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Introduction to the New Edition





Sultan Selim initiated the following opinion: That the true felicity of a king or emperor did not consist of military toils and in operations of bravery or glory, but in idleness and tranquillity of the senses, in the enjoyment of all comforts and pleasures in palaces filled with women and buffoons, and in the fulfilment of all desires for jewels, palaces, loggias, and stately constructions.

Lorenzo Bernardo, Report to the Venetian Senate, 1570



The world changed forever on Tuesday, 29 May 1453, when the Ottoman sultan Mehmet II, who was just twenty-one, made his triumphal entry into Constantinople, capital of the Byzantine Empire, successor to the Roman Empire in its eastern provinces, which had fallen to him after a seven-week siege. Thenceforth the city came to be known as Istanbul, capital of the rapidly growing Ottoman Empire, which would soon encompass all of the former dominions of the Byzantine Empire in both Europe and Asia, leaving all of Christendom in mortal fear of falling to the Terrible Turk.

Thereafter Mehmet was known to the Turks as Fatih, the Conqueror, the seventh sultan of the House of Osman, taking its name from Osman Gazi, Warrior for the Islamic faith, first of an imperial line that would rule the Ottoman Empire for more than seven centuries.

Fatih began reconstruction of his new capital in the summer of 1453, when he issued orders for the repair of the ancient Byzantine walls and other structures that had been damaged in the siege. Since the Great Palace of Byzantium on the first hill was in ruins, Fatih began construction of a new imperial residence on the third of the city’s seven hills, on a site described by his contemporary Greek biographer Kritoboulos as ‘the finest and best location in the centre of the City.’ This residence came to be known as Eski Saray, the Old Palace, because a few years later Mehmet decided to build a new palace on the first hill, the famous Topkapı Sarayı, which for nearly four centuries was the principal residence of the Ottoman sultans.

Fatih constructed his palace on the summit of the first hill above Saray Burnu, the promontory where the Bosphorus and the Golden Horn meet and flow together into the Sea of Marmara, while on the slopes of the hill and along the seashore he laid out extensive parks and gardens with pavilions. The palace was described by the seventeenth-century Turkish chronicler Evliya Çelebi as ‘the most delightful residence ever built by the hand of man.’

Topkapı Sarayı was much more than just the private residence of the sultan and his court. It was the seat of the supreme executive and judicial council of the empire, the Divan, and it housed the largest and most select of the training schools for the imperial civil service, the Palace School. The Saray was laid out to accommodate these various institutions, each in its own buildings around the four main courtyards. The residential section of the palace extended along the west side of the three inner courts, with the Harem, the women’s quarters, to the south, and the Selamlık, the residence of the sultan and the royal princes, to the north. During the great days of the Ottoman Empire the population of the palace is estimated to have been between three and four thousand.

The complex of buildings commonly referred to as the Harem includes also the Selamlık, the private rooms for the sultan himself and the semi-public ones where he occasionally entertained the high officials of the government and the high officials of the court and government; there is no very clear dividing line between the two. It is a labyrinth of several hundred rooms, few of them very large, on half a dozen levels, of passages, stairways, courtyards and gardens, without any apparent overall plan.

Bab-üs Saadet, the Gate of Felicity, is the entryway to the Third Court. Here one entered the strictly private and residential areas of the Inner Palace, the sequestered Dar-üs Saadet, the House of Felicity.

The Harem was not an original part of the palace as laid out by Mehmet II. Fatih seems to have designed Topkapı Sarayı primarily as the administrative centre of his empire, reserving Eski Saray, the old palace on the Third Hill, for his court and his harem. This arrangement was maintained by his three immediate successors: Beyazit II (r. 1481–1512), Selim I (r. 1512–20), and Süleyman the Magnificent (r. 1520–66), at least during the early years of his reign. According to tradition, Süleyman allowed his wife Roxelana to install herself in Topkapı Sarayı, but probably only in wooden pavilions; his son and successor Selim II (r. 1566–74) seems to have done the same. The first permanent structures in the Harem seem to have been built by Selim’s son and successor Murat III (1574–95).

The women in the harem were guarded by the black eunuchs, while the royal princes, the palace pages and the students in the Palace School were looked after by the white eunuchs. The eunuchs were taken into the palace as youths, having been castrated after they were bought in slave markets, the blacks generally coming from Nubia and the whites from Circassia. The chief black eunuch had the title kızlarağası, or ağa of the girls, while the chief white eunuch was called kapıağası, or ağa of the gate. Originally the chief white eunuch was the dominant figure in the Inner Palace, but after the reign of Süleyman the Magnificent, when the number of women in the Harem greatly increased, the chief black eunuch became the most powerful personage.

Topkapı Sarayı continued to be the principal imperial residence until the mid nineteenth century, when the sultans abandoned it in favour of more modern palaces along the shores of the Bosphorus. Then, after the fall of the Ottoman Empire in 1923, Topkapı Sarayı became the property of the new Turkish Republic, which began converting the old palace into a museum.

The descendents of the last sultans were forced into exile, utterly without resources, living on charity while it lasted and then reduced to penury and despair. Ayşe Osmanoğlu, a daughter of Abdül Hamit II, wrote in her memoirs: ‘We are a group of human beings without fatherland, without a home, without shelter. The history of our family in exile was just a sequence of tragic deaths.’

The law forbidding the return of males of the imperial Osmanlı line was eventually rescinded, and in 1992 President Turgut Ozal invited Mehmet Orhan (1909–94), a grandson of Abdül Hamit II, to return to Turkey. Since then many other royal exiles have returned to Turkey, some of them taking Turkish citizenship and beginning new lives in their homeland.

Inside the Seraglio tells the fascinating story of this pleasure dome and the people who lived out their sequestered lives in what was known in its time as the Abode of Felicity. Then, after the fall of the House of Osman, it follows the lives of the royal exiles and the eventual return of some of them to a land that their ancestors had ruled for more than six centuries.

It also describes Topkapı Sarayı itself, from its golden age through its abandonment and decay up until its restoration as a museum. When I first came to Istanbul in 1960, there were hardly any tourists in Topkapı Sarayı, and the Harem was not open to the public. But I visited the palace so frequently that I befriended the few guards and members of the museum staff, and they let me go where I pleased, without any restriction. I had read the only book then available on Topkapı Sarayı: Barnette Miller’s Beyond the Sublime Porte: The Grand Seraglio of Istanbul (1932), and so I was able to identify virtually every room in the Harem, including the barracks of the black eunuchs who guarded the women’s quarters, and the Hall of the Favourites, whose rooms were shuttered and in almost total darkness, their canopied bedsteads shrouded in cobwebs, the dressing table of an odalisque reflecting the dark image of a deserted room.

Such was the House of Felicity.
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Preface




This is the story of the House of Osman, the imperial dynasty that ruled the Ottoman Empire for more than seven centuries. Known to the Turks as the Osmanlı, they reigned over a Muslim empire that once stretched from central Europe to North Africa and from Persia to the Adriatic. The capital of this empire for the last four hundred and seventy years of its existence was Istanbul, the ancient Byzantium, known to the Greeks as Constantinople, the imperial city that stands astride Europe and Asia on the Bosphorus. During the first four centuries of Ottoman rule in Istanbul the sultans lived there in the great palace of Topkapı Sarayı, whose gardens and pavilions still grace the acropolis hill above the confluence of the Bosphorus and the Golden Horn, where their waters meet and flow together into the Sea of Marmara. This was the setting of the pleasure dome in which the sultans took their ease when they were not off on campaign, closed off from the outside world in the Inner Palace of Topkapı Sarayı, the imperial residence known as Dar-üs Saadet, the House of Felicity.

The chapters that follow are not a history of the Ottoman Empire. They are, rather, a family biography of the Osmanlı dynasty, the House of Osman, the thirty-six sultans who in turn ruled the Ottoman Empire through twenty-one generations. The book tells the story of this family, the sultans and their women and children and those who formed their court in Topkapı Sarayı and the other, later imperial palaces along the Bosphorus until the end of the empire in 1923. These palaces are now museums, but the rooms in which the sultans lived are still imbued with their presence, coming alive for those who know the story of their very private lives in the House of Felicity.


Turkish Spelling and Pronunciation




Throughout this book, modern Turkish spelling has been used for Turkish proper names and for things that are specifically Turkish, with a few exceptions for Turkish words that have made their way into English. Modern Turkish is rigorously logical and phonetic, and the few letters that are pronounced differently from in English are indicated below. Turkish is very slightly accented, most often on the last syllable, but all syllables should be clearly and almost evenly accented.

Vowels are accented as in French or German, i.e. a as in father (the rarely used â sounds rather like ay), e as in met, i as in machine, o as in oh, u as in mute. In addition there are three other vowels that do not occur in English; these are ı (undotted), pronounced as the u in but, ö as in German or the oy as in annoy, ü as in German or as the ui in suit.

Consonants are pronounced as in English, except the following:

c as j in jam, e.g. cami (mosque) = jahmy

ç as ch in chat, e.g. çorba (soup) = chorba

g as in get, never as in gem

ğ is almost silent and tends to lengthen the preceding vowel

ş as in sugar; e.g. çeşme (fountain) = cheshme
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Chapter 1

The House of Osman


Istanbul stands astride two continents, Asia and Europe, balanced precariously between two worlds, East and West. Oldest of the world's great cities, known to the ancients as Byzantium and the Greeks as Constantinople, it was the capital in turn of the Christian Byzantine Empire and the Muslim Ottoman Empire. The monuments of these empires still adorn its skyline above the Bosphorus, the Golden Horn and the Sea of Marmara, the waters that divide and surround the city.

The city is at the southern end of the Bosphorus, the historic strait that separates the continents as it flows for thirty kilometres from the Black Sea to the Marmara. Near its southern end the strait is joined by the Golden Horn, a scimitar-shaped stream whose waters merge with those of the Bosphorus as they flow together into the Marmara.

The oldest part of the city, ancient Byzantium, is on the European side of the Bosphorus, a huge triangular promontory bounded on its north by the Golden Horn, on the south by the Marmara, and on its western side by the late Roman walls of Byzantine Constantinople. It is a city of seven hills, six of them rising in succession from the ridge that parallels the Golden Horn, the seventh standing isolated above the Marmara shore just inside the land walls.

The first of the seven hills is at the seaward end of the promontory.

The First Hill was the site of the Great Palace of the Byzantine emperors, of which only fragmentary ruins remain on the Marmara shore. Some of these ruins are built into the outer defence walls of Topkapı Sarayı, the imperial residence of the Ottoman sultans, whose cluster of domed pavilions crowns the summit of the First Hill, looking out over the Marmara, the Bosphorus and the Golden Horn.

The palace of Topkapı is now a museum, but it is still a place set apart from the rest of the city behind its encircling walls, its succession of arcaded courtyards opening off into a labyrinth of cloistered rooms and enclosed corridors, left empty and silent in the gathering darkness after all visitors and staff have departed.

The main entry way to Topkapı Sarayı is Bab-ı Hümayun, the Imperial Gate, where one passes into the first courtyard of the palace. Above the gateway there are two gilded inscriptions in Arabic script, each of them bearing a tuğra, an imperial monogram in interlaced calligraphy. The lower tuğra is that of Mahmut II, the last sultan to live out his life in Topkapı Sarayı, which was abandoned in the mid nineteenth century in favour of new palaces along the Bosphorus. His inscription records repairs to the gate early in the nineteenth century. The upper tuğra belongs to Mehmet II, known to the Turks as Fatih, or the Conqueror, after his capture of Constantinople in 1453. Fatih's inscription records his completion of Topkapı Sarayı in the quarter-century after his conquest of the city:

This is a blessed castle that has been put up with the consent of God and is secure and strong. May God the Most High make eternal the sultanate of the sultan of the two seas, the shadow of God in the two worlds, God's servant between the two horizons, the hero of the water and the land, the conqueror of the stronghold of Constantinople, Sultan Mehmet, son of Sultan Murat, son of Sultan Mehmet Khan, and may He place his position above the north star. Done in the month of Ramazan the Blessed in the year 883 [1478].

Fatih Mehmet was the seventh sultan in the House of Osman, the Osmanlı dynasty, thirty-six of whom ruled the Ottoman Empire in turn through twenty-one generations of the same family over the course of more than six centuries. The dynasty was named for Osman Gazi, the first of the line to take the title of sultan, ruling from about 1282 until 1326. Gazi, or ‘Warrior for the Faith’, was the name given to those who took up arms to conquer in the name of Islam. Osman was known to early European historians as Othoman, and thus the state that he founded came to be called the Ottoman Empire in the West, though in the Islamic world it was known as the realm of the Osmanlı. Osman's original realm was hardly an empire, comprising merely a tiny principality in Bithynia, the northwesternmost region in Asia Minor. The rest of Bithynia was part of the Byzantine Empire, which by then was in its last decline, and as Byzantium diminished the new Ottoman state expanded apace.

Osman's son and successor, Orhan Gazi, captured the Bithynian city of Prusa from the Byzantines in 1326. Known to the Turks as Bursa, this became the first Ottoman capital, and Orhan used it as a base to conquer the rest of Bithynia and cross the Dardanelles into Europe. Within half a century the Turks captured Adrianople, which they called Edirne, and in the third quarter of the fourteenth century they moved their capital there, giving them a base in the Balkans for their further expansion into Europe.

The Ottomans received their first setback when Orhan's grandson Beyazit I was defeated by Tamerlane at Ankara in 1402, dying soon afterwards in ignominious captivity. This halted Ottoman expansion until the accession of Beyazit's grandson, Murat II, who came to the throne in 1421 and soon afterwards resumed the Turkish march of conquest.

Early in Murat's reign he erected a mosque complex called the Muradiye in the old Ottoman capital of Bursa. Around the same time he also built a palace in the new capital called Edirne Sarayı, comprising a number of pavilions on an island in the Tunca, one of the two rivers that nearly encircle the city.

Murat's third son, the future Mehmet II, was born in Edirne Sarayı on 30 March 1432 to a slave-girl named Hüma Hatun (Lady). Little is known of Hüma's origins, for she was not one of Murat's four wives, but merely a concubine, probably a Greek of humble birth. Murat seems to have had little regard for her or Mehmet, preferring his second son, Alâeddin Ali, whose mother, the Türkmen princess Hadice Hatun, was his favourite wife. The mother of his eldest son, Ahmet, was probably also a concubine, though her name is not listed in the Ottoman genealogical records.

The first years of Mehmet's life were spent in the harem of Edirne Sarayı with his mother. When Mehmet was three years old he was sent off to Amasya in Anatolia, where his half-brother Ahmet was serving as provincial governor. Then in May 1437 Ahmet died suddenly, whereupon Mehmet was appointed to succeed him as governor, though he was only five years old. At the same time his half-brother Alâeddin Ali, who was then seven, was appointed as governor in Manisa. Both of the young princes were under the tutelage of advisors appointed by Murat from among his most trusted associates. Two years later the assignments were interchanged, with Mehmet transferred to Manisa and Alâeddin Ali to Amasya. Before they went off to their new governorates the two princes were recalled to Edirne, where Murat had them circumcised, marking the event with prolonged festivities at the palace. Sheikh Seyyid Natta of Baghdad provided leather tablecloths to be used in the sultan's dining-hall for the circumcision feast, a refinement hitherto unknown to the Ottomans.

Early in June 1443 Alâeddin Ali was murdered by his advisor Kara Hızır Pasha. This left Mehmet as heir to the throne, whereupon he was immediately recalled to Edirne by his father. Apparently Murat also wanted Mehmet to be at his side to help him face a serious threat to the empire, for Pope Eugenius IV had proclaimed a new crusade against the Turks. Mehmet's presence in his father's court at that time is mentioned by the Italian antiquarian Cyriacus of Ancona, who would later be Fatih's tutor in Greek and Latin. Cyriacus, who accompanied a Genoese trade mission to the Ottoman court at Edirne in 1443, reports that Murat received the visitors sitting on a carpet ‘in regal splendour of a barbaric kind’, while young Prince Mehmet stood behind in attendance with his father's vezirs.

Mehmet was by all accounts impetuous and headstrong, unwilling to obey his elders or to accept any criticism or advice, and being separated from his father during the first eleven years of his life there had been no one to control or discipline him. Murat had appointed several tutors for Mehmet, but he refused to heed any of them before the appearance of Molla Ahmet Gürani, a celebrated Kurdish cleric. Gürani was given a switch by Murat and told to use it if his pupil did not obey him. When Gürani told this to Mehmet the prince laughed at him, whereupon he gave the boy the first beating of his life. Mehmet stood in awe of Gürani after that and became a model student, or
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