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        His Imperial Highness Prince Osman Selahaddin Osmanoğlu

         

      

      

      The Ottoman Dynasty is an exceptional family in that it ruled uninterruptedly for 625 years, from the thirteenth century until the twentieth, each new sultan being descended from a previous one through the male line. For over 400 years the Ottoman sultans also held the office of Caliph of Islam. During most of that time the Ottoman Empire spanned three continents; at its apogee, it covered a vast expanse of territory which is currently occupied wholly or partially by thirty-seven independent nations.

      This book covers the early years of the twentieth century and is specifically about the family of Sultan Murad V, who was the thirty-third sovereign of the Ottoman Dynasty. His reign of only three months was the shortest among those of the thirty-six sultans of the dynasty. In August 1876 his brother Sultan Abdülhamid II replaced him as Sultan, and thereafter kept him and his entire family confined within the walls of the Çırağan Palace for twenty- eight years – until the death of the former Sultan Murad in 1904. The Çırağan Palace was therefore the home of many of the members of my family who were alive in those times, and it was here that both my grandfather and my father were born. During the nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first centuries, descendants of Sultan Murad have also held numerous weddings and other ceremonies and celebrations there.

      It is with great pride that I write these lines as a Foreword to my daughter Ayşe Gülnev’s first book. She has always been interested in history in general, and in Ottoman history in particular. During her childhood, she enjoyed being in the company of her grandparents and soaking up first-hand information from them – both at our home in England and on her visits to them in Egypt and Turkey. Later on, she read History and Politics at university, going on to do postgraduate studies in Ottoman History. I would like to assure the reader that the characters in this book are real people, that the dates mentioned are accurate, and that the historical events described are genuine occurrences.

      Ayşe is a devoted and loving mother to five wonderful children, and I am therefore all the more delighted that she has been able to apply herself to the task of recording the lives of our immediate forebears and the times through which they lived – a task which involved a great deal of detailed research.

      Thanks to this exhaustive and thorough research, as well as to her unique position as a member of the Ottoman family, I think my daughter has presented as accurate a picture of the Ottomans in the first decade of the twentieth century as you are ever likely to find. I am particularly grateful to her for bringing home to the reader the fact that these people – our ancestors – were not just names in a history book, but living, breathing human beings who experienced real tragedy in their lives, and did their best to rise above it.  

      

      
        
        Osman Selahaddin Osmanoğlu

        May 2020
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      Many books have been written about the twilight years of the Ottoman Empire, but few tell the intimate story of the members of the Imperial family. Prompted by a desire to keep their memory alive and to light a spark of interest in the hearts of my five children – a spark which I hope will one day develop into a flame of pride in their ancestry – I began to write this account of Sultan Murad V and his descendants, who for many long years were held captive in the Çırağan Palace by the shores of the Bosphorus.

      I wrote the first word of this book on 13th October 2016, the 113th anniversary of my grandfather’s birth. It was as though he took me by the hand, led me to my desk and opened my laptop for me – before whispering into my ear the words I was to type. During the months I spent working on this narrative, I could sense the constant presence of my beloved Dede as he helped me explore the realities of his life and times so that these could be recorded for his great-grandchildren.

      The result is neither an historical novel, nor an academic study – it seems to me to sit somewhere in between! I am fully aware that I have only lightly sketched the characters, as it somehow felt disloyal and disrespectful to even consider embellishing or misrepresenting their true natures; and I certainly do not claim to be a History professor. In addition I make it quite clear where my sympathies lie, and make no apologies for this: I would ask the reader to remember that I am writing about my own family, and essentially for my own family, so I trust that a little bias will be thought permissible!

      There are three people I would like to thank for giving me their love and support while I was writing this book. My father was extremely generous with both his time and his advice, never tiring when I turned to him with a question; his help and his knowledge were invaluable. I am also grateful to my mother, who kindly undertook the laborious task of proofreading the initial draft, and to my husband for the enthusiasm he expressed for this project; without his encouragement, I would certainly never have begun it!

      In addition, I would like to extend my sincere thanks to Ekrem Ekinci, my learned and endlessly knowledgeable hodja; his willingness to share with me his expertise in the matter of my family’s history has allowed me to paint a far more accurate picture of the people and events in this story than I had ever hoped. I am likewise indebted to Hüseyin Birol, my father’s friend and now mine, whose remarkable familiarity with the various palaces and mansions in which members of my family lived – a familiarity that extends even to the details of their exteriors and interiors – has enabled me to describe them with a faithfulness that I would never have thought possible. My beautiful cousin Leïla Samy Beggin proofread the penultimate draft, and her helpful advice and suggestions are much appreciated. As a teenager, I always looked up to her, and that admiration has not diminished: she continues to inspire me. Lastly, of course, my thanks must go to John Shakespeare Dyson, my diligent, meticulous and extremely thorough editor; not only did his patient attention to detail and his ability to use the English language in an impeccable manner enhance my writing, but he also pushed me to look more deeply into the hearts and minds of my characters, encouraging me to be more imaginative in my treatment of their psychology.

      My greatest debt of gratitude, however, will always be to my grandparents, who shared with me the stories of their unique lives and their memories of a bygone age; it was they who taught me to have pride in being an Ottoman, to love Turkey – my homeland – and to believe in Islam. I love and miss them both.

      It is my hope that readers will enjoy this journey back in time to the splendour of Imperial İstanbul, that lost world ruled over by the House of Osman. I hope, too, that during the hours they spend in their company they will feel able to open their hearts a little to the family of Sultan Murad V.

      

      
        
        Ayşe Gülnev Osmanoğlu

        May 2020
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            Birth of a Prince

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tuesday 13th October 1903

      

      

      “It’s a boy! It’s a healthy baby boy!” announced Hayriye Hanım.

      Seconds earlier, at the exact moment of his birth, the midwife had recited the Shahada, the profession of faith: “I bear witness that I will worship no god but Allah, and that Muhammed is His Messenger.”

      The Lady Safiru fell back against the warm walnut of the birthing chair, oblivious to all the activity surrounding her. Hayriye washed the baby with warm, salty water from a silver bowl held by her apprentice. “May his voice be beautiful,” she said as she cut the umbilical cord; then she wrapped it in a white cloth and placed it inside a small box. She knew the family would want to bury it in an appropriate place later.

      An embroidered bag containing a miniature Quran was hung at the head of the bed, while an onion and slices of garlic, wrapped in a piece of red muslin covered with blue glass beads, were secured to the lower end. A needle was discreetly slipped under the bottom pillow. The woody aroma of sandalwood and musk filled the room as incense burned in the bronze urn, exquisitely inlaid with eau de nil enamel and set with diamonds, which sat on a nearby table. Every precaution had been taken to ward off the evil eye, and to protect Safiru and her son from the feared ‘Mother-Snatcher’ and ‘Baby-Snatcher’ who lurked in corners at such times. Finally, a small silver mirror, symbolising a bright new life, was placed on the table next to the bed. After cleaning Safiru, the attendants gently helped her into her bed; then they offered her some sweet, plump dates to soothe her after her long and difficult labour.

      Safiru lay back, her long brown hair strewn wildly across the embroidered silk pillows. A single tear of joy escaped from between her long lashes and trickled slowly down her flushed cheek. She felt exhausted. Her pains had been intense and almost constant for the last few hours before the birth – but now they were over, and she thanked Allah for the safe delivery of her child.

      The little prince was dressed in a cream-coloured linen tunic, and his feet and shoulders bound with strips of soft muslin. A miniature crocheted cap, adorned with a silk pearl tassel and a gold coin minted during the short reign of Sultan Murad V, was placed on his head. On hearing that Safiru had gone into labour, Naziknaz Hanımefendi, grandmother of the newborn baby, had written a verse of the Quran on a tiny piece of blue satin, and this was now pinned to the cap. Hayriye then swaddled the baby in a square of blue silk followed by a blanket of embroidered green gauze, and tied a thin red ribbon to one corner of the blanket as yet another precaution against evil spirits. Safiru held out her arms to hold her little prince, and Hayriye gently placed him against her breast.

      “Alhamdulillah! He is a beautiful, strong child, Your Highness,” said Hayriye. “A perfect Ottoman prince. I pray that Allah may grant him the blessing of growing up with both his parents by his side, and that he may enjoy good health and liberty while on this earth. I trust the Lady Safiru is recovering well?”

      Hayriye had arrived at the Çırağan Palace very early that morning, long before the sun had risen and the birds had begun to stir in the gardens of the palace by the shores of the Bosphorus. She had been sent on the orders of Sultan Abdülhamid II as soon as word had reached Yıldız Palace, his secluded – and, he hoped and prayed, secure – residence at the top of the long, wooded hill behind Çırağan, that a midwife was needed in his elder brother’s household down below on the waterfront. Hayriye had been a midwife since girlhood, just like her mother and grandmother before her. She had risen to the position of Midwife to the Imperial House, and as such had delivered many Ottoman princes and princesses. Although she was now an old woman, her devotion to the family of the deposed Sultan Murad V remained undiminished. Hayriye had first come to Çırağan over twenty years before to deliver Sultan Murad’s third daughter, Princess Fatma, and since then had returned several times to deliver other members of the family – one of whom had been the father of this new baby boy. Over the years her hair had turned grey and wiry, and her face was now etched with deep lines, but her voice and hands were still as soft and gentle as those of a young girl.

      Safiru smiled, her pale blue eyes not leaving the face of her newborn child. “Hayriye Hanım, I thank you for your help in bringing my son into the world.” She could not take her eyes off the baby boy sleeping in her arms, and felt as if her heart would burst with love for him. Her happiness was now complete.

      Safiru had entered the harem of the former Ottoman Sultan Murad V when very young. She remembered little of her old life beyond the walls of the Çırağan Palace. Her family came from a small Moslem village in the foothills of the Caucasus Mountains, on the north-eastern shores of the Black Sea. They had fled from the horrific invasion of the merciless Russian army to the safety of the Ottoman Empire, and had eventually found refuge in the bustling town of Adapazarı, a day’s journey to the east of İstanbul. Life there had been a struggle for her parents; and so, desperate to give their two daughters a life in which they would have more security and comfort than they themselves had had, they had taken Safiru and her sister to İstanbul to find a position for them in the harem of one of the members of the Imperial family.

      The sisters had initially entered the harem of Sultan Abdülhamid II at Yıldız Palace, but after a short time they had been sent to serve his elder brother at Çırağan. Safiru never knew whether this was because they had displeased someone important, or whether it was simply because they were not needed at Yıldız. Her sister had always said it was because they were not pretty enough to remain at Court! But whatever the reason, Safiru did not mind as she was perfectly happy at Çırağan.

      After joining the household of the former Sultan Murad, Safiru had come under the tutelage of a kind, caring kalfa – a housemaid who was totally different in character from the much stricter one who had treated her so harshly at Yıldız. She nurtured both girls as if she were their mother, teaching them all they needed to know to become Ottoman gentlewomen. Safiru had enjoyed her daily duties, which were many and varied: she had spent her days mending clothes, helping to prepare and serve food, arranging flowers she had picked from the palace gardens, and embroidering linens. In addition, she had obtained a basic education and had learned to read and write. When she became older, she had served as a kalfa to Murad’s daughters; then, one day, she had caught the eye of Prince Ahmed Nihad Efendi as he passed her in one of the many secluded corridors of the palace. Every young kalfa craved the attentions of the dashingly handsome grandson of the former Sultan, and they playfully referred to these corridors as ‘Peach Street’. They felt ripe and ready to be plucked by the young prince, but these desires were destined to be continually frustrated, and their honour to remain intact, since he never abandoned his reserve – until, that is, his eye fell on Safiru. For centuries, the piercing blue eyes of Circassian women had attracted the attention of Ottoman princes. Many such women had risen to the elevated status of wife and mother to princes of the Imperial House of Osman, and this is indeed what had become of Safiru.

      Safiru had married Nihad on a cold, dark February afternoon the previous year in one of the elegant formal drawing rooms at the Çırağan Palace. She had been a young bride – only fourteen years old at the time; her distinguished bridegroom, meanwhile, had been only eighteen. Nihad’s immediate family had been guests at the wedding, but of Safiru’s family only her sister had been present. Her sister had left the palace soon afterwards to marry a young cavalry officer, and Safiru had not seen her since. She missed her beloved sister desperately, but at the same time was glad that she had found happiness. Safiru rarely thought of her long-lost parents, but she thought of them that day – as indeed she had done on her wedding day. She wished she could share the joy of becoming a mother with them, yet knew that this would never be possible. It had been so long since she had seen her mother and father that Safiru could no longer remember their names or picture their faces. Any attempt to find them again, after so many years, would be futile. Even her one treasured memory of her mother, singing to her as she brushed her hair, was now so faint that she could not be at all certain that it was real.

      At that moment, Safiru vowed that she would never leave her son’s side: she would never do to him what her parents had once done to her. She whispered her promise into the tiny pink ear of her baby boy. “I love you with all my heart, my little one. You are never to worry about anything, because whatever happens in your life, I will always be with you to keep you safe. I will never abandon you. Never, until the day I leave this world.” Safiru decided she would never again speculate about her parents’ fate. Her life was here in İstanbul, and her family was now Nihad, her noble husband, and this precious little boy. A gentle knock on the door interrupted her train of thought.
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      Nihad entered the darkened room accompanied by Dilbericihan Kalfa, his senior housemaid, who had hurried to tell him the news that he had become a father. Safiru’s bedroom was in a tastefully-decorated suite of rooms that she shared with her husband and Naziknaz, his mother, on the ground floor of the harem building at the Çırağan Palace. It was known as ‘Suite Three’. The pink silk damask curtains remained tightly closed, the only light coming from the two gilt gas lamps that hung on the wall, on either side of the imposing bed. The ivory silk gauze draped over the brass four-poster concealed Safiru from her husband. Hayriye lowered her eyes and bowed before Nihad, who stopped to thank the elderly midwife before nervously approaching the bed.

      Nihad’s fingers hesitantly parted the silk bed curtains. Gazing down on his wife, his serious expression broke into a warm, loving smile. “My dear Safi, I am so proud of you,” he said as he gently stroked away a loose strand of hair from her face. Nihad leaned forward and gave her a tender kiss on the forehead before doing the same to his son. Then he sat on a chair next to the bed and took Safiru’s delicate hand in his. “I have been told that you are well and that our son is healthy,” he continued. Safiru nodded. “Alhamdulillah – Praise be to Allah! I could not possibly be any happier than I am today, my love. Thank you for making this the happiest day of my life.” Nihad looked at the baby, still sleeping in the arms of his exhausted young wife. “Welcome to the world, my son.”
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      After closing the door of his wife’s bedroom behind him, Nihad hurried along the corridor to find his father and grandfather in order to give them the good news. They, too, lived in the harem building, which stood across the gardens from the main palace. His grandfather occupied Suite Five, a large suite of rooms at the end that was furthest away from the Bosphorus. He had initially lived in the Sultan’s apartments at the palace; Murad did not have ostentatious tastes, however, so after the death of his mother he chose to move into the harem building, where he would be able to live in more modest surroundings. His consorts, on the other hand, enjoyed the opulence of the main palace, so most of them lived separately from their husband in the splendour that that building afforded. Nihad found his father and grandfather sitting near the open window in Murad’s study. They were playing backgammon. As he entered, the two men looked up from their game. The expression on their faces betrayed anxiety: they had been waiting for news all day and had been praying that it would come soon.

      Nihad hurried towards them, his habitually calm demeanour having temporarily deserted him. He kissed his grandfather’s hand and raised it to his forehead in the traditional Ottoman manner before greeting his father, Prince Mehmed Selahaddin Efendi, in the same way. “I am so sorry to interrupt your game, but I have happy news. Such very happy news!” The words came tumbling out of his mouth – louder, faster and higher in pitch than was the case with his usual manner of speaking, which was measured and controlled. “Safiru has borne me a son,” he blurted out at last. Nihad was breathless with excitement; his chest heaved up and down as he struggled to contain himself.

      Murad rose from his chair, took his grandson in his arms and kissed him on both cheeks. “Mashallah! Mashallah! It is the will of Allah. I pray that he will have a long and happy life.” Murad stared deeply into Nihad’s eyes. “I trust all went well?” he asked, suddenly becoming more serious. “I trust that your son is strong and that the Lady Safiru is recovering?”

      “Yes, Grandfather. Thank you for your concern, but all is well,” Nihad replied as his grandfather tightened his embrace. “Then we must celebrate,” Murad continued, a tone of enthusiasm entering his voice. “We will all dine together this evening to celebrate the birth of the new prince, for this is indeed a most special day. Such days are so rare.” Murad summoned the attendant standing outside the door of the study. “Nefidem Kalfa, please ask Aynifer Usta to tell the kitchens to prepare a feast in the large dining room. We are going to celebrate the birth of my great-grandson. And can you also see to it that all the ladies are informed, as I would like the whole family to dine together this evening, and I want everyone to be present? Thank you.” The attendant bowed her head and withdrew to find Aynifer Usta, the High Hazinedar, and carry out the other instructions she had been given.

      Mistress Aynifer was the highest-ranking person in the palace after the members of the Imperial family, their spouses and the former Sultan’s Favourites – the Gözdes. Since her position, her duties and her responsibilities were of the highest order, she could almost be said to be the Grand Vizier of the harem. All the other household staff were subordinate to her, and nothing happened without her knowledge. It was she who organised all ceremonies and special functions, and it was she who was consulted on all matters relating to the harem and everyone living in it. Murad and his family trusted her implicitly, and she was privy to many of the family’s most closely-guarded secrets. Tradition dictated that only she and other servants who held the rank of usta should serve Murad, but many of the strict, unbending rules of protocol that were a time-honoured feature of the Ottoman Court had been abandoned by Murad during the long years of his confinement. Çırağan was, after all, not just a palace: for all it had become a prison, it was essentially a family home, and it was a warm and loving one in which the stiff, formal atmosphere of the Imperial Court was conspicuously absent. This being so, a certain amount of familiarity with the household staff could be considered normal. The very few visitors who were permitted to come to the palace were sometimes surprised to see that the members of the Imperial family, and in particular the deposed Sultan, spoke directly and informally even to the most junior of the servants.

      Selahaddin was now embracing his son. “My dear boy, what wonderful news! I am delighted for you. Believe me, a son is truly a gift from Allah. You have been blessed,” he said with a smile. “I know you will be a good and loving father, and I am so proud of you.” He kissed his son on both cheeks, blinking back tears of joy – and, of course, relief.

      At that moment the gilded bronze door handle turned, the door swung open, and Prince Osman Fuad Efendi burst into the room. He was Nihad’s eight-year-old brother. “Is it true, Nihad? Am I really an uncle? Tirendaz Kalfa has just told me that Safiru Abla has had a baby boy.” Tirendaz was Selahaddin’s senior housemaid. She had been a member of his household staff ever since he first established his own entourage as a young prince soon after his father had ascended the throne. Today, she had the challenging task of keeping an eye on Fuad! He was an energetic and fun-loving boy, always on the look-out for adventure – very different in character from his far more serious-minded elder brother. Tirendaz looked rather flustered as she followed the young prince into the study a second or two later.

      “Fuad, have you forgotten your manners?” prompted Nihad. The excited boy remembered himself and greeted his grandfather and father in turn before repeating his question.

      Murad laughed. “It’s true, Fuad! You are no longer the baby of the family. I trust you will take your duties as uncle seriously?”

      For a brief moment, Fuad looked solemn. “I will take them most seriously, Grandfather,” he replied earnestly. “I will not only be an uncle to my nephew, but also a big brother and a best friend. And I will always love him and protect him. I can’t wait to show him all my toys and teach him how to escape from Tirendaz Kalfa!” Everyone laughed. Fuad’s passion for life, and the enthusiasm he had for everything, were infectious.

      Selahaddin smiled at his young son. How different his boys were, but how he loved them both! There was a big gap in their ages, but the bond between them was strong. Nihad was protective towards Fuad, who in turn looked up to his elder brother and always sought his approval. Selahaddin thought of their mothers. He loved them both equally, but like his sons, his wives were also very different. Nihad’s mother, the Lady Naziknaz, was a selfless person – always gentle, thoughtful and kind. She asked for nothing, having devoted her life to caring for her children, Nihad and his elder sister Princess Behiye. Sadly, Selahaddin and Naziknaz’ eldest son had been taken from them soon after his second birthday. However, it had of course been the will of Allah; Selahaddin admired the way Naziknaz had accepted her fate so bravely. Jalefer Hanımefendi, the mother of Fuad, was much younger. She was vibrant and lively – a fashionable, modern woman in every respect. Fuad was her only child, and she did not seem particularly eager to have more. He mused that his sons were very much like their mothers in character.

      Fuad’s eyes wandered over to the nearby table where the backgammon board lay open. “Can I play?” he asked, already distracted. The olive-wood board was intricately inlaid with ebony, ivory and mother of pearl. The workmanship was exquisite: a geometric design decorated the centre of each half of the board, while ivory chrysanthemum heads crowned the tip of each ivory point. It had been a gift to Murad from his mother, Şevkefzâ Kadınefendi, on the occasion of the birth of his only son Selahaddin over forty years previously. Murad had taught his son, his daughters and all his grandchildren to play backgammon on this board, and it had therefore been a silent witness to many happy intimate family moments.

      “We will play together tomorrow, my dear Fuad. But for the moment, I think you should go and tell your grandmother that you are now an uncle,” Murad said, lovingly stroking the little boy’s hair. He then turned to Nihad. “And you should inform your mother that she has become a grandmother!”

      “Yes, of course,” agreed Selahaddin. “They will both be overjoyed to hear the news.” He smiled to himself as he thought of the pleasure it would bring his mother, Reftarıdil Kadınefendi, and especially his wife, Naziknaz, to have a baby to love – and spoil – once more. There were few secrets in the palace, so he was confident that they had heard the news, and had most likely already visited Safiru and the baby. He was also fairly certain that Naziknaz would have taken control of everything in the nursery, and would now be busy dispensing orders to the wetnurse and the maids, ensuring that the baby was properly cared for.

      “Before you go, Nihad, take this,” Murad said, handing his grandson a small silk pouch that had been sitting on his desk. “You know our family tradition – you must give a special gift to the kalfa who first brought you the happy news of your son’s birth. Last week Sâdık Ağa went to see an old Armenian jeweller I once knew in the Bazaar to buy these emerald earrings. When I was not much older than you are now, I bought a similar gift from him for the kalfa who told me of the birth of your father. I have also bought your grandmother many fine pieces of jewellery from him in the past. When I was Crown Prince, I used to visit him so often that over time we became friends.” Nihad gratefully accepted the gift. “I wanted you to be able to reward your kalfa in the same way as I did,” Murad went on. “Margos Bey still drives a very hard bargain, but his craftsmanship and stones are of the very highest quality. We would haggle over prices, arguing back and forth for hours while we drank apple tea, discussed politics and played backgammon,” Murad said, fondly remembering the days of his youth when he was occasionally permitted to walk freely through the crowded streets of the Imperial capital.

      “Thank you, Grandfather. It is most generous of you. You are always so kind and thoughtful,” Nihad replied, bowing his head slightly. “I will present your gift to Dilbericihan Kalfa before we meet for dinner, and will be sure to recount your story to her when I do so,” he added. Then he and Fuad, who was beginning to fidget with impatience, left the study.

      “Well, my son. You are now a grandfather. And I ... I am a great-grandfather. How quickly the years pass!” Murad sighed once he and Selahaddin were alone again. “There are now four generations of our family languishing in this wretched place, hidden away behind the high walls of our prison and all but forgotten by the rest of the world.” Sensing the darkening in his father’s mood, Selahaddin placed a hand affectionately on his arm and guided him back to his chair. Then he closed the backgammon board and placed it carefully on his father’s desk. Murad seemed to be slipping into bouts of melancholy more and more often these days, and Selahaddin was becoming increasingly concerned over his beloved father’s wellbeing.

      Murad turned towards the window and looked out, a distracted and rather wistful expression coming over his face. “Ah well, I suppose I had better inform my brother that a new Ottoman prince has been born – as if he needed telling,” he said without diverting his gaze from the distant point on the far side of the Bosphorus on which his eyes were focused. After a short pause, he turned back to face his son. “I would also like to inform the rest of the family,” he began, a note of weariness entering his voice. “I know they are not allowed to receive my letters, but I wish to write to them anyway. I will try to have the letters safely delivered, of course. So can you please ask Asım Ağa to come to me with his writing box ... Oh yes, and can you ask one of the maids to bring me some apple tea?”

      “Of course, Father. Please put your mind at rest. Everything will be done exactly as you wish. I will see you at dinner,” replied Selahaddin, dutifully taking his leave. Reaching the door, he turned round to see his father standing before the window, absorbed in contemplating that same distant point once more.
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      No-one cast a second glance at the lone figure in the shabby fez struggling up the hill towards Yıldız: he was to all appearances a servant in the household of some unimportant functionary in the Empire’s administration too impecunious, or too mean, to provide him with new clothes. But when this unprepossessing individual arrived at the gates of the palace, he seemed to be recognised by the guards on duty. In fact, they greeted him by his first name. Entering the guard post, he rather sheepishly produced a crumpled note, intended for Sultan Abdülhamid’s Senior Equerry, from the pocket of his threadbare shalvar trousers. The sergeant snatched the note from his rough, calloused hands, and waved the cowering man away with a dismissive gesture.
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      Alone, with only his thoughts for company, Murad sat down in his favourite leather armchair in front of the brightly burning tiled stove. He stretched out his legs, crossed his right foot over his left, placed his arms on the armrests, and rested his head back against the soft leather, doing his best to make himself comfortable while he waited for Asım Ağa, and his tea, to arrive. His eyes closed as he began to think of his family, and how it had come to pass that four generations of the most senior branch of the Ottoman Dynasty should be living in captivity in Çırağan, their ‘gilded cage’.

      But whatever cruel restrictions his family might be forced to live under, at least Murad had the consolation that thanks to the birth of his great-grandson, the survival of his own line was now assured. And not only had the baby been born healthy, but his mother, Safiru, appeared to be recovering as well as could be expected. This was the happy outcome he had been praying for: he knew only too well that in the past many babies had either been stillborn or had died within hours, and that sometimes their mothers had not survived the harrowing ordeal of childbirth. Murad allowed a feeling of relief and gratitude to wash over him.

      The fragility of human life was a universal truth that had a special bearing on the Ottoman family as it was a constant reminder of the vulnerability of the Dynasty – and therefore, that of the Empire itself. When Murad’s grandfather, Sultan Mahmud II, ascended the throne after a palace coup in 1808, he had been the only remaining prince of the Ottoman line. Indeed, there had been a very real danger that the Dynasty would become extinct for lack of a male heir.

      The previous year, Mahmud’s brother Mustafa had collaborated with the disgruntled Janissary Army Corps in a successful attempt to overthrow and imprison Sultan Selim III, their enlightened and accomplished cousin. Selim continued to enjoy widespread support, however, and in July 1808 Alemdar Mustafa Pasha attacked Topkapı Palace with fifteen thousand men, intending to depose the recently enthroned Mustafa IV and restore Selim. Seeing this army approach the palace, Mustafa ordered the murder of both Selim and Mahmud, thinking that as he himself would now be the only male member of the Ottoman family left alive, his life would be spared in the interests of preserving the Dynasty.

      Mustafa’s assassins murdered Selim, but fortunately Mahmud eluded his assailants’ grasp, sustaining only a knife wound to his arm. A brave and quick-thinking kalfa named Cevri halted the assassins by throwing a bowlful of ash, gathered from the fire in the hammam, into their eyes, thus blinding them for long enough to allow Mahmud to escape through a window and climb onto the roof of the harem complex. In fear of his life, he clambered across the loose clay tiles and over the domes of the intervening buildings until he reached the Inner Courtyard of the palace; here, loyal attendants hurriedly tied pieces of fabric together to form a long rope – which Mahmud used to lower himself to safety. Shortly afterwards, Alemdar Mustafa Pasha’s men entered Topkapı and took control, rescuing Mahmud from danger. In this way, not only was Mahmud’s survival assured, but also that of the Ottoman Dynasty.

      Once he had ascended the throne, Sultan Mahmud vowed that he would not be the last Sultan of the Ottoman line; therefore, in order to replenish the stock of potential heirs, he fathered thirty-six children. Unfortunately, however, the number of males in the Imperial family still remained small since of all Mahmud’s sons, only two survived into adulthood: Murad’s father, Sultan Abdülmecid, and his uncle, Sultan Abdülaziz.

      Abdülmecid, in his turn, fathered forty children to guarantee the continuance of the Dynasty, but of these only nine were still living. Most of the others had died in infancy, or as very young children. Murad could remember many of them – some only vaguely, others rather more clearly. He had been his father’s second child, and the eldest of his sons; as such, Murad was able to recall the suffering that the heartbroken mothers of many of Abdülmecid’s children had endured. He could still hear the high-pitched wails of grief ringing through the corridors of the palace harems as babies died only a few days or weeks after birth, and as too many young lives were brutally cut short by the terrible diseases that plagued the city.

      As a child, Murad had been grateful for the company of his many brothers and sisters. He had never thought it even remotely possible that his destiny would be to end his days as the prisoner of one of them ...
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      Murad opened his eyes. The glow from the stove was now dimmer than before, and he thought how his own burning desire to bring greater freedom to his subjects had been abruptly extinguished by the fate that had overtaken him; it made a mockery of all the dreams he had had as Crown Prince of liberalising his empire and transforming it into a modern state. Was it not ironic, he mused, that the very man who had cared so much about the ability of others to enjoy their right to freedom should himself have had to endure the curtailment of that most fundamental right? With the imprisonment of Murad, not only had the legitimate Sultan of the Ottomans been denied his birthright, but the Empire had lost a valuable opportunity to bring itself into line with recent developments in Europe.

      As a young man, Murad had been overflowing with exciting new ideas and plans for reform, all aimed at reversing the Empire’s decline by rendering it more democratic, more liberal and therefore more efficient and more modern. He had been inspired by the bold initiatives taken by his father and grandfather, who had led the struggle against the entrenched conservative elements in the Empire that jealously held on to their power and violently resisted any attempt to bring about change. In the face of constant opposition, his grandfather Mahmud II had begun a programme of sweeping reforms within the administration and in the fields of education, the tax system and the law, and had taken steps to modernise the army and navy. Most notably, he abolished the Janissary Corps, which had once been the most feared fighting force in the world but had become one of the bastions of resistance to change, undermining the very fabric of the Empire with its corrupt ways; it had been this rebellious body of men, in fact, who had deposed Selim III. Mahmud also introduced social reforms that horrified and enraged the conservatives: at the Ottoman Court and among the bureaucracy, for instance, the traditional oriental robes were replaced by European-style clothing, while the turban was discarded in favour of the fez.

      A few months after Mahmud’s death, Abdülmecid promulgated the Edict of Gülhane – thereby initiating what came to be known as the Tanzimat Period, a time of many reforms that continued throughout his reign. One of the most important of these was the guaranteeing of equal rights before the law to every Ottoman citizen, regardless of ethnicity or religion. It was hoped that this would help combat the spread of nationalism, which threatened the very existence of the Empire and was being actively encouraged by the European Powers for their own ends.

      Murad had admired all that his father and grandfather had achieved, but planned to go even further than they had. In fact, he had been willing to relinquish the absolute power he would enjoy as Sultan, and establish a constitutional monarchy. He believed that unlike his predecessors, he had the advantage of being able to rely on the support of a liberal-minded elite – a generation of bureaucrats, statesmen and military officers educated in the schools and academies that had been founded during the Tanzimat Period. This influential class of people, he thought, would be eager to implement a radical change of this nature and ensure its success. In short, it had been Murad’s dream to arouse the Ottomans from their slumber and create an enlightened modern empire that would be strong enough to survive for centuries to come.
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      It was not long before thoughts of what might have been were replaced in Murad’s mind by those nagging feelings of guilt that plagued him more and more frequently these days. He constantly tortured himself for causing those he loved nothing but misery. Because of him, they had been compelled to live in confinement for the last twenty-eight years, locked in this gilded cage on the orders of the usurper Sultan Abdülhamid. He chastised himself for not having been more determined and more resilient when he came to the throne in May 1876, and for allowing himself to be hounded into submission by the scheming pashas and his own ambitious, power-hungry younger brother. Everyone in Murad’s family, without exception, had told him over and over again that he was not to blame, but he did not believe this for an instant. How had it all gone wrong?

      Murad had ascended the throne of the Ottoman Empire on 30th May 1876 following a military coup against his uncle, Sultan Abdülaziz, that had taken place the night before. The leaders of the coup had been Hüseyin Avni Pasha, the Minister of War, Rüşdi Pasha, the Grand Vizier, and Midhat Pasha, a well-known liberal statesman and advocate of reform. They had become tired of the Sultan’s extravagant spending, which had been a source of dangerous pressure on the Ottoman Treasury, and had grown impatient with his continued resistance to demands that he should abandon absolute power and agree to introduce constitutional government. Murad had not taken part in the conspiracy against his uncle, but rumours had reached his ears that a coup might be imminent, most likely planned for early June. He was therefore both shocked and terrified when Hüseyin Avni Pasha, armed with a revolver and accompanied by soldiers, burst into his room in the Crown Prince’s suite at the Dolmabahçe Palace on that May night. Murad was hurriedly taken off to be enthroned as the new Sultan; meanwhile, Abdülaziz was taken prisoner.

      Murad’s initial reaction to Hüseyin Avni Pasha’s arrival was to suspect that it was a trick, and that his uncle had uncovered the plot; he thought perhaps Abdülaziz wanted to test his loyalty. It also occurred to him that it might be a stratagem designed to portray him as a traitor so that he could be removed from his position as the rightful successor. For years, on the anniversary of his enthronement Abdülaziz had tried to persuade his ministers to change the laws of succession from ‘agnatic seniority’, the current system under which a deceased Sultan would be succeeded by whichever prince of the Imperial blood was the eldest, to ‘agnatic primogeniture’, whereby the eldest son of the Sultan would succeed him. Every attempt on the part of Abdülaziz to enforce this change had been thwarted by the Sheikh ul-Islam, assisted by the British Ambassador: neither of these two had wished to see the Sultan’s eldest son – the petulant, pretentious Prince Yusuf İzzeddin Efendi – given preferment over the well-mannered, intelligent and enlightened Prince Murad.

      Abdülaziz had envied Murad his immense popularity with the people, and had kept him in virtual seclusion in his apartments in the palace, where he lived under constant surveillance. Murad’s uncle had even tried to persuade him to renounce his claim to the throne by means of bribes and threats. In these circumstances, it was entirely understandable that Murad should have been reluctant to believe that the offer of being made Sultan in place of Abdülaziz was sincere when he found himself suddenly confronted with an agitated Hüseyin Avni Pasha on the night of the coup.

      Murad was not a devious man, and had no predilection whatever for Machiavellian conspiracies. The coup shook him to the very core of his being, and his sensitive nature was deeply distressed by the sight of the heavily-armed men who surrounded him, albeit for his own protection. Later, he was unnerved to hear of the rough treatment that had been meted out to his uncle and the ladies of his harem, who had been manhandled out of their rooms by the plotters’ henchmen with not the slightest sign of respect for their status as members of the Imperial family. Rumours abounded to the effect that jewels had been ripped from their bodies, and money and personal possessions stolen from chests and cupboards; even the sick and the elderly had been treated with contempt.

      The shock to his system occasioned by this night of terror resulted in episodes of strange and unpredictable behaviour on the part of Murad, but worse was to come: the trauma he had sustained developed into a full-scale nervous breakdown when he heard the news, just a few days later, of his uncle’s death in mysterious circumstances. His ministers informed him that Abdülaziz had committed suicide by cutting his wrists, but Murad was convinced that this was not true. Tormented by the scene he pictured in his mind of his uncle’s murder, he was seized by fits of vomiting. Over and over, he replayed to himself the horrific vision of his uncle, a well-built and powerful man, wrestling in vain with his assassins as they slashed his arms and wrists with their knives until the deposed Sultan fell to the floor, and fought no more.

      The sinister countenances of Hüseyin Avni Pasha and the Grand Vizier led Murad to believe that they might well be capable of giving the order for such a despicable act of treachery, but the thought that Midhat Pasha might have been complicit in the murder left him completely dumbfounded. Midhat Pasha was a man Murad had trusted, fondly imagining that this able statesman might help him in the task of steering the Empire along the perilous course towards reform. His feelings of horror and betrayal were further exacerbated by the fear that his people might wrongly believe he had been in some way involved in his uncle’s murder – a crime of which he was completely innocent. As these thoughts tortured his mind, sleep evaded him, and he turned to drink to drown his feelings of sorrow, bewilderment and despair. However, Murad’s over-indulgence in Veuve Clicquot champagne, sometimes fortified with brandy in heady cocktails, only served to weaken his resistance to mental collapse: as he sought relief in total oblivion, he began to be plagued by frightening hallucinations in which his uncle’s unquiet ghost came to haunt him.

      Murad’s erratic behaviour provided Midhat Pasha with the excuse he needed to depose him, and three months later the opportunity was duly pounced on. It was clear that Murad was fast recovering his faculties: his lucid moments were becoming more and more frequent as he battled successfully to overcome his demons. However, Midhat Pasha knew very well that once lost, the young Sultan’s trust in him would never be regained. And so, intent on realising his personal ambitions, he turned his attention to Murad’s younger brother Abdülhamid, focusing all his energies on ensuring that this new recipient of his favour came to the throne without delay. No doubt, he thought, Abdülhamid would reward him by making him Grand Vizier, and would agree to promulgate the constitution that Midhat Pasha had drawn up. For a politician not overly encumbered with scruples, it was an enticing prospect.

      Allah had punished all those who had been involved in the coup against Sultan Abdülaziz. Hüseyin Avni Pasha was shot barely a week later by Captain Çerkes Hasan, an army captain of Circassian origin who had served as Yusuf İzzeddin’s aide-de-camp. He was also the brother of Abdülaziz’ beloved Fourth Wife Nesteren Kadınefendi, who had died only a few days after her husband; by means of this act, Captain Hasan had taken revenge for both his Sultan and his sister. Rüşdi Pasha died in exile a few years after Abdülhamid came to the throne, while Midhat Pasha totally misjudged the new Sultan’s character, and was assassinated in Arabia – some say on Abdülhamid’s orders – soon after being sent into exile there.

      The constitution that Midhat Pasha had worked so hard to prepare, and which would have been so enthusiastically adopted by Murad, was suspended by Abdülhamid less than two years after it had been proclaimed. He showed that he had no intention either of allowing the absolute power he enjoyed as Sultan to be compromised by a constitution, or of relinquishing the position he had usurped and restoring the rightful Sultan to the throne. The fate of the Empire, now set firmly on a course diametrically opposed to that of democratisation, had thus been sealed; meanwhile, Murad and his family were condemned to a life of misery, detained indefinitely at his younger brother’s pleasure.

      Murad blamed himself for the fact that his only son, Selahaddin, had spent his entire adult life in a prison, and that his grandsons, Nihad and Fuad, had seen nothing of the world that lay beyond the walls of Çırağan, and had thus been denied a normal childhood. Freedom lay so tantalisingly close – just beyond the high land walls that were vigilantly patrolled on both sides by guards handpicked for their fealty to Abdülhamid; just outside the iron doors that had been installed to make the palace impregnable to any attempt to liberate its inhabitants; and just across the dangerous, fast-flowing waters of the Bosphorus, on the clearly visible opposite shore. In their worst moments, Murad and his family had the feeling of being buried alive, suffocated by the unrelieved frustration and monotony of a fishbowl existence in which normal human contact was impossible.

      At first Abdülhamid permitted his sisters and two of his younger brothers, Crown Prince Mehmed Reşad and the sickly Prince Mehmed Burhaneddin, to visit Murad as he trusted them to remain loyal to him; soon, however, even these visits were stopped. From that time on, no one other than authorised members of Abdülhamid’s household staff was allowed to see the deposed Sultan and his family. Visits from anyone – be they relatives, friends or state officials – were strictly prohibited; the quarantine was so rigorously enforced, in fact, that ships, caïques and small fishing boats were forbidden to pass near the Çırağan Palace in case someone caught a glimpse of the former sovereign. Abdülhamid wanted everyone, not only in the Empire’s capital but also in the world outside, to forget that Murad was still alive – even that he had ever existed.

      Murad’s consorts and all the women of his household suffered in exactly the same way, as did his granddaughters and his one remaining unmarried daughter, Princess Fatma. It was, however, of some comfort to Murad that following the marriages of Princess Hadice and Princess Fehime, his two eldest daughters, they were now permitted to enjoy their freedom. Their uncle Sultan Abdülhamid had generously given each of them a beautiful yalı on the Bosphorus as a wedding gift, but the price Murad had been forced to pay for their liberty had been a cruelly high one: when his brother had finally given permission for the two princesses to marry, he had done so on condition that they should no longer be allowed to see their father or to have any contact whatsoever with him. They had been forbidden ever to return to Çırağan after their weddings, or to correspond with anyone living there, and this rule had been strictly enforced. No crueller prohibition could possibly have been imposed on such a loving and devoted father: it was a malicious and entirely unnecessary act of cruelty on Abdülhamid’s part, being intended purely and simply to wound his brother – and indeed, this enforced separation was breaking Murad’s fragile heart.
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      Murad did not hear the kalfa enter the room, but he stirred as she placed the round silver tray on the low table next to his chair. “Thank you, Nezihe Kalfa,” he said. Murad knew everyone’s name in the household, from the most junior maid to the most senior administrator. They all appreciated the consideration he showed them, and they rewarded his kindness and concern for their welfare with unconditional devotion and loyalty. Nezihe’s eyes remained lowered as she backed out of the room as quietly as she had come in.

      Murad was thirsty. He reached down to the table and grasped the peacock-shaped handle of the silver filigree zarf that encased the tea glass. He brought the glass to his lips, and as he drank the warm, sweet apple tea, he relaxed back into his armchair.
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      He now began to reminisce about all he had seen when he had accompanied his uncle Sultan Abdülaziz on his state visit to Europe in 1867. What an exciting six and a half weeks it had been! Murad had been both impressed and inspired by much of what he had witnessed in Paris, London, Brussels, Vienna and Budapest. More importantly, the trip had opened his eyes to the dangerous and ever-widening gap between the Ottoman Empire and Western Europe in terms of industrialisation, military strength and progress towards fully-fledged democracy. He was not naïve enough to believe that the European Powers could ever be trusted – despite their all-too-eager overtures of friendship – but at the same time he was aware that the trip was a valuable opportunity to learn from them and about them; if the required lessons were learnt from the experience, the Empire could be strengthened as a result. Murad had been astounded by the many technological advances and new inventions that he had seen at the Paris Exhibition. He had been deeply impressed by – yet made very nervous of – the might of the British navy when he attended a naval review at Portsmouth. Murad had also greatly admired the workings of the French legal system, and had respected the system of parliamentary government that he saw running smoothly alongside the monarchy in Britain.

      There had been countless balls, concerts, lavish dinners and receptions, all of which he had thoroughly enjoyed. Murad smiled to himself as he remembered how Sultan Abdülaziz had reprimanded him one evening for taking too much pleasure in diversions of this kind! Initially, Abdülaziz had not wanted Murad to accompany him on his tour of Europe as he had wanted the full attention of the foreign courts and the foreign press to be focused exclusively on himself. He had also seen the trip as a chance to introduce his eldest son, Yusuf İzzeddin, to Western rulers and politicians, hoping that in this way he would be able to win their support for his son if ever a war of succession should arise. However, Abdülaziz’ politically astute mother had persuaded him to bring not only Yusuf İzzeddin but also Murad and Abdülhamid to Europe as members of his entourage. She had convinced him that it would be far too dangerous to leave the popular Crown Prince and his younger brother in İstanbul as they might try to usurp the throne while he was away. Abdülaziz derived great satisfaction from humiliating and insulting the rightful heir to the Ottoman throne at every opportunity, publicly chastising him; he also kept Murad in the background at official events so that his own ten-year-old son could stand by his side instead.

      None of this bothered Murad – he was enjoying himself too much to let his uncle’s petty jealousies ruin the trip. He also ignored his brother, for at times Abdülhamid made it obvious that like their uncle, he too disapproved of his older brother’s behaviour! One evening, Abdülhamid criticised Murad for having danced the quadrille and a waltz with Princess Louise, the vivacious and enchanting daughter of Queen Victoria. Murad could still remember the Princess’s infectious laugh, her quick wit and the touch of her white kid glove in one of his hands as he rested the other lightly on her bare shoulder.

      Everyone had been intrigued to meet the charming young heir to the Imperial Ottoman throne, and Murad ensured that no one who met him was disappointed by the encounter. During his time in England he developed a particularly close friendship with Edward, Prince of Wales. The young princes shared not only a similar destiny, but also a fondness for amusing diversions and beautiful women, with the result that they both took sincere pleasure in one another’s company. Politicians and intellectuals were encouraged by Murad’s interest in liberalism and reform, and were attracted by his eagerness to debate with them and discuss the pressing issues of the day. The ladies of the European courts were equally captivated, being fascinated by the mystery and allure that surrounded this handsome, surprisingly forward-looking prince from the Orient, and were spellbound by his dark, trusting eyes, his soft, gentle voice and his impeccably refined manners.
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      Recently, Murad’s mind was becoming more and more inclined to drift back to the past. It now turned momentarily to Ziya Pasha, a man who had once been a respected and influential writer and a political activist within the ‘Young Ottomans’ organisation, and who had been appointed as Murad’s private secretary when he first became Sultan. However, Ziya Pasha had only held the position for twenty-four hours before being unceremoniously dismissed: it very soon transpired that tact and diplomacy were not among his virtues, thus making him utterly unsuitable for the post of Private Secretary to the Sultan! Murad had first met Ziya Pasha during his visit to London in the summer of 1867, at which time he had also met his associates Namık Kemal and Ali Suavi. In between the numerous official engagements of the state visit, Murad had eluded his uncle’s spies, and had secretly arranged a meeting with them and with other Young Ottomans who were living in exile there.

      He knew that these men were highly critical of his uncle’s autocratic regime, but he also knew that the Empire needed drastic reform, and thought that members of the educated elite such as these might be able to help him with the monumental task of modernisation and reform that lay ahead of him. Murad enjoyed hearing their thoughts on the subject of how Islam could be reconciled with modern ideas of government without compromising the principles of either. He also applauded their vision of creating a ‘Pan-Ottoman’ identity among the peoples of the Empire that would transcend all religious and ethnic divisions. If successfully established, such an identity could be an effective means of extinguishing the flames of nationalism that were now being fanned in many parts of the Empire by the European Powers with a view to seizing the Ottomans’ rich and strategically important lands. The Young Ottomans, in their turn, had been surprised and delighted to find the young prince so enlightened, and had been impressed by the fact that he had risked so much to meet them: Abdülaziz would certainly have punished his nephew most severely if he had found out about these meetings.

      But alas! None of these idealistic hopes and dreams had been realised. Ziya Pasha and Namık Kemal were now both dead, though their works still graced the bookshelves in Murad’s study. He had always encouraged his children and grandchildren to read them. Sultan Abdülhamid had abandoned all efforts to introduce constitutional democracy, and was ruling the Empire as a despot. It hurt and angered Murad to see the damage that was being done to the Empire as a result of Abdülhamid’s unyielding policies – but of course, he could do nothing.
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      After a while, something roused Murad from his reflections, and he caught himself staring absent-mindedly at the rows of leather-bound books arranged neatly on his bookshelves. He was irritated with himself. Why did his mind wander back to the past so often these days? Was it that he missed the people who surrounded him in his younger days? Well, yes, perhaps it was. He could not deny, after all, that he missed his brothers and sisters with a longing that seemed to get worse, rather than better, as time went on.

      He had not been allowed to see any of his siblings for nearly twenty-five years, and had likewise been forbidden to correspond with them. However, with the help of Asım Ağa and other loyal servants he had maintained a secret, though very limited, communication with them all. Sadly, many of his siblings had died during this time, among them his beloved sister Princess Fatma. The thought of her beautiful, serene face and her warm, loving nature brought a tear to his eye. It rolled slowly down his cheek and was left to dry in his thinning white beard. Fatma had tried desperately to help her brother when he had first been placed in confinement, but Abdülhamid had punished her with extreme severity for what he perceived as her treachery towards him. He had ordered her to be imprisoned in her residence, the Palace of Baltalimanı, and it was only on her premature death a few years later that she was finally set free from captivity. Hers was yet another life that Murad blamed himself for ruining.

      He was thankful, however, that his brother had never discovered that their sister Princess Seniha had also helped him. Soon after Murad arrived at Çırağan following his deposition, she had taken the bold step of bringing a doctor into the palace in her own carriage, sneaking him past the guards disguised as a veiled housemaid, so that the former Sultan could be treated for his nervous breakdown. The doctor had attended Murad for twelve days, kept hidden from the guards and Abdülhamid’s spies by the kalfas. Murad knew that he owed his life to this doctor and to his sister’s timely intervention: it had been this clandestine course of treatment alone that had saved him during those darkest of days.

      He then cast his mind back to the time, soon after the disastrous Russo-Turkish War that ended in 1878, when his devoted brothers Prince Ahmed Kemaleddin Efendi and Prince Selim Süleyman Efendi had become involved in a reckless scheme to free him from imprisonment. With an inward sigh of relief, Murad thanked Allah that Abdülhamid had never learnt how closely Kemaleddin and Süleyman had been linked to the failed rescue attempt. Blame for this violent and bloody incident had always been placed squarely on the shoulders of Ali Suavi, the Young Ottoman Murad had once met in Europe, and on his followers – an armed band of Moslem refugees who had fled the former Ottoman territories in the Balkans in the face of the invading Russian army. The destitute refugees blamed Abdülhamid for the catastrophic Ottoman defeat and held him personally responsible for the subsequent Treaty of San Stefano – a crushing humiliation for the Ottoman Empire which not only saw the loss of huge swathes of land to Russia and the newly emerging Balkan States but also resulted in the expulsion of hundreds of thousands of Moslems and Jews from their former homelands. This ill-fated bid to liberate Murad and restore him to the throne had been put down by the local prefect of police, a man fiercely loyal to Abdülhamid who had entered the palace with his men, defeated the insurgents and bludgeoned Ali Suavi to death, thereby ending the revolt.

      It was after this serious civil disturbance that Abdülhamid’s fears for his security on the throne had been inflamed to the point of outright paranoia; it was then that he had given the order for those iron doors that so wounded Murad’s spirit to be installed, and security at the Çırağan Palace had been so tightened that those condemned to live inside it felt suffocated by the restrictions. But in spite of all the troubles that beset him, Murad took consolation in the fact that he was blessed to have two sisters and two brothers who loved him deeply enough to be prepared to risk so much for his sake. He was also thankful to have discovered that Abdülhamid’s network of spies was not infallible.

      How he missed his siblings, and how desperately he longed to see those of them who were still alive! He loved them all – even Abdülhamid, though Murad’s love and loyalty had been tested to the limit since the usurpation of his throne, and never more so than after the tragedy he had recently experienced. The brothers had been born on the same day, but two years apart, and this coincidence had forged a bond between them that Murad liked to think could not be broken, in spite of everything. He recalled with a glow of happiness those innocent days of their childhood when all the brothers and sisters would play and laugh together, sharing their joys and fears with one another. Even Abdülhamid had been ready to laugh as a young boy
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