combat. As for his uncles, they hovered around the Court, positioning themselves as best they could while awaiting their chance. Suleyman’s half-brothers, or more precisely, the clans formed around them by their separate mothers from the depths of the harem, also coveted the throne surreptitiously. Nothing had designated Suleyman for accession to supreme power. Yet nothing inherently barred him from one day grasping it either. According to the Ottoman tradition, the eldest son of the Padisha was not automatically the dauphin. In law, the right of succession belonged to the eldest man in the line of succession. In fact, this question was usually settled by force. The victor, ensconced in the palace behind the Main Gate, would kill off those who might constitute a menace to his legitimacy: uncles, brothers, sons, and nephews, cousins perished one and all. This fratricidal custom had been initiated under the reign of Mehmed II the Conqueror, in order to, as he proclaimed in his wisdom, “Ensure peace and tranquility.” None of which stopped each unscrupulous pretender to the throne from scheming to clear away obstructive relatives from the path to power before a vacancy actually occurred.

The preference for Suleyman exhibited by his grandfather Bayezid was, as the boy very well knew, no guarantee of success. To the contrary, it made his puny self all the more a target for destruction. From his mother, in the Seraglio, he had learned to be wary. Now, in order to survive, he made suspicion his axiom. He would examine the faces and scrutinize the gestures of the servants, soldiers, eunuchs and even the pious elders who escorted him everywhere. In his bath, naked and unarmed, Suleyman remained alert. From where would the attack come? What form would it take? There was the dagger, or poison in his food to be wary of, and poison in the air he breathed; “arranged” accidents when on a hunt in the hills or on the Bosporus, when boats unexpectedly sunk, and the silken cords with which the mutes of the Seraglio strangled you in the dark and meandering palace corridors.

In his dreams, he feels a sharp needle thrust between his ribs and pierce his heart. He screams, and his servants hasten to comfort him. Quiet once more, alone once more, he prays. God is his only solace. He repeats His name over and over again and falls asleep reciting mystical poetry: 


“I want you... All the worldly things I required, yes, I received them, but not Him, who would make exultant my ecstasy, in my final hour! The dawn of the beloved has risen in the night; it is resplendent and will never set. For if the day arises during the night then the dawn of the heart will never again set.”



Whenever his mother comes to call, preceded by the Aga of the black eunuchs, she whispers: “It is you who will reign.” He cries in her arms, horrified by his fate. Even weakness in the extreme; abandonment and renunciation are helpless to change the destiny of his birth and his ascendance to power. In order to console her son, Hafsa Hatun reminds him of all those with whom she has carefully surrounded him, slaves as well as free men devoted to his cause.

“From them, you have nothing to fear. Give them your faithful support, for they will give their lives to protect you.”

He believes his mother, has to believe her, but yet cannot quite help himself from feeling haunted by the conviction that he has the most to fear from those closest to him.

From his life in the palace, Suleyman instinctively understands that subservience and proximity to absolute power can elicit arrogance, in the same way as the devotion of a dog
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