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Preface 

1 found this manuscript in 1982 in that forgotten 'archive' 
attached to the governor' s office in Gebze that 1 used to 
rummage through for a week each summer, at the bottom 
of a dusty chest stuffed to overflowing with imperial 
decrees, tide deeds, court registers and tax rolls. The dream
like blue of its delicate, marbled binding, its bright caIli
graphy, shining among the faded government documents, 
immediately caught my eye. 1 guessed from the difference 
in handwriting that someone other than the original caIli
grapher had later on, as if to arouse my interest further, 
penned a tide on the first page of the book: 'The Quilter's 
Stepson'. There was no other heading. The margins and 
blank pages were fiIled with pictures of people with tiny 
heads dressed in costumes studded with buttons, aIl drawn 
in a childish hand. 1 read the book at once, with immense 
pleasure. Delighted, but too lazy to transcribe the manu
script, 1 stole it from the dump that ev en the young governor 
dared not calI an 'archive', taking advantage of the trust of 
a custodian who was so deferential as to leave me unsuper
vised, and slipped it, in the twinkling of an eye, into my 
case. 

At first 1 didn't quite know what 1 would do with the 
book, other than to read it over and over again. My distrust 
of history then was still strong, and 1 wanted to concentrate 
on the story for its own sake, rather than on the manuscript's 
scientific, cultural, anthropological, or 'historical' value. 1 
was drawn to the author himself. Since my friends and 1 had 
been forced to withdraw from the university, 1 had taken 
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up my grandfather's profession of encydopaedist: it was 
th en that it occurred to me to indu de an entry on the author 
in the history section - my responsibility - of an encydo-
paedia of famous men. ., 

To this task 1 devoted what spare Ume remalned to me 
after the encydopaedia and my drinking. When 1 consulted 
the basic sources for the period, 1 saw right away that sorne 
events described in the story bore little resemblance to fact: 
for example, 1 confirmed that at one point during the five 
years Koprulu served as Grand Vizier a great fire had rav
aged Istanbul, but there was no evidence at aIl of an outbreak 
of disease worth recording, let alone of a widespread plague 
like the one in the book. Some of the names of viziers of 
the period had been misspelled, some were confused with 
one another, sorne had even been changed. The names of 
imperial astrologers did not match those in the palace 
records, but since 1 thought this discrepancy had a special 
place in the story 1 didn't dwell upon it. On the other hand, 
our 'knowledge' of history generally verified the events in 
the book. Sometimes 1 saw this 'realism' even in small 
details: for example, the historian Naima described in simi
lar fashion the Imperial Astrologer Huseyn Efendi's ex ecu
tion and Mehmet IV's rabbit hunt at Mirahor Palace. It 
occurred to me that the author, who dearly enjoyed reading 
and fantasizing, may have been familiar with such sources 
and a great many other books - such as the memoirs of 
European travellers or emancipated slaves - and gleaned 
material for his story from them. He may have merely read 
the travel journals of Evliya Chelebi, whom he said he 
knew. Thinking the reverse might just as well be true, as 
other examples could show, 1 kept trying to track clown 
the author of my story, but the research 1 did in Istanbul 
libraries da shed most of my hopes. 1 wasn't able to find a 
single one of aIl those treatises and books presented to 
Mehmet IV between 1652 and 1680, neither in the library 
of Topkapi Palace nor in other public and private libraries 
where 1 thought they might have strayed. 1 came across 
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onIy one due: there were other works in these libraries by 
the 'left-handed calligrapher' mentioned in the story. 1 
chased after them for a while, but only disappointing replies 
came back from the Italian universities l' d besieged with a 
torrent of letters; my wanderings among the tombstones 
of Gebze, jennethisar, and Uskudar graveyards in search 
of the name of the author (revealed in the book itself though 
not on the tide-page) were also unsuccessful, and by then 
rd had enough: 1 gave up following possible leads and wrote 
the encyclopaedia article solely on the basis of the story 
itself. As 1 feared, the y didn't print this article, not, how
ever, for lack of scientific evidence, but because its subject 
was not deemed to be famous enough. 

My fascination with the story increased even more 
perhaps for this reason. 1 even thought of resigning in pro
test, but 1 loved my work and my friends. For a time 1 toId 
my story to everyone 1 met, as passionately as though 1 had 
written it myself rather th an discovered it. To make it seem 
more interesting 1 talked about its symbolic value, its fun
damental relevance to our contemporary realities, how 
through this tale 1 had come to understand our own time, 
etc. When 1 made these claims, young people usually more 
absorbed in issues like politics, activism, East-West rela
tions, or democracy were at first intrigued, but like my 
drinking friends, they too soon forgot my story. A prof es
sor friend, returning the manuscript he' d thumbed through 
at my insistence, said that in the old wooden hou ses on the 
back streets of Istanbul there were tens of thousands of 
manuscripts filled with stories of this kind. If the simple 
people living in those houses hadn't mistaken them, with 
their old Ottoman script, for Arabic Korans and kept them 
in a place of honour high up on top of their cupboards, 
they were probably ripping them up page by page to light 
their stoves. 

So 1 decided, encouraged by a certain girl in glasses from 
whose hand a cigarette was never absent, to publish the 
story which 1 returned to read over and over again. My 
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readers will see that l nourished no pretensions to style 
while revising the book into contemporary Turkish: after 
reading a couple of sentences from the manuscript 1 kept 
on one table, l' d go to another table in the other room where 
1 kept my papers and try to narrate in today's idiom the 
sense of what remained in my mind. It was not 1 who chose 
the title of the book, but the publishing house that agreed 
to print it. Readers seeing the dedication at the beginning 
may ask if it has a personal significance. 1 suppose that to 
see everything as connected with everything else is the 
addiction of our time. It is because l too have succumbed 
to this disease that 1 publish this tale. 

FARUK DARVINOGLU 
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We were sailing from Venice to Naples when the Turkish 
fleet appeared. We numbered three ships aIl told, but the 
file of their galleys emerging from the fog seemed to have 
no end. We lost our nerve; fear and confusion instantly 
broke out on our ship, and our oarsmen, most of them 
Turks and Moors, were screaming with joy. Our vessel 
turned its bow landward, westward, like the other two, 
but unlike them we could not gather speed. Our captain, 
fearing punishment should he be captured, could not bring 
himself to give the command to whip the captives at the 
oars. In later years 1 often thought that this" moment of 
cowardice changed my whole life. 

But now it seems to me that my life would have been 
changed if our captain had not suddenly been overcome by 
fear. Many men believe that no life is determined in 
advance, that aIl stories are essentially a chain of coinci
dences. And yet, even those who believe this come to the 
conclusion, when they look back, that events they once 
took for chance were really inevitable. 1 have reached that 
moment now, as 1 sit at an oid table writing my book, 
visualizing the colours of the Turkish ships appearing like 
phantoms in the fog; this seems the best of times to tell a tale. 

Our captain took heart when he saw the other two ships 
slip away from the Turkish vessels and disappear into the 
fog, and at last he dared to beat the oarsmen, but we were 
too late; even whips could not make the slaves obey once 
they had been aroused by the passion for freedom. Cutting 
the unnerving wall of fog into waves of colour, more than 
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ten Turkish galleys were upon us at once. Now at last our 
captain decided to fight, trying to overcome, 1 believe, not 
the enemy, but his own fear and shame; he had the slaves 
flogged mercilessly and ordered the cannons made ready, 
but the passion for batde, late to flame, was also quick to 
bum out. We were caught in a violent broadside volley -
our ship would surely sink if we did not give up at once -
we decided to raise the flag of surrender. 

While we waited on a calm sea for the Turkish ships to 
draw alongside, 1 went to my cabin, put my things in order 
as if expecting not arch-enemies who would change my 
whole life, but a few friends paying a visit, and opening 
my little trunk rummaged through my books, lost in 
thought. My eyes filled with te ars as 1 turned the pages of 
a volume l' d paid dearly for in Florence; 1 heard shrieks, 
footsteps rushing back and forth, an uproar going on out
side, 1 knew that at any moment the book would be snatched 
from my hand, yet 1 wanted to think not of that but of 
what was written on its pages. It was as if the thoughts, 
the sentences, the equations in the book contained the whole 
of my past life which 1 dreaded to lose; while 1 read random 
phrases under my breath, as though reciting a prayer. 1 
desperately wanted to engrave the en tire volume on my 
memory so that when they did come, 1 would not think of 
them and what they would make me suffer, but would 
remember the colours of my past as if recalling the cheri shed 
words of a book 1 had memorized with pleasure. 

ln those days 1 was a different person, ev en called a dif
ferent name by mother, fiancée and friends. Once in a while 
1 still see in my dreams that person who used to be me, or 

1 now believe was me, and wake up drenched in sweat. 
This person who brings to mind now the faded colours, 
the dream-like shades of those lands that never were, the 
animaIs that never existed, the incredible weapons we later 
invented year after year, was twenty-three years old then, 
had studied 'science and art' in Florence and Venice, 
believed he knew something of astronomy, mathematics, 
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physics, paIntIng. Of course he was conceited: having 
devoured most of what had been accomplished before his 
time, he turned up his nose at it aIl; he had no doubt he'd 
do better; he had no equal; he knew he was more intelligent 
and creative than anyone else. In short, he was an average 
youth. It pains me to think, when 1 have to invent a past 
for myself, that this youth who talked with his beloved 
about his passions, his plans, about the world and science, 
who found it natural that his fiancée adored him, was actu
ally me. But 1 comfort myself with the thought that one 
day a few people will patiently read to the end what 1 write 
here and understand that 1 was not that youth. And perhaps 
those patient readers will think, as 1 do now, that the story 
of that youth who let go of his life while reading his precious 
books continued later from where it broke off. 

When the Turkish sailors threw down their ramps and 
came on board 1 put the books in my trunk and peered 
outside. Pandemonium had broken out on the vessel. They 
were gathering everyone together on deck and stripping 
them naked. For a moment it passed through my mind that 
1 could jump overboard in the confusion, but 1 thought 
they would shoot me in the water, or capture and kill me 
immediately, and anyway, 1 didn't know how close we 
were to land. At first no one bothered with me. The Muslim 
slaves, loosed from their chains, were shouting with joy, 
and a gang of them set about taking vengeance right away 
on the men who had whipped them. Soon they found me 
in my cabin, came inside, ransacked my possessions. They 
rifled through my trunks searching for gold, and after they 
took away sorne ofmy books and aIl ofmy clothes, some
one grabbed me as 1 distractedly pored over the couple of 
books left and took me to one of the captains. 

The captain, who as 1 learned later was a Genoese con vert, 
treated me weIl; he asked what my profession was. Wanting 
to avoid being put to the oars, 1 declared right away that 1 
had knowledge of astronomy and nocturnal navigation, but 
this made no impression. 1 then claimed 1 was a doctor, 
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counting on the anatomy book they'd left me. When 1 was 
showed a man who' d lost an arm, 1 protested that 1 was 
not a surgeon. This angered them, and they were about to 
put me to the oars wh en the captain, noticing my books, 
asked if 1 knew anything of urine and pulses. When 1 said 
1 did 1 was saved from the oar and even managed to salvage 
a few ofmy books. 

But this privilege cost me dear. The other Christians who 
were put to the oars despised me instantly. They would 
have killed me in the hold where we were locked up at 
night if they could have but they were afraid to, because 1 
had so quickly established relations with the Turks. Our 
cowardly captain hadjust died at the stake, and as a warning 
to others they' d cut off the noses and ears of the sailors 
who'd la shed the slaves, then set them adrift on a raft. After 
rd treated a few Turks, using my common sense rather 
than a knowledge of anatomy, and their wounds had healed 
by themselves, everyone believed 1 was a doctor. Even some 
of those who, moved by envy, had told the Turks 1 was 
no doctor at an showed me their wounds at night in the hold. 

We sailed into Istanbul with spectacular ceremony. It was 
said that the child sultan was watching the celebrations. 
They hoisted their banners on every mast and at the bottom 
hung our flags, our icons of the Virgin Mary and crucifixes 
upside down, letting hotheads from the city who jumped 
aboard shoot at them. Cannon fire burst across the sky. 
The ceremony, like many 1 would watch from land in later 
years with a mixture of sorrow, disgust, and pleasure, lasted 
such a long time that many spectators fainted in the sun. 
Towards evening we dropped anchor at Kasimpasha. 
Before bringing us before sultan they put us in chains, 
made our soldiers wear their armour back to front in 
ridicule, put iron hoops around the necks of our officers, 
and blasting away on the horns and trumpets they' cl taken 
from our ship, raucously, triumphantly, brought us to the 
palace. The people of the city were lined up along the 
avenues, watching us with amusement and curiosity. The 
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sultan, hidden from our view, selected his share of slaves 
and had them separated from the others. They transported 
us across the Golden Horn to Galata on caiques and cram
med us into Sadik Pasha's prison. 

The gaol was a miserable place. Hundreds of captives 
rotted away in filth inside the tiny, damp cells. 1 found 
plenty of people there to practise my new profession on, 
and 1 actually cured sorne of them. 1 wrote prescriptions 
for guards with aching backs or legs. So here, too, they 
treated me differently from the rest, and gave me a better 
ceH that caught the sunlight. Seeing how it was for the 
others, 1 tried to be thankful for my own circumstances, 
but one morning they woke me along with the rest of the 
prisoners and told me 1 was going out to work. When 1 
protested that 1 was a doctor, with knowledge of medicine 
and science, they just laughed: there were walls to be built 
around the pasha' s garden, men were needed. We were 
chained together each morning before the sun rose and taken 
outside the city. While we trudged back to our prison in 
the evenings, still chained to one another after gathering 
stones all day, 1 reflected that Istanbul was indeed a beautiful 
city, but that here one must be a master, not a slave. 

Yet still 1 was no ordinary slave. People had heard 1 was 
a doctor, so now 1 was not just looking after the slaves 
rotting away in the prison, but others as well. 1 had to give 
a large part of the fees'I earned for doctoring to the guards 
who smuggled me outside. With the money 1 was able to 
hi de from them, 1 paid for lessons in Turkish. My teacher 
was an agreeable, elderly fellow who looked after the 
pasha' s petty affairs. It pleased him to see 1 was quick to 
learn Turkish and he' d say 1 would soon become a Muslim. 
1 had to press him to take his fee after each Iesson. 1 also 
gave him money to bring me food, for 1 was determined 
to look after m yself weIl. 

One foggy evening an officer came to my cell, saying 
that the pasha wished to see me. Surprised and excited, 1 
prepared myself at once. 1 thought that one of my resourceful 
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relatives at home, perhaps my father, perhaps my future 
father-in-Iaw, must have sent money for my ransom. As 1 
walked through the fog down the twisting, narrow streets, 
1 felt as if 1 would suddenly come upon my house, or find 
myselfface to face with my loved ones as though awakening 
from a dream. Perhaps they had managed to send someone 
to negotiate my release, perhaps this very night in this same 
fog l' d be put on a ship and sent back home. When 1 entered 
the pasha's mansion 1 realized 1 could not be rescued so 
easily. The people here walked around on tiptoe. 

First they led me into a long hall where 1 waited until 1 
was shown into one of the rooms. An affable little man was 
stretched out under a blanket on a small divan. There was 
another, powerfully built man standing at his side. The one 
lying down was the pasha, who beckoned me to him. We 
spoke. He asked me a few questions. 1 said my real fields 
of study had been astronomy, mathematics, and to a lesser 
extent engineering, but that 1 also had knowledge of 
medicine and had treated a number of patients. He con
tinued to question me and 1 was about to tell him more 
when, saying 1 must be an intelligent man to have learned 
Turkish so quickly, he added that he had a problem with 
his health which none of the other doctors had been able 
to cure, and, hearing of me, he'd wanted to put me to the 
test. 

He began to describe his problem in such a way that 1 
was forced to conclude that it was a rare illness which had 
stricken only the pasha of all the men on the face of the 
earth, because his enemies had deceived God with their 
calumnies. But his complaint was sim ply shortness of 
breath. 1 questioned him at length, listened to his cough, 
then went down to the kitchen and made mint-flavoured 
green troches with what 1 found there. 1 prepared cough
syrup as well. Because the pasha was afraid of being 
poisoned, 1 swallowed one of the troches with a sip of the 
syrup while he watched. He told me 1 must leave the man
sion secre\..ly, taking great care not to be seen, and return 
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to the prison. The officer later explained that the pasha did 
not want to arouse the envy of the other doctors. 1 returned 
the next day, listened to his cough, and gave him the same 
medicine. He was as delighted as a child with the colourful 
troches 1 left in his palm. As 1 walked back to my cell, 1 
prayed he would get better. The following day the north 
wind was blowing. It was a gentle, cool breeze and 1 thought 
a man would improve in this weather even against his will, 
but heard nothing. 

A month later when 1 was called for, again in the middle 
of the night, the pasha was up on his feet in good spirits. 1 
was relieved to hear him draw breath easily as he scolded 
a few people. He was glad to see me, said his illness was 
cured, that 1 was a good doctor. What favour did 1 ask of 
him? 1 knew he would not immediately free me and send 
me home. So 1 complained of my cell, of the prison; 
eXplained 1 was being worn out poindessly with heavy 
labour when 1 could be more useful if 1 were occupied with 
astronomy and medicine. 1 don't know how much ofit he 
listened to. The guards took a lion's share of the purse full 
of money he gave me. 

A week later an officer came to my cell one night, and 
after making me swear 1 wouldn't try to escape, took off 
my chains. 1 was to be taken out to work again, but the 
slave-drivers now gave me preferential treatment. Three 
days later the officer brought me new dothes and 1 realized 
1 was under the pasha's protection. 

1 was still being summoned at night to various mansions. 
1 administered drugs to old pirates with rheumatism, and 
young soldiers whose stomachs ached. 1 bled those who 
itched, lost colour, or had headaches. Once, a week after 1 
gave syrups to a servant's stuttering son, he recovered and 
recited a poem for me. 

Win ter passed in this way. When spring came 1 heard 
that the pasha, who hadn't asked for me in months, was in 
the Mediterranean with the Heet. During the hot da ys of 
summer people who noticed my despair and frustration 
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told me 1 had no reason to complain, as 1 was earning good 
money as a doctor. A former slave who had converted to 
Islam many years before advised me not to run away. They 
always kept a slave who was useful to them, as they were 
keeping me, never granting him permission to return to his 
country. If 1 becarne a Muslim as he had done, 1 could make 
a freedman of myself, but nothing more. Since 1 thought 
he might have said this just to sound me out, 1 told him 1 
had no intention of trying to escape. It wasn't the desire 1 
lacked but the courage. Those who fled, all of them, were 
caught before they got very far. After these unfortunates 
were beaten 1 was the one who spread salve on their wounds 
at night in their ceUs. 

As autumn drew near, the pasha returned with the fleet; 
he greeted the sultan with cannon fire, tried to cheer the 
city as he had done the previous year, but it was obvious 
they' d not passed this season at all well. They brought only 
a few slaves to the prison. We learned later that the Venetians 
had burned six ships. Hoping to get news of home, 1 
watched for an opportunity to talk with the slaves, most 
of whom were Spanish; but they were silent, ignorant, 
timid things who had no des ire to speak unless to beg for 
help or food. Only one of them interested me: he' d lost an 
arm, but optimistically said one of his ancestors had lived 
through the same misadventure and survived to write a 
romance of chivalry with the arm he had left. He believed 
he would be spared to do the same. In later years, when 1 
wrote stories to live, 1 remembered this man who dreamed 
of living to write stories. Not long after this a contagious 
disease broke out in the prison, an ill-omened epidemic 
which killed more th an half of the slaves before it passed 
on, and from which 1 protected myself by smothering the 
guards with bribes. 

Those left alive were taken out to work on new projects. 
1 didn't go. In the evenings they talked ofhow they went aIl 
the way to the tip of the Golden Horn, where they were set 
to work at various tasks under the supervision of carpenters, 
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costumers, painters: the y were making papier mâché mod
els - ships, castles, towers. Later we Iearned why: the 
pasha's son was to marry the daughter of the grand vizier 
and he was arranging a spectacular wedding. 

One morning 1 was called to the pasha's mansion. 1 went, 
thinking his shortness of breath had returned. The pasha 
was engaged, they took me to a room to wait, 1 sat down. 
After a few moments another door opened and someone 
five or six years older th an myself came in. 1 Iooked up at 
his face in shock - immediately 1 was terrified. 
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The resemblance between myself and the man who entered 
the room was incredible! Ir was me there ... for that first 
instant this was what 1 thought. It was as if someone wanted 
to play a trick on me and had brought me in again by a 
door directly opposite the one 1 had first come through, 
saying, look, you really should have been like this, you 
should have come in the door like this, should have gestured 
with your hands like this, the other man sitting in the room 
should have looked at you like this. As our eyes met, we 
greeted one another. But he did not seem surprised. Then 
1 decided he didn't resemble me aIl that much, he had a 
beard; and 1 seemed to have forgotten what my own face 
looked like. As he sat down facing me, 1 realized that it had 
been a year since 1 last looked in a mirror. 

After a few moments the door through which 1 had 
entered opened and he was called inside. While 1 waited, 1 
thought this must be aIl a fiction of my troubled mind rather 
than a cleverly planned joke. For in those days 1 was always 
fantasizing that 1 would return home, welcomed by aIl, that 
they would immediately set me free, that actually 1 was still 
asleep in my cabin on the ship, it had aIl been a dream -
consoling visions of that sort. 1 was about to conclude that 

too, was one of those day-dreams, but one come to 
life, or that it was a sign that everything would sudden,ly 
change and return to its former state, wh en the door opened 
and 1 was summoned inside. 

The pasha was standing up, a little behind my look-alike. 
He let me kiss the hem of his skirt, and 1 intended when he 
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enquired after my welfare to mention my sufferings in my 
cell, that 1 \vanted to return to my country, but he wasn't 
listening. It seemed that the pasha remembered rd told him 
1 had knowledge of science, astronomy, engineering - weIl 
then, did 1 know anything of those fireworks hurled at the 
sky, of gunpowder? Immediately 1 replied that 1 did, but 
the instant my eyes met those of the other man 1 suspected 
they were leading me into a trap. 

The pasha was saying that the wedding he planned would 
be unparalleled, and he would have a fireworks display, but 
it must be qui te unlike any other. My look-alike, whom 
the pasha called only 'Hoja', meaning 'master', had in the 
past, at the sultan' s birth, worked on a display with fire
eaters arranged by a Maltese who had since died, so he knew 
a little about these things, but the pasha thought 1 would 
be able to assist him - we would complement one another. 
The pasha would reward us if we put on a good display. 
When, thinking the time had come, 1 dared to say that what 
1 wanted was to return home, the pasha asked me if l' d 
been to a whorehouse since 1 arrived, and hearing my ans
wer, said if 1 had no des ire for a woman what good would 
freedom be to me? He was using the coarse language of the 
guards and 1 must have looked bewildered, for he roared 
with laughter. Then he turned to that spectre he called 
'Hoja': the responsibility was his. We left. 

In the morning as 1 walked to my look-alike's house 1 
imagined there was nothing 1 would be able to teach him. 
But apparently his knowledge was no greater th an mine. 
Moreover, we were in accord: the whole problem was to 
come up with the right camphoric mixture. Our task would 
thus be to carefully prepare experimental mixtures with 
scale and measures, fire them off at night in the shadows 
of the high city walls at Surdibi, and derive conclusions 
from what we observed. Children watched our men in awe 
while they ignited the rockets we' d prepared, and we stood 
under the dark trees waiting anxiously for the result, just 
as we would do years later by daylight while testing that 
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incredible weapon. After these experiments 1 would try, 
sometimes by moonlight, sometimes in blind darkness, to 
record our observations in a small notebook. Before sepa
rating for the night, we'd return to Hoja's house overlook
ing the Golden Horn and discuss the results at length. 

His house was small, oppressive, and unattractive. The 
entrance was on a crooked street muddied by a dirty stream 
flowing from some source 1 was never able to discover. 
Inside there was almost no furniture, but every time 1 
entered the house 1 felt pressed in and overcome by a queer 
feeling of distress. Perhaps it came from this man who, 
because he didn't like being named after his grandfather, 
wanted me to calI him 'Hoja': he was watching me, he 
seemed to want to learn something from me, but wasn't 
yet sure what it was. Since 1 could not get used to sitting 
on the low divans that lined the walls, 1 stood up while we 
discussed our experiments, sometimes pacing nervously up 
and down the room. 1 believe Hoja enjoyed this. He could 
sit and watch me to his heart's content, if only by the dim 
Hght of a lamp. 

As 1 felt his eyes following me it made me an the more 
uneasy that he didn't notice the resemblance between us. 
Once or twice 1 thought he saw it but was pretending not 
to. It was as if he were toying with me; he was performing 
a small experiment on me, obtaining information 1 couldn't 
comprehend. For in those first days he continually scrutinized 
me as if he were learning something and the more he learned 
the more curious he became. But he seemed hesitant to take 
any further steps to penetrate the meaning of this strange 
knowledge. It was this inconclusiveness that oppressed me, 
that made the house so suffocating! True, 1 gained sorne 
confidence from his hesitation, but it did not reassure me. 
Once, while we were discussing our experiments, and 
another time when he asked me why 1 still had not become 
a Muslim, 1 felt he was covertly trying to draw me into an 
argument so 1 did not respond. sensed my restraint; 1 
realized he thought less of me for it, and this made me angry. 
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In those da ys it was perhaps only in this way we understood 
each other: each of us looked down on the other. 1 held 
myself in check, thinking that if we succeeded in putting 
on the fireworks display without mishap, they would grant 
me permission to return home. 

One night, elated by the success of a rocket that had 
climbed to an extraordinary height, Hoja said that someday 
he would be able to make one that would shoot as high as 
the moon; the only problem was to find the requisite pro
portions of gunpowder and cast a chamber that could toler
ate the mixture. 1 remarked that the moon was very far 
away but he interrupted me, saying he knew that as weIl 
as I, but wasn't it aiso the planet nearest the Earth? When 
1 admitted he was right, he didn't relax as I expected, he 
became even more agitated, but said nothing more. 

Two days later, at midnight, he took up the question 
again: how could 1 be so sure that the ITIOOn was the closest 
planet? Perhaps we were letting ourselves be taken in by 
an optical illusion. It was then 1 spoke to him for the first 
time about my studies in astronomy and eXplained briefly 
the basic principles of Ptolemaic cosmography. 1 saw that 
he listened with interest, but was reluctant to say anything 
that would reveal his curiosity. A little later, when 1 stopped 
talking, he said he too had knowledge of Ptolemy but this 
did not change his suspicion that there might be a planet 
nearer than the moon. Towards morning he was talking 
about that planet as if he had already obtained proofs of its 
existence. 

The next day he thrust a badly translated manuscript into 
my hand. In spite of my poor Turkish 1 was able to decipher 
it: 1 believe it was a second-hand sumrnary of Almageist 
drawn up not from the original but from another summary; 
only the Arabic names of the planets interested me, and 1 
was in no rnood to get excited about them at that time. 
When Hoja saw I was unirnpressed and soon put the book 
aside, he was angry. He'd paid seven gold pieces for this 
volume, it was only right that 1 should set aside my conceit, 

25 



turn the pages and take a look at it. Like an obedient student, 
1 opened the book again and while patiently turning its 
pages came across a prirnitive diagram .. It sh~wed the 
planets in crudely drawn spheres arranged ln relatIon to the 
Earth. Although the positions of the spheres were correct 
the illustrator had no idea of the distances between them. 
Then my eye was caught by a tiny planet between the moon 
and the Earth; examining it a little more carefuIly, 1 could 
tell from the relative freshness of the ink that it had been 
added to the Inanuscript la ter. 1 went over the entire manu
script and gave it back to Hoja. He told me he was going 
to find that planet: he did not seem at aIl to be joking. 1 said 
nothing, and there was a silence that unnerved him as much 
as it did me. Since we were never able to make another 
rocket shoot high enough to steer the conversation to 
astronomy again, the subject was not re-opened. Our little 
success remained a coïncidence whose mystery we could 
not solve. 

But we had very good results with the violence and 
brightness of light and Bame, and we knew the secret of 
our success: in one of the herbalist shops Hoja searched out 
one by one he' d found a powder ev en the shop-owner did 
not know the name of; we decided that this yellowish dust, 
which produced a superb brightness, was a mixture of sul
phur and copper sulphate. Later we mixed the powder with 
every substance we could think of to give brilliance to the 
effect, but we were unable to obtain anything more than a 
coffee-coloured brown and a pale green barely distinguish
able from one another. According to Hoja, ev en this was 
infini tel y better than anything Istanbul had ever seen. 

And so was our display on the second night of the celeb
ration, everyone said so, ev en our rivaIs who intrigued 
behind our backs. 1 was very nervous when we were told 
that the sultan had come to watch from the far shore of the 
Golden Horn, terrified something might go wrong and that 
it would be years before 1 could return to my country. 
When they ordered us to begin, 1 said a prayer. First, to 
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welcome the guests and announce the beginning of the dis
play, we fired off colourless rockets shooting straight up 
into the sky; immediate1y after that we set off the ho op 
display Hoja and 1 called 'The Mill'. In an instant the sky 
turned red, yellow and green, booming with terrifying 
explosions. It was even more beautiful than we' d hoped; 
as the rockets soared the hoop gathered speed, whirled and 
whirled and suddenly, lighting up the surrounding area 
bright as day, hung suspended, motionless. For a moment 
1 thought 1 was in Venice again, an eight-year-old watching 
a fireworks display for the first time and just as unhappy 
because it was not 1 who was wearing rny new red suit, but 
my big brother who'd torn his own clothes in a quarre1 the 
previous day. The exploding fireworks were as red as the 
bright buttoned suit 1 couldn't wear that night and swore 
1 never would again, the same red as the matching buttons 
on the suit which was too tight for my brother. 

Then we set off the display we called 'The Fountain'; 
Bames poured frorn the mouth of a scaffold the height of 
five men; those on the far shore should have had a good 
view of the streaming Bames; they must have been as excited 
as we were when the rockets began to shoot out of the 
ITlouth of 'The Fountain', and we did not intend to let their 
excitement die down: the caiques on the surface of the Golden 
Horn stirred. First the papier mâché towers and fortresses, 
shooting rockets from their turrets as they sailed by, caught 
fire and went up in Bames - these were supposed to sym
bolize victories of former years. When they released the 
ships representing those from the year l' d been taken cap
tive, other ships attacked our vesse1 with a rain of rocket 
fire; thus 1 re1ived the day 1 had become a slave. As the ships 
burned and sank, shouts of 'God, oh God!' arose from both 
shores. Then, one by one, we re1eased our dragons; flames 
spurted from their huge nostrils, their gaping mouths and 
pointed ears. We had them fight one another; as planned, 
none could defeat the other at first. We reddened the sky 
even more with rockets fired from shore, and after the sky 
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had darkened a bit, our men on the caiques turned the 
winches and the dragons began to ascend very slowly into 
the sky; now everyone was screaming in fear and awe; as 
the dragons attacked one another again with a great uproar, 
aIl the rockets on the caiques were fired at once; the wicks 
we had placed in the bodies of the creatures must have 
caught fire at just the right moment, for the whole scene, 
exactly as we desired, was transformed into a burning 
inferno. 1 knew we had succeeded when 1 heard a child 
screaming and weeping nearby; his father had forgotten the 
boy and was staring open-mouthed at the terrible sky. At 
last 1 will be allowed to return home, 1 thought. Just then, 
the creature 1 called 'The Devil' glided into the inferno on 
a little black caique invisible to the eye; we had tied so many 
rockets to it that we were afraid aIl the caiques might blow 
up, along with our men, but everything went as planned; 
as the battling dragons disappeared into the sky, spitting 
Bames, 'The Devil' and its rockets, aIl catching fire at once, 
swooped into the heavens; balls offire scattering from every 
part of its body exploded, boorning in the air. 1 exulted at 
the thought that in one moment we had managed to terrify 
aIl Istanbul. 1 was afraid as weIl, just because 1 seemed to 
have at last found the courage to do the things 1 wanted in 
life. At that moment it seemed of no importance what city 
1 was in; 1 wanted that devil to hang suspended there, show
ering fire over the crowd aIl night long. After swaying a 
little frorn side to side, it Buttered down upon the Golden 
Horn without harming anyone, accompanied by ecstatic 
screams from both shores. It was still spewing fire frorn its 
top as it sank into the water. 

The next morning the pasha sent Hoja a purse of gold, just 
as in fairy tales. He had said he was very pleased with the 
display but found the victory of 'The Devil' strange. We 
continued the fireworks for ten more nights. By day we 
repaired the burnt models, planned new spectacles and had 
captives brought from the prison to fiIl rockets. One slave was 
blinded when ten bags of gunpowder exploded in his face. 
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After the wedding celebrations were over, 1 saw Hoja no 
more. 1 feh easier away from the probing eyes ofthis curious 
man who watched me constantly, but it wasn't as if my 
mind didn't wander back to the exhilarating days we'd spent 
together. Wh en 1 returned home, 1 would tell everyone 
about the man who looked so much like me and yet had 
never referred to this haunting resemblance. 1 sat in my 
cell, looking after patients to pass the time; when 1 heard 
the pasha had called for me 1 feh a thrill, almost happiness, 
and ran to go. First he praised me perfunctorily, everyone 
had been satisfied with the fireworks, the guests were 
pleased, 1 was quite talented, etc. Suddenly he said that if 
1 became a Muslim he would make me a freedman at once. 
1 was shocked, stupefied, 1 said 1 wanted to return to my 
country, in my folly 1 even went so far as to stutter a few 
sentences about my mother, my fiancée. The pasha repeated 
what he' d said as if he had not heard me at aIl. 1 kept silent 
for a while. For sorne reason 1 was thinking of lazy, good
for-nothing boys l' d known in childhood; the sort of wicked 
children who raise their hands against their fathers. When 
1 said 1 would not abandon my faith, the pasha was furious. 
1 returned to my cell. 

Three days later, the pasha called for me again. This time 
he was in a good mood. 1 had reached no decision, being 
unable to decide whether changing my religion would help 
me to escape or not. The pasha asked for my thoughts and 
said he himself would arrange for me to marry a beautiful 
girl here. In a sudden moment of courage, 1 said 1 would 
not change my religion, and the pasha, surprised, called me 
a fool. After aIl, there was no one around me whom 1 would 
be ashamed to tell 1 had becorne a Muslim. Then he talked 
for a while about the precepts of Islam. When he had 
finished, he sent me back to my cell. 

On my third visit 1 was not brought into the pasha's 
presence. A steward asked for my decision. Perhaps 1 would 
have changed my mind, but not because a steward asked 
me to! 1 said 1 was still not ready to abandon my faith. The 
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steward took me by the arm and brought Ine downstairs, 
surrendering me to someone else. This was a taB man, th in 
like the men 1 often saw in my dreams. He also took me 
bv the arm, and as he was leading me to a corner of the 
g~rden, kindly as though helping a bedridden invalid, some
one else came up to us, this one too real to appear in a 
dream, a huge man. The two men, one of whom carried a 
smallish axe, stopped at the foot of a wall and tied my hands: 
they said the pasha had commanded that 1 should be 
beheaded at once if 1 would not become a Muslim. 1 froze. 

Not so quickly, 1 thought. They were looking at me with 
pity. 1 said nothing. At least don't let them ask me again, 
1 was saying to myself, when a moment later they did ask. 
Suddenly my religion became something that seemed easy 
to die for; 1 felt 1 was important, and on the other hand 1 
pitied myselfthe way these two men did who madeit harder 
for me to abandon my religion the more they interrogated 
me. When 1 tried to think of something else the scene 
through the window overlooking the garden behind our 
house came to life before my eyes: peaches and cherries lay 
on a tray inlaid with mother-of-pearl upon a table, behind 
the table was a divan upholstered with straw matting strewn 
with feather cushions the same colour as the green window
frarne; further back, 1 saw a sparrow perched on the edge 
of a weIl among the olive and cherry trees. A swing tied 
with long ropes to a high branch of a walnut-tree swayed 
slightly in a barely perceptible breeze. When they asked me 
once again, 1 said 1 would not change my religion. They 
pointed to a stump, made me kneel and lay my head upon 
it. 1 c10sed rny eyes, but then opened them again. One of 

lifted the axe. The other said perhaps 1 had regretted 
my decision: they stood me up. 1 should think it over a 

longer. 
Leaving me to reconsider, they began to dig into the earth 

next to the stump. It occurred to me they might bury me 
here right now, and along with the fear of death, 1 now 
feh the fear of being buried alive. 1 was telling myself l' d 
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make up my mind by the time they finished digging the 
grave when they came towards me, having dug only a shal
low hole. At that moment 1 thought how very foolish it 
would be to die here. 1 feh 1 could become a Muslim, but 
1 had no time to form a resolve. If l' d been able to return 
to the prison, to my beloved cell l' d finally grown used to, 
1 could have sat up aIl night thinking and made the decision 
to convert, but not like this, not right away. 

They seized me suddenly, pushing me to my knees. Just 
before 1 laid my head on the stump 1 was bewildered to see 
someone moving through the trees, as iffiying; it was me, 
but with a long beard, walking silendy on the air. 1 wanted 
to calI out to the apparition of myself in the trees, but 1 
could not speak with my head pressed against the stump. 
It will be no different from sleep, 1 thought, and let myself 
go, waiting; 1 felt a chilI at my back and the nape of my 
neck, 1 didn't want to think, but the cold at my neck made 
me go on. They stood me up, grumbling that the pasha 
would be furious. As they untied my hands they admonished 
me: 1 was the enemy of God and Muhammad. They took 
me up to the mansion. 

After letting me kiss the hem of his skirt, the pasha treated 
me gendy; he said he loved me for not abandoning my faith 
to save my life, but a moment later he started to rant and 
rave, saying 1 was being stubborn for nothing, Islam was 
a superior religion, and so on. The more he chastised me 
the angrier he became; he had decided to punish me. He 
began to explain he' d made a promise to someone, 1 under
stood that this promise spared me sufferings 1 would other
wise have endured, and finally realized that the man to 
whom the promise had been made, an odd man judging 
from what he said, was Hoja. Then the pasha said abrupdy 
that he had given me to Hoja as a present. 1 looked at him 
blankly; the pasha eXplained that 1 was now Hoja's slave, 
he' d given Hoja a document, the power to make me a freed
man or not was now his, he would do whatever he liked 
with me from now on. The pasha left the room. 
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was was at mansion too, waiting for 
1 realized then that it was he 1 had seen 

trees in the garden. We walked to his house. 
he'd known aIl along 1 wouldn't abandon my Faith. 

even made ready a room in his hou se for me. He asked 
1 were hungry. The fear of death was still upon me, 1 

was in no state to eat anything. Still 1 was able to get down 
a few mouthfuls of the bread and yogurt he put before me. 
Hoja watched happily while 1 chewed my food. He looked 
at me pleasure of a peasant feeding a fine horse 
he'd just bought from the bazaar, thinking of all the work 
it would do for him in future. Until the days when he forgot 
me, submerged the details of his theory of cosmography 

designs for dock planned to present ta the pasha, 
had many occasions to remember that look. 
Later 1 would him everything; that's why 

he' d asked pasha to give me to him, and only after 1 
he make me a freedman. It would take 

this 'everything' was. 'Every
learned in primary and secondary 

medicine, engineering, every
in my country. It was what was writ-

my had a servant go and fetch 
seen, aIl 1 had to sa y 

caves and douds and seas, the 
tnulnŒ~r ... Around midnight he 

Ulanl:l~!S which most interested 

us agaln as 
'teach': we were going to 

n"",rr."7pr together, progress together. 
u-u. .......... u. Sl:uo.eU[S who work faithfully at their 
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