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Notes on Pronunciation, Transliteration, and Non-English Word Usage 

 

Pronunciation 

Since 1928 the Turkish language has been written in the Latin script. For the most part, 

letters are pronounced approximately similar to English with the following exceptions: 

C is pronounced like English “j.” 

Ç is pronounced as “ch.” 

G is always the hard G sound (as in “good”). 

Ğ, the “soft G,” in standard dialects is not pronounced but serves to lengthen the 

preceding vowel. It can also sometimes sound like a glide between vowels.  

I, “undotted I,” an unstressed vowel. Approximately the “e” in “the.” 

İ, the “regular” dotted i as a capital letter. 

Ö, as in the vowel sound in the French “coeur.” 

Ü, as in “u” in French “tu.”  

 

Transliteration: 

Before 1928, including the time period of this dissertation, Ottoman Turkish used the 

Perso-Arabic script. I mainly use the standard transliteration into modern Turkish. Final 

consonants that go unvoiced in Turkish speech are written using the standard 

transliteration of the Arabic letter, as is common in Ottoman transliteration, but differs 

from modern Turkish -- for example, “Mehmed” instead of “Mehmet.” Well-known 

place names are written as in English, so I write “Istanbul and Izmir” rather than 

“İstanbul and İzmir,” but “İzmit and İstanos.”  
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The transliterations of document categories and dates from the Ottoman Archive 

may vary a bit from other transliterations of the same words, as they use a slightly older 

system. The main difference is the retention of a few accent marks on vowels that have 

been mostly discarded in contemporary Turkish, such as “ê” and “î.” These spelling 

variants follow the Guide to the Ottoman Archive, of which I have used the 2010 and 

2017 editions -- see the items by Sarınay and Ünal in the bibliography. 

 

Non-English Words: These are italicized during their first occurrence. Words that 

are frequently used in this dissertation will be in ordinary text for subsequent occurrence. 

Those that are only used once or a few times will only be in italics.     
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Abstract 

The construction of the Ottoman Anatolian Railroad, along with its extension, the 

Baghdad Railroad, is often considered a case of foreign-driven modernization and 

pseudo-colonial investment in the Ottoman Empire and is assigned primary importance 

as a diplomatic problem aggravating tensions between the European powers in the run-up 

to World War I. Far less scrutiny has been given to the railroad’s intersections with and 

effects on the fabric of Anatolian society. This dissertation not only fills this gap in the 

research, but also challenges the view of technological modernization as an alien 

imposition upon the Ottoman Empire. It argues for the participation of a variety of 

agents, including many locals both reacting to and involved in creating the social and 

economic transformations occurring around them. I argue that provincial Anatolian 

modernity was an ad hoc co-creation between multiple actors rather than something 

solely imposed from outside or from above by foreign powers or by the Ottoman state.   

My research addresses the period of the construction and the first two decades of 

the Anatolian Railroad’s operation (1890-1914) in three districts (sancaks) of Western 

and Central Anatolia in order to understand the social history of technology in the late 

Ottoman Empire. The railroad had a profound impact on numerous aspects of Ottoman 

society, including labor migration, urbanization, industrialization, refugee settlement, and 

the intensification of export agriculture. I use the theoretical lens of the social 

construction of technology to argue for the relevance of the use of the railroad to 

questions of its “ownership.” In addition, Actor Network Theory indicates the 

inextricable entanglement of society and technology with each other. With these 

theoretical tools, I specifically examine changes in trade routes and in the relative 
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importance of various population centers, the use of the railroad to re-settle Muslim 

refugees, the roles of foreigners settling in the area, and changing patterns in agriculture 

as well as the “labor” of banditry. Weaving all these elements together through 

interconnected networks allows us to see the long-debated trope of Ottoman 

modernization in a more complex manner, so that it is not reduced to having a single or 

small number of causative agents. Instead, it is conceived of as the product of  numerous 

factors and agents often unconsciously collaborating in the collective transform of the 

region.  
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Figure 1: Timetable for the Anatolian Railroad from 19081 

Introduction  

Anatolian Railroads: Old Routes, New Trains 
On July 25, 2014, following the upgrade of the last rails between Istanbul and 

Eskişehir, high speed train service commenced between the old Ottoman capital of 

Istanbul and Ankara, the capital of the Turkish Republic. The first of these, Istanbul, has 

been among the world’s most prominent cities for millennia, and is still Turkey’s largest 

                                                
1 BOA, T.DMI 1062/60 (17 Şaban, 1326/ September 14, 1908). 



 18 

metropolis and commercial and cultural center. The magnitude of Ankara’s current 

importance, as first among Anatolian cities, dates only from the nineteenth century, 

largely due to being the terminus of the Anatolian Railroad. This railroad, built in the last 

decades of Ottoman rule, ran along the same route, and thus was the predecessor to the 

Istanbul-Ankara High Speed Train (Yüksek Hızlı Tren). The Ankara to Eskişehir segment 

of this route had already been upgraded to accommodate high speed trains (up to 250 

kilometers per hour) since 2009. With the completion of the Istanbul-Eskişehir segment, 

the latter city continues to serve as the crucial connecting link between the old capital and 

the new.2 

Only a few months after the inauguration of the full length of this high-speed line, 

which traced the exact route of the original branch of the Anatolian Railroad as built 

between 1890 and 1892, the author of this dissertation was on board this line. I was 

travelling, using the updated form of the train I was researching, from Istanbul where I 

conducted multi-site research most notably in the Prime Ministry Ottoman Archive3 to 

Ankara, where I would research at multiple sites for a month. 

Upon departing Pendik, in the far reaches of Asian Istanbul, my car was mostly 

empty. As the train arrived at stations to the east of Istanbul, such as İzmit and Sapanca, 

the car slowly filled. As the spaces between stations stretched out, and the scenery turned 

                                                
2 Train dates and statistics from TCDD (Türk Cumhuriyeti Devlet Demiryolları), “Ankara-Istanbul High 
Speed Railway Project,” http://www.tcdd.gov.tr/content/57, accessed November 20, 2018. 
3 The Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivi, since July 16, 2018 reorganized as a section of the Cumhurbaşkanlığı 
Devlet Arşivleri Başkanlığı, the Presidential State Archives Directorate. T.C. Cumhurbaşkanlığı Devlet 
Arşivleri Başkanlığı, “Devlet Arşivleri Başkanlığı Tarihçesi,” 
http://www.devletarsivleri.gov.tr/Sayfalar/Sayfa/9/ADA45D7B737CBC58F13C672C0AECCA8E9F0DDB
54A7AB8426349949A5FDEB9E15, accessed November 20, 2018. The standard abbreviation for this 
archive has been BOA, the Turkish initials of its old name, which was the name it was under when I 
researched for this dissertation. Additionally, an emerging trend among researchers is to refer to it now as 
the Başkanlığı Osmanlı Arşivi (the Presidential Ottoman Archives). For both of these reasons this 
dissertation continues to use the form “BOA.”  
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more to the pastures, hills, and occasional small forests that would have likely been 

familiar landscape to passengers on the original Anatolian Railroad, the train approached 

its top speed. When the LED-lit speedometer in the train car passed 200 kilometers per 

hour, the man sitting next to me, although he had been telling me that he took the train 

several times a week, still marveled at it, exclaiming “Maşallah.” I could not help but 

make a parallel in my mind between the mix of routinization and wonderment that 

defined the role of the train in both the early twenty-first century, and in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when the Anatolian railroad was first brought 

modern steam-powered rapid travel to Central Anatolia. 

 For all its speed, this latest iteration of a transportation route that goes back 

millennia could not match the revolutionary transformation that took place in the last 

decades of the Ottoman era. The train I was taking had cut the travel time between 

Istanbul to Ankara from six and a half hours to only four, a great convenience for 

travelers, to be sure. Once the Ottoman Anatolian Railroad went into service along the 

same route in November 1892, however, it cut a more than two-week trip into one of only 

two days. Towns recently considered quite distant from Istanbul fell into its direct orbit. 

Cultural influences now spread quickly from the capital, and Anatolian wheat found a 

huge market supplying Istanbul’s needs, meaning that the Central Anatolian agricultural 

economy would change from one based on local distribution to one driven by export. In 

addition to the greater time-benefit brought by the older rail project, the new high-speed 

train was also less transformational as there have long been highways and airports that 

moved passengers and goods at the same or greater speeds.  



 20 

Clearly there were many other differences between the trains of the two eras. The 

noisy, dirty, coal-fired trains of the earlier era must have struck those whose towns and 

farms they passed through as massive behemoths, whereas the sleek, clean and relatively 

silent twenty-first century high-speed electric train is perhaps less noticeable than the 

roads and highways that, themselves, form only the background of everyday life.4 

Highways busy with motor vehicles run parallel to much of the railroad, and towns full of 

high rise apartments were more indicative of twenty-first century Turkey than nineteenth 

century Ottoman Anatolia. Urbanization and industrialization, which the original train did 

so much to increase, are now faits accomplis. Even the still plentiful rural areas are far 

less remote than in the pre-railroad area. So, while I was travelling along the same route, 

much of the anthropogenic landscape I could see from the window had been transformed. 

The subjects of my study, the Anatolian Railroad and its human interactions, shaped 

these changes.  

The combination of West to East technology transfer and the negotiations of the 

Ottoman state with Europeans, have led to the Ottoman railroads’ particularly top-down 

historiography. Little has been written, however, about changes on the ground in the 

areas through which the Anatolian Railroad passed. When modernization is seen as a 

strictly top-down or west-east process, as is still often the case in Ottoman history when it 

comes to technology, the participation of local actors in the provinces is minimized. This 

                                                
4 Several theorists of the emerging field of infrastructure studies have defined a trait of infrastructure as 
being its “invisibility,” when all is working well, as something that enables human societies to carry on 
with their work without thinking of the means by which this work gets done. While this model over-
idealizes infrastructural functionality, the routinization into the quotidian background of these objects, such 
as the high-speed railroad, demonstrates its frequent, if not universal, applicability. Paul N. Edwards, 
“Infrastructure and Modernity: Force, Time, and Social Organization in the History of Sociotechnical 
Systems,” in Modernity and Technology, ed. Thomas J. Misa, Philip Brey, and Andrew Feenberg 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2003), 185–225; Brian Larkin, “The Politics and Poetics of 
Infrastructure,” Annual Review of Anthropology 42 (2013): 327–43.  
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dissertation argues that they were essential agents in the large-scale transformations that 

the Anatolian Railroad contributed to as well as emblemized.  

 

Global Railroads: Social and Cultural Histories 
 Most histories of the Ottoman railroads have been placed in political, diplomatic 

or, more occasionally, economic contexts. Social and cultural railroad histories are 

plentiful, but mainly focus on Western European and North American. There are few 

similar studies regarding Middle Eastern railroads. Railroad construction in the Ottoman 

Empire is still most commonly treated as important principally due to its relationship to 

the “Eastern Question,” and the various European powers’ political and diplomatic 

machinations to gain influence of control over what they characterized as a declining 

Ottoman Empire.5 As such, Ottomans are defined by their importance to Europeans. 

Otherwise, these railroads are seen as harbingers of Ottoman modernization, often 

defined as “Europeanization,” as a top-down process, emphasizing the state role along 

that of Europeans. As so little has been written about the social history of railroads (or of 

technology in general) it is necessary to draw on work on different regions that addresses 

similar questions, rather than rely exclusively on existing Ottoman historiography.  

The railroad is a uniquely evocative symbol of modernity. Although the use of 

rails in aiding human or animal-powered transport dates back to ancient times, and while 

similar designs for cargo had been in progress for decades, the age of the steam engine 

                                                
5 The Eastern Question was the name given to European plots regarding the Ottoman Empire, “to 
dismember it without upsetting the balance of power in Europe.” Erik J. Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern 
History, 4th ed. (London: I B Tauris, 2017), 32. 
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locomotive began in the early nineteenth century.6 Soon the ways in which this new 

technology was revolutionizing the world led to a literature of railroad adulation and, in 

many cases, hyperbole. Railroad development is frequently credited with such 

exaggerated accomplishments as the “annihilation of space and time.”7 Others claim 

railroads were “the epitome of the modernity…[which] defined the age,” or even created 

it, stating “with the railway came the modern age. The advent of the railway had a greater 

and more immediate impact than any other technological or industrial innovation before 

or since.”8 No less futurist prophet than H.G. Wells declared that the overall symbol of 

the nineteenth century would “almost certainly” be “a steam engine running upon a 

railway.”9 The introduction of steam-powered trains was frequently represented as a 

complete turning point in history. As Herbert Feis wrote of their effect: “one world is 

destroyed, another founded.”10 

                                                
6 The earliest “railroad” can be considered to be the Diolkos, a rutted roadway built around 600 BCE to 
bisect the Isthmus of Corinth. Cargo on wheeled carts, including boats, could be hauled over a brief strip of 
land purposely engineered to facilitate this, rather than take a much longer sea journey.  Richard Morriss, 
The Archaeology of Railways (Stroud, Gloucestershire: Tempus, 1999). Somewhat more recently, rails had 
been used to ease coal carts in France since 1550 and England since at least the turn of the seventeenth 
century. Vahdettin Engin, Rumeli Demiryolları (Istanbul: Eren, 1993), 15-16; Jack Simmons, The Victorian 
Railway (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1991), 175. The railroad age is commonly held to have begun in 
England around 1830, the date scheduled mass-transportation of people solely by steam engine began. By 
that time, however, steam power had been used in hauling goods for a few decades, and several 
combination horse and steam passenger trains had been operating. Richard Morriss, The Archaeology of 
Railways (Stroud, Gloucestershire: Tempus, 1999), 18-25.  
7 Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: Trains and Travel in the 19th Century. Trans. Anselm 
Hollo (New York: Urizen Books, 1979), 41.  
8 Richard White, Railroaded: The Transcontinentals and the Making of Modern America (New York: 
W.W. Norton & Co., 2011), xxi; T.G. Otte and Keith Neilson, "‘Railpolitik’: An Introduction," in Railways 
and International Politics: Paths of Empire, 1848-1945, ed. T. G. Otte and K. Neilson (London: Routledge, 
2006), 1. 
9 Ralph Harrington, “The Railway Accident: Trains, Trauma and Technological Crisis in Nineteenth-
Century Britain.,” Working Papers id:1181, eSocialSciences, 2007 [originally published 1999], 
<https://ideas.repec.org/p/ess/wpaper/id1181.html>. 
10 Herbert Feis, Europe the World’s Banker, 1870-1914: An Account of European Foreign Investment and 
the Connection of World Finance with Diplomacy before the War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1930), xv. 
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Wolfgang Schivelbusch in The Railroad Journey conjures up the nineteenth 

century railroad as a powerful symbol of the industrial revolution that transformed the 

experience of daily life in ways far beyond transportation. He discusses such issues as the 

important connection between standardized time and the railroad. In England, for 

example, each town had its own time which could vary from that of neighboring towns. 

Railroad scheduling required a more precise standardization.11 The tight regulation of 

time necessary for scheduled train service had a huge impact on the standardization of 

daily life. In a more negative vein, Schivelbusch also sees the birth of the railroad 

accident as a manifestation of modernity. He posits a direct correlation between the 

impressiveness of technology and the horror of its failure, as evidenced in its new and 

quite violent ways of causing death.12 The railroad accident could be seen as a “negative 

indicator of technological progress.”13 “Negative progress” though it may be, the accident 

is still situated within the discourse of modernization.14  

 British history, in particular, has addressed the social and cultural effects of the 

nineteenth-century railroad. These works focus on changes to the landscape, to work 

patterns, public spaces and many other aspects of daily life. While the first steam 

railroads had already been developed, the Victorian era is generally considered the era 

when British railroads came into their own. Railroads and the changes they brought 

penetrated daily experience more widely and more powerfully than before. Some 

                                                
11 Greenwich Time had been used as a standard since the late seventeenth century, but for maritime use, not 
terrestrial. Schivelbusch, 42-44. 
12 “The more civilized the schedule and the more efficient the technology, the more catastrophic its 
destruction when it collapses. There is an exact ratio between the level of the technology with which nature 
is controlled, and the degree of severity of its accidents.” Ibid, 131.   
13 Ibid, 132. 
14 Paul Virilio similarly gives voice to seeing the train accident in the light of a modern invention when he 
makes such statements as his claim that “to invent the train is to invent the rail accident of derailment.” 
Paul Virilio, The Original Accident, trans. Julie Rose, (Cambridge: Polity, 2007), 10.    
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accounts see this in the railroad’s unignorable presence in the landscape. Jack Simmons 

relates that residents of the more scenic parts of Great Britain, such as the Lakes District, 

saw the railroad as a “vandal” that cut through their idyllic landscape.15 He describes the 

earliest trains as loud and dirty mechanical behemoths with a now largely forgotten 

overwhelming sensory effect: “the steam locomotive, with the noises and the clouds of 

smoke it emitted, drawing attention insistently to its presence.”16 These and other 

objections, including the fear experienced by some “timid people” largely subsided with 

later generations as the railroad took its place as part of the landscape.17 Simmons 

captures the novelty and frequently the awe with which the train was met, especially in its 

early years. Other works on Victorian and other early British railroads focus on the 

physical space of the railroad station as a new “modern” public space.18 As different as 

the physical and social landscapes were in nineteenth and early twentieth century 

Anatolia, there are clear parallels regarding the confusion and ambivalence with which 

the novelty of the railroad was first greeted, and in its new and modern spaces.  

While the arrival of railroads in non-Western locations, such as the Ottoman 

Empire, is often seen as categorically different than their creation in the West,19 these 

                                                
15 Simmons, 155. For an account of the changing British landscape that traces the railroad’s influence on 
visual materials, such as art and maps among others, in its wider treatment of the impact of the railroad on 
Victorian culture, see Michael J. Freeman, Railways and the Victorian Imagination. (New Haven: Yale 
University Press), 1999.  
16 Simmons, 13. 
17 Ibid, 16. “Timidity” in the face of the railroad has its Ottoman counterpart in the fearful reactions of 
some of the onlookers of the first train’s arrival in Ankara, described in the final chapter of this dissertation.   
18 Jeffrey Richards and John M MacKenzie, The Railway Station: A Social History (Oxford; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1986); Ian Carter, Railways and Culture in Britain: The Epitome of Modernity 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001), discusses the role of the railroad in the evolving cultural 
space of British literature. 
19 An edited volume on Colonial Railroads sees enough unity in Canadian, Chinese, Russian, Central 
African, and Thai railroads, among others, to consider them together despite their differences. Clarence B 
Davis, Kenneth E Wilburn, and Ronald Edward Robinson, eds. Railway Imperialism (New York: 
Greenwood Press, 1991). 
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works on Europe can help us understand some of the impressions the railroads made 

upon daily life in Ottoman Anatolia. While there are some differences, including the 

prevalence of leisure travel, which was much more unusual in the Ottoman case, my 

research indicates many similarities as well, including the importance of the railroad in 

the establishment of standardized time (and the superseding of alaturka with alafranga 

time),20 the wonder and horror of the locomotive, including Ottoman newspaper accounts 

of victims being crushed,21 and the production of the railroad station as a modern public 

space.  

Two countries that have several points of relevance to this dissertation are Mexico 

and India. One of them, Mexico, was a non-dominant power, a “peripheral” or “semi-

colonial” nation. The other, India, was a major colony. Mexico’s status as formally 

independent but relatively poor and somewhat “behind” on modernization (as was 

commonly perceived by those both inside and outside of Mexico at the time), gave it 

some resemblance to the Ottoman example. Railroads were tools that the state hoped to 

use to “catch up” to modernity. Centralization was one of a state’s main goals in the 

efforts to reshape itself for this purpose. This was true under both Porfirian and 

revolutionary regimes.22 The imperative of technological modernization transcended the 

                                                
20 “Alaturka” time was a system that divided the day into twelve daylight and twelve nighttime hours. The 
length of hours was standardized to each of these two periods rather than uniformly across the twenty-four 
hour period, so during summer daytime hours would be longer than those at night, and in the winter the 
opposite was true. Avner Wishnitzer, Reading Clocks Alla Turca: Time and Society in the Late Ottoman 
Empire (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 14; François Georgeon, “Temps de la réforme, 
réforme du temps. Les avatars de l’heure et du calendrier à la fin de l’Empire ottoman,” in Les ottomans et 
le temps, ed. François Georgeon and Frédéric Hitzel (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 246-48.While this system was 
useful for agriculture, it was less so for train schedules. 
21 “Şimendifer kazası,” Hakikat, no.17, March 1, 1911, in Ali Şükrü Çoruk, ed. Eskişehir’de bir dönemin 
aynası: Hakîkat Gazetesi (1911-1912) çevrimyazı. Vol. 2. (Eskişehir: Eskişehir 2013 Türk Dünyası Kültür 
Başkenti Ajansı, 2013), 67 
22Michael Matthews, The Civilizing Machine: A Cultural History of Mexican Railroads, 1876-1910 
(Lincoln: University of Arizona Press, 2013); William E. French, “In the Path of Progress: Railroads and 
Moral Reform in Porfirian Mexico,” in Davis, Wilburn, and Robinson, 85–102; For the related 
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difference between conservative anciens regimes and post-revolutionary ones, as in the 

Ottoman case. Porfirio Díaz was seen as an authoritarian leader who was preventing 

modernization in many ways, yet he is well known for the great growth of railroad 

infrastructure during his reign.23 Similar traits were ascribed to Sultan Abdülhamid II, 

and a similar blossoming of railroad construction occurred during his reign (1876-1909). 

Mexican railroads were instrumental in curbing the powers of local caudillos to the 

benefit of the state.24 In the Ottoman case, Istanbul used the railroad to take further the 

century-long process of centralizing power that had begun as a reaction to the locally 

powerful eighteenth-century ayans and derebeys (“notables” and “valley lords”) that had 

supplanted the state in many regions. Not surprisingly, there were ways in which the 

examples differed. William E. French sees the necessity of Mexican workers’ 

transformation that they be “imbued with capitalist ethics of time and work discipline,” as 

a key to the success of the Porfirian rail construction project.25 While this may have been 

necessary for the full realization of an industrial work force, as eventually happened in 

the late Ottoman period or early Turkish republic, local Anatolian railroad workers were 

noted for their flexibility and “unreliability” in employment when it came time for local 

harvests or for festival days, both of which were occasions for them to temporarily desert 

their work crews.26 As they were still partly cultivators, they were not completely 

                                                
phenomenon of road-building, see Wendy C. Waters, “Re-Mapping the Nation: Road Building as State 
Formation in Post-Revolutionary Mexico, 1925-1940” (PhD diss., University of Arizona, 1999). 
23 Matthews, 4. 
24 Ibid, 24. 
25 French, 85. 
26 Jonathan S. McMurray, Distant Ties: Germany, the Ottoman Empire, and the Construction of the 
Baghdad Railway (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2001) 88-89; Mehmet Yerçil, “A History of the Anatolian 
Railway, 1871-1914” (PhD diss., University of Cambridge, 2010), 69. 
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dependent on railroad company wages, and thus their supervisors had less leverage to 

compel them to stay.27   

 The literature on Indian trains more frequently focuses on the issues of great 

powers and European imperialism that are also present in late Ottoman historiography. 

The important distinction is that, unlike Mexico, India was an outright colony, while the 

Ottoman Empire was weakened and often subordinated, yet in many important ways still 

independent. The system built under British colonial auspices became one of the largest 

in the world, amounting to 25,000 miles of track by 1900.28 Ian Kerr has speculated that 

the rail network’s effect in tying India together was so great that without it there might be 

“no railroads, no India.” He further claims that Indian modernity was largely shaped by 

the railroad.29 Robert Varady, however, sees this modernization as not necessarily 

beneficial, nor successful in its own goals. Furthermore, it often led to social 

disruptions.30 Varady demonstrates that, in Awadh in any case, the rail did not replace 

roads and other “traditional” means of transport, but instead had to interact with them in 

ways that were not always to its advantage.31 Varady’s approach, one which 

problematizes the railroad’s “advances” or even basic benefits, is closer to this 

dissertation’s argument.  

                                                
27 Donald Quataert makes this point in the similar case of the Zonguldak miners (or miner-cultivators). 
Donald Quataert, Social Disintegration and Popular Resistance in the Ottoman Empire, 1881-1908: 
Reactions to European Economic Penetration (New York: New York University Press, 1983), 62-63.  
28 Daniel R. Headrick, The Tentacles of Progress: Technology Transfer in the Age of Imperialism, 1850-
1940 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 56; Ian J. Kerr, Building the Railways of the Raj, 1850-
1950 (Dehli: Oxford University Press, 1995), 1. 
29 Ian J. Kerr, Engines of Change: The Railroads That Made India (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2007), 1. 
30 Robert Gabriel Varady, “Rail and Road Transport in Nineteenth Century Awadh: Competition in a North 
Indian Province” (PhD diss., University of Arizona, 1981), xviii. 
31 Ibid, 83.  
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Ritika Prasad also takes Indian railroads out of the exclusive realm of top-down 

modernization, and is concerned with the experiences of the railroad in everyday life and 

in the social implications of railroad travel for passengers. She demonstrates how the 

railroad reproduced colonial structures of race, class, and gender. Laura Bear, along 

similar lines, argues that rather than producing the modernity with which they were 

frequently credited, the Indian railroads served to reproduce the social differences and 

inequality of both British and Indian society.32 Pallavi Das expands the discourse of 

Indian railroads by studying their environmental impact.33 These works look at railroads 

not purely as a foreign technology, but one which became entangled with existing society 

and locality. 

  

Ottoman Railroads 
Despite some commonalities, such as foreign involvement, there are relatively 

few histories that take on the entire Ottoman rail network. Those that do can give broad 

overviews or focus on specific aspects of the railroad.34 Of the latter, Yaqub N. Karkar 

focuses on the effects of the construction of the railroads on the overall Ottoman 

economy.35 In general Karkar follows the conventional narrative of modernization theory, 

                                                
32 Ritika Prasad, Tracks of Change: Railways and Everyday Life in Colonial India (Delhi: Cambridge 
University Press, 2015); Laura Bear, Lines of the Nation: Indian Railway Workers, Bureaucracy, and the 
Intimate Historical Self (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007). See also Marian Aguiar, Tracking 
Modernity: India’s Railway and the Culture of Mobility (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2011), which also addresses Indian railroads and colonialism. 
33 Pallavi V. Das, Colonialism, Development, and the Environment Railways and Deforestation in British 
India, 1860–1884 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan US, 2015).  
34 For examples of the former, see Peter Mentzel, Transportation Technology and Imperialism in the 
Ottoman Empire, 1800-1923 (Washington, D.C.: American Historical Association/ Society for the History 
of Technology, 2006), as well as Ahmet Onur, Türkiye demiryolları tarihi (1860-1953) (Istanbul: K.K.K. 
İstanbul Askerî Basm̌evi, 1953), which goes beyond the Ottoman period and also covers the first three 
decades of the Republic. 
35 Yaqub N. Karkar, Railway Development in the Ottoman Empire, 1856-1914 (New York: Vantage Press, 
1972). 
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quite popular in the mid-twentieth century.36  In fact, apart from the relatively few 

challenges to the “modernization as Westernization” model, Ottoman Railroad history 

follows the general trends of Ottoman historiography.  

Diverging from many accounts, Karkar does not see the railroad as having been 

purely beneficial to modernization. He is interested in the opportunity costs, arguing that 

the investment in railroads encouraged agricultural development at the expense of 

industrial development in the parts of the empire that were already involved in external 

trade.37 In seeing industrialization as preferable to agriculture as a path to modernization, 

and in prioritizing the importance of the railroads to European interests, Karkar embraces 

modernization theory orthodoxy. However, he does not see the railroad, industrial though 

it was, as being helpful to the growth of industrialism on a larger scale. While this 

dissertation does not engage much in counterfactual questions, such as would the 

investment have been better served in industrialization, and could the required level of 

foreign investment that accrued to the railroad have been reached by other projects,38 it is 

involved in investigating the alleged agricultural versus industrial divide, and argues 

against seeing the railroad as a pure instrument of “progress,” even as defined by the 

limited and somewhat inflexible criteria of modernization theory.  

                                                
36 Some of the most influential examples of these works include: Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of 
Modern Turkey, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002); Roderic H. Davison, Reform in the 
Ottoman Empire, 1856-1876 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1963); Niyazi Berkes, The 
Development of Secularism in Turkey (Montreal: McGill University Press, 1964); Stanford J. Shaw and 
Ezel Kural Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey Volume 2: Reform, Revolution, and 
Republic: The Rise of Modern Turkey, 1808-1975, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977). 
These are all general histories of modernization rather than about railroads per se, but they all address the 
latter to varying extents, and see them in terms of modernization theory.  
37 Karkar, 109-10. 
38 Şevket Pamuk claims that around two-thirds of foreign direct investment was in railroads. Şevket 
Pamuk, Uneven Centuries: Economic Development of Turkey Since 1820 (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2018), 117. This figure suggests that European investors were not nearly as interested in other 
projects, thus it is difficult to see sufficient financing for other projects, even if they had been higher 
priorities. 
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Şevket Pamuk examines railroads in several of his works, in the context of the 

broader economic history of the Ottoman Empire and Turkey.39 Pamuk views the late 

Ottoman economy as a peripheral one in terms of the emerging, European-dominated, 

capitalist world system. He points out that European-financed railroads were oriented 

toward the facilitating of exports that would benefit European economies, and thus not 

having been built for Ottoman economic benefit.40 The focus on European involvement 

and international capitalist development, in which the Ottoman economy was peripheral, 

risks marginalizing the agency of the Ottoman state and people. This being said, Pamuk 

does acknowledge a certain amount of Ottoman political power preserved compared to 

certain other “semi-colonies,” something he attributes to the empire’s strong 

bureaucracy.41  

William Ochsenwald’s book on the Hijaz Railroad was one of the earlier attempts 

to look beyond Ottoman-European relations and focus on internal Ottoman dynamics in 

railroad history. In particular, he is interested in how the Hijaz Railroad was used by 

Abdülhamid to extend his power, both by being able to more easily send troops to restive 

areas such as Yemen, and also to reinforce the strength of his claim to the caliphate by 

more directly tying the Ottoman center to the Hijazi holy cities of Medina and Mecca 

(although it never reached the latter). Ochsenwald cites the need for social histories, 

paving the way for them by introducing local perspectives, although his account remains 

largely top-down.42  

                                                
39 Şevket Pamuk, The Ottoman Empire and European Capitalism, 1820-1913 : Trade, Investment, and 
Production (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987); Şevket Pamuk, A Monetary History of the 
Ottoman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Pamuk, Uneven Centuries. 
40 Pamuk, European Capitalism, 68-69.  
41 Ibid, 77. 
42 William Ochsenwald, The Hijaz Railroad (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1980). 
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 The earliest railroads in Anatolia, the Izmir-Aydın and Izmir-Kasaba, lines were 

built in the Aegean region, terminating at the port of Izmir. These railroads have 

generally been seen as having their most important function in the transportation of the 

region’s agriculture for export from Izmir.43 They are often seen as primarily economic, 

rather than military, in purpose. Their economic function demonstrates Pamuk’s claim 

that railroads were built to benefit primarily European powers rather than the empire 

itself. That is, they were built with the export of Ottoman agriculture and raw materials in 

mind, not for the movement of Ottoman troops. All the same, these lines did also have 

important security functions in that they helped police the Aegean hinterland, known for 

its bandit activity. They could also be militarily useful should a foreign attack come from 

sea.  

Despite the importance of these two lines, they are the subjects of relatively few 

scholarly studies.44 Ali Akyıldız has written about their importance to agricultural trade 

and in connecting Izmir, one of the empire’s most important ports, to the outside world.45 

In accordance with Pamuk’s assessment, he sees the Izmir-Aydın Railroad as being 

mainly beneficial to European powers, particularly Britain. He also discusses the 

changing roles of other land transportation, particularly goods transported by camel, in 

relation to the arrival of the railroad, something this dissertation also explores in a 

                                                
43 For Izmir’s continued importance as a port as well as its nineteenth and early twentieth century 
development see Emre Erol, The Ottoman Crisis in Western Anatolia: Turkey’s Belle Epoque and the 
Transition to a Modern Nation State (London, 2016); Daniel Goffman, “Izmir: From Village to Colonial 
Port City,” in The Ottoman City Between East and West, ed. Edhem Eldem, Daniel Goffman, and Bruce 
Masters, Book, Section vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 79–134. 
44 My findings are confirmed by Elvan Cobb, who wrote a dissertation on these railroads. Elvan Cobb, 
“Railway Crossings: Encounters in Ottoman Lands” (PhD diss., Cornell University, 2018), 48-49. 
45 Ali Akyıldız, “Osmanlı Anadolusu’nda İlk Demiryolu: İzmir-Aydın Hattı (1856-1866),” in Çağını 
yakalayın Osmanlı! Osmanlı Devleti’nde modern haberleşme ve ulaştırma teknikleri, ed. Ekmeleddin 
Ihsanoglu (İstanbul: IRCICA, 1995), 249–70.  
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different region of Anatolia.46 Elvan Cobb also studies these railroads, taking more of a 

spatial and architectural approach. She argues that the changes in the built landscape 

caused by railroad construction altered the spatial practices of locals. Her work covers 

both the Izmir-Aydın and Izmir-Kasaba railroads, the latter being a particularly neglected 

line, apart from one recent dissertation.47 In addressing spatial relations, Cobb addresses 

somewhat different concerns, but her attention to how these relations affected changes in 

local life is something that resonates well with this dissertation. Onur İnal also mentions 

these railroads in his dissertation on the environmental history of the Izmir region. He 

emphasizes the railroads’ relationships to existing roads. He demonstrates how, not only 

did railroads not replace the roads that had already been in place for caravan traffic for 

centuries, but these two modes of transportation actually complemented each other. In 

doing so, İnal contributes to attempts to get beyond a strict binary between old and new 

technologies and highlights both the importance of intermodal transport and the 

coexistence of old and new technologies.48 

 Apart from old and new, another problematic railroad binary is that between 

security and economic motivations. While it is certainly possible to analyze variations in 

importance of each of these purposes from railroad to railroad, all were built with both in 

mind. For example, it is clear that, just as the Anatolian Railroad had an important 

economic function as a means of transporting Anatolian wheat to Istanbul, the Western 

Anatolian Izmir-based railroads were also used for security purposes. This can be seen, 

                                                
46 Ibid, 266-67. 
47 Cobb, 49; Arif Kolay, “İzmir-Kasaba ve Uzantısı Demiryolu Hatları (1863-1897)” (PhD diss., Marmara 
University, 2011).  
48 Onur İnal, “A Port and Its Hinterland: An Environmental History of Izmir in the Late Ottoman Period” 
(PhD diss., University of Arizona, 2015). 
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for example, in the inclusion of police wagons in the trains of the Izmir-Kasaba 

Railroad.49 In any case, the Aegean region was notorious for its bands of zeybeks and 

other outlaws.50 Other similarities included European concessions, of course, and the 

complex relationship between animal and rail transportation. While the exact 

circumstances showed some variation, we can see many of the same factors and agents 

weaving similar networks in these earliest Anatolian railroads.   

 

The Anatolian and Baghdad Railroads 
The Anatolian Railroad, the focus of this dissertation, cannot be separated from 

the Baghdad Railroad, which was built by extending the Anatolian Railroad’s Konya 

branch. The Anatolian Railroad is frequently overshadowed and written about solely as a 

precursor of the Baghdad Railroad, rather than studied in its own right. This tendency 

privileges a European focus, in that the Baghdad Railroad is frequently considered as a 

source of tension between European powers, particularly Britain and Germany. It is likely 

that the earlier parts of the railroad, those constructed as the Anatolian Railroad, (i.e. 

between Istanbul, Ankara and Konya), had a greater impact on the lives of Ottoman 

subjects. The Anatolian Railroad was built in generally more fertile and more heavily 

populated areas, as well as areas that were closer to Istanbul and thus developed strong 

                                                
49 Kolay, 168.  
50 This is mentioned specifically with reference to railroad security in  Murat Özyüksel, “Anatolian and 
Baghdad Railways,” in The Great Ottoman Turkish Civilization vol.2: Economy and Society, ed. Kemal 
Çiçek et al., Book, Section vols. (Ankara: Yeni Türkiye, 2000), 286-87. Other sources that make clear the 
widespread presence of bandits in the region include the first-hand accounts in Halil Dural, Bize derler 
Çakırca. The fictionalization of the same personages and events can certainly give an impression of the 
image of these bandits in Anatolian culture, see Yaşar Kemal, Çakırcalı Efe. (İstanbul: Toros Yayınları), 
1983. See also Sabri Yetkin, Ege’de eşkıyalar (Istanbul: Türkiye Ekonomik ve Toplumsal Tarih Vakfı, 
1996); İnal, 86; Benjamin C. Fortna, The Circassian: A Life of Eşref Bey, Late Ottoman Insurgent and 
Special Agent (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016). 
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links to it. Additionally, the construction of the Baghdad Railroad stalled during World 

War I, stymied by both the redirection of resources to the war effort and the difficulty of 

tunneling through the Taurus Mountains.  

Edward Earle’s Turkey, the Great Powers and the Bagdad Railway, one of the 

earliest and most influential accounts of the Baghdad Railroad written in the immediate 

post-World War I period, barely discusses the Anatolian Railroad outside the context of 

the Baghdad line.51 Earle’s interest in the railroad only begins with the 1903 awarding of 

the Baghdad Railroad concession. This approach came despite the concession being 

awarded to a group largely similar to the Anatolian Railroad Company, which was 

quickly merged into the new Baghdad Railroad Company. Earle is mostly interested in 

the railroad as a feature of informal German imperialism. He refers to this as “peaceful 

penetration,”52 a term in wide circulation, also referred to as “informal empire.” Earle 

sees Abdülhamid as having “mortgaged his empire.” Generally, he views the Ottomans 

having surrendered their sovereignty, apparently a zero-sum attribute. Due to not 

completely controlling their economy they are seen, again, as virtually a colony, although 

Earle does recognize that in striking his bargain, Abdülhamid was hoping to be able to 

centralize his rule, albeit by means of a foreign-built railroad.53 Interestingly, Earle does 

not see the railroad only as a source of tension between Germany and Britain, claiming 

that many British were in favor of the German deal, saw how they could profit from a 

line toward Iraq, the Persian Gulf, and India even if they did not own the line themselves, 

                                                
51 Edward Mead Earle, Turkey, the Great Powers, and the Bagdad Railway a Study in Imperialism, (New 
York: Macmillan Co., 1924). 
52 The term gives Earle the title to his fifth chapter, 92-119. See also Ulrich Trumpener, "Germany and the 
End of the Ottoman Empire," in The Great Powers and the End of the Ottoman Empire, ed. M. Kent 
(London: George Allen & Unwin, 1984), 112.  
53 Earle, 23. 



 35 

and hoped that the Germans would be able to “civilize” the Ottomans.54 So despite 

having a completely Eurocentric interest in the Baghdad Railroad, Earle does at least see 

some complexity among the European players.  

While Earle did not invent this image of the Ottoman Empire as a semi-colony, it 

was prevalent during the pre-War era as well, his frequent citation by later scholars 

makes him influential in propagating this trend to see an almost completely passive 

Ottoman Empire when it came to railroad building, which, consequently, was a matter 

purely of European competition.55 The Anatolian and Baghdad Railroads are often 

written about, even in more recent works, with a focus on German influence, German-

Ottoman relations, or German relations with other European powers. This limits the 

railroads’ significance to their place in Germany’s informal empire and strategy of 

Weltpolitik. While many of these works are quite valuable for understanding these 

particular aspects, this dissertation argues that, for the sake of understanding the changes 

brought by the railroad in the regions it was built through, we must also look at local 

actors and cannot look at the imperial dimension as the only, or the overwhelmingly most 

important, factor.  

Murat Özyüksel is one of the leading Ottoman railroad scholars.56 As with other 

scholars, Özyüksel is largely concerned with the use of the railroad as a tool of German 

                                                
54 Ibid, 65-68.  
55 Other early examples include Maybelle Kennedy Chapman, Great Britain and the Bagdad Railway 
1888-1914 (Northampton, MA: n.p., 1948); John B. Wolf, “The Diplomatic History of the Bagdad 
Railroad," in The University of Missouri Studies 11, no.2 (1936), 7-107. 
56 Among a number of his railroad- related works, the most significant are: Murat Özyüksel, Osmanlı-
Alman ilişkilerinin gelişim sürecinde Anadolu ve Bağdat Demiryolları (Istanbul: Arba, 1988); Murat 
Özyüksel, The Berlin-Baghdad Railway and the Ottoman Empire: Industrialization, Imperial Germany and 
the Middle East, trans. Adnan Tonguç (London: I.B. Tauris, 2016), which is, in part, a translation of the 
previous work, but also contains new material based on additional sources and excludes some of the 
material in the Turkish original; Murat Özyüksel, The Hejaz Railway and the Ottoman Empire: Modernity, 
Industrialisation, and Ottoman Decline, trans. Sezin Tekin (London: I.B. Tauris, 2014). 
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informal imperialism, and how this affected international politics leading up to World 

War I. Again, this is not an unimportant aspect, but it is one that has been discussed 

previously, even if Özyüksel brings some interesting details into the conversation through 

his use of numerous Ottoman and German documents. He leaves the local social effects 

of technological change largely unexamined.  

Jonathan McMurray sees the construction of the Baghdad Railroad as more than 

just a German imperial project. He attributes to Earle what he characterizes as the 

dominant “evil empire” thesis, as an ex-post-facto British attempt to blame the defeated 

German enemy’s imperial ambitions for Ottoman involvement in World War I.57 Instead, 

McMurray argues that the railroad was a mutually beneficial partnership between sultan 

and kaiser. He sees their interests as aligned, and claims Abdülhamid “dictated the terms” 

of German involvement and used it for his own ends as a means to facilitate his 

centralization project, while gaining a heavily-involved ally among the world powers, 

thus insuring that “paradoxically, the more Germany got involved with Abdülhamid’s 

empire, the more independent his empire became.”58 It appears, however, that McMurray 

mainly identifies the empire with Abdülhamid himself,  and its interests as his. Thus, 

while McMurray makes a valuable contribution to complicating the informal empire 

paradigm, his analysis is mainly top down. This dissertation argues for expanding the 

field of agency, and thus the (generally unintentional) partnership to a number of other 

players. 

Sean McMeekin’s The Berlin-Baghdad Express, is another relatively recent work 

that continues to mainly explore German involvement. This is not in itself unhelpful, and 

                                                
57 McMurray, 5-6. 
58 Ibid, 63.  
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McMeekin does write interestingly and informatively about the international politics and 

the intricacies of the relationship through World War I, although mainly from the German 

perspective. Helpfully, McMeekin does describe the conditions of the workers, as well as 

the effect of the war at least on railroad officials.59 Peter H. Christensen has also made 

recent contributions to the study of the German-Ottoman relationship and the German 

influence on Railroad construction.60 Compared to many of the previously mentioned 

works, Christensen is more interested in the impact of the railroad in local communities, 

on the ground. Rather than a social history, however, Christensen provides a history of 

objects, by studying the architecture and technology of the railroad. This focus on 

material culture provides an important perspective on an understudied topic- the matter of 

the railroad, its physical infrastructure and influence on other material surroundings. It is 

a history of railroads that is relatively light on economic aspects of the railroad as well as 

social ones. While Christensen attempts to trace the impact of the railroad by examining 

primarily physical infrastructure, this dissertation attempts something similar with the 

more contingent and less stable, yet just as relevant, social infrastructure along the line.   

Donald Quataert and Mehmet Yerçil have written works specifically about the 

Anatolian Railroad, in addition to the works on it in the context of the Baghdad Railroad. 

Quataert, writing several decades ago, described Ottoman Railroad historiography, and 

particularly that of the Anatolian Railroad, as something of which “the-diplomatic-

political-military aspects are known in their general outlines, [but] considerably less has 

                                                
59 McMeekin. 
60 Peter H Christensen, Germany and the Ottoman Railways: Art, Empire, and Infrastructure, (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2017); See also the dissertation it is based on, Peter Hewitt Christensen, 
“Architecture, Expertise and the German Construction of the Ottoman Railway Network, 1868-1919” 
(Ph.D., Harvard University, 2014), which also reproduces a truly prodigous (over 600 pages' worth) 
collection of photographs and other visual materials relating to the Ottoman railroads. 
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been determined concerning the economic and particularly the social importance of the 

railroad.”61 Quataert, himself, worked toward rectifying this gap, especially regarding 

economic history.62 While he was not able to bring as much focus to social history, he 

does reveal some details of local actors and conditions, such as the nature of labor in the 

context of mixing industrial and agricultural labor.63 Quataert accomplishes more in the 

important task of arguing for the agency of the Ottoman state, a sort of middle player 

between the foreign powers and local residents, than uncovering it for these last. Many 

works owe a debt to Quataert’s history-from-below approach in studying non-elite 

Ottoman subjects, particularly those in the provinces. This dissertation diverges from 

Quataert’s depiction of railroads as “Western technologies” transferred to foreign soils.64 

It argues instead for a more complex identity of technology negotiated with local as well 

as foreign agents.  

Mehmet Yerçil’s dissertation brings a more social historical approach to the 

railroad and its adjacent lands. In addressing German influence in Ottoman Anatolia, he 

prefers the concept of “global localism,” to “transnationalism,” as the latter still implies 

the supreme importance of nation states, and the former leaves more room for a 

negotiated enterprise.65 He sees the areas in which the Germans operated as “contact 

zones,” borrowing the term from Mary Louise Pratt.66 Pratt defines these as “social 

                                                
61 Quataert, Social Disintegration, 72. 
62 Donald Quataert, “Limited Revolution: The Impact of the Anatolian Railway on Turkish Transportation 
and the Provisioning of Istanbul, 1890-1908.” The Business History Review 51, no. 2 (1977), 139-60; 
Quataert, Social Disintegration, 71-93; Donald Quataert, “Ottoman Reform and Agriculture in Anatolia: 
1876-1908.” (PhD diss., UCLA, 1973). 
63 Quataert, Social Disintegration, 62-63. Quataert’s example is actually about Zonguldak coal miners, but 
also applied to railroad workers as we shall see below.  
64 Quataert, “Limited Revolution,” 141. 
65 Yerçil, 16-17. 
66 Ibid, 23. 
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spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in highly 

asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination- like colonialism, slavery, or 

their aftermaths.”67 Yerçil agrees with the near consensus that the European construction 

of railroads put the Ottoman Empire in the category of these states’, in this case 

Germany’s, “informal empire.” He does allow, however that the arrangement also 

allowed the Ottoman state to centralize and thus impose its own “colonial modernity” on 

its provinces.68 The power relations and asymmetries between the Ottomans and the 

European powers are crucial to understanding the late Ottoman period. This dissertation 

argues, however, that this is not the entire story, and that in addition to the several-

layered downward projection of power, from European powers (and their associated 

enterprises such as railroads) to the Ottoman state to provincial authorities to Ottoman 

subjects, a process of intermingling is also taking place, and that even the bottom rung, 

i.e., ordinary Ottoman subjects, had a measure of agency that affected the overall 

formation of modernity.  

 

Theoretical Frameworks  

 

Modernization 
The train was a major factor in global modernization including in Ottoman 

Anatolia. This dissertation deals with the theme of “modernization,” yet this is a 

problematic and hotly-debated term. My use of the term represents a necessary evil, in 

order to have a shorthand for the great transformations, and, perhaps a more defining 

                                                
67 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London: Routledge, 1992), 4. 
68 Yerçil, 18-21. 
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characteristic, the greatly accelerated rate of change that followed the industrial 

revolution. One of the signature inventions of the industrial age was the steam engine, 

and its application to transportation, in the form of steamships and steam locomotives, 

brought the world far closer, in that the time it took to travel or transport goods became 

only a fraction of what it had been previously. The railroad is often seen as such a 

landmark event in modernization that it has been said: “we call ‘modern’ everything that 

happened to any other culture after it had built its first railroad.”69 The period from 

approximately 1870 to 1914 is sometimes known as the “Second Industrial Revolution.” 

While there was no precise demarcation from the first, this concept recognizes that, 

having gone through a period of supposedly lessened velocity of change, industrialism 

and “modernity” were, once again, accelerating, largely powered by steam 

transportation.70 While the steam engine had been around for nearly a century, this is the 

period in which it came into its own as a means of mass transportation. These much more 

rapid global linkages are among the defining characteristics of the era covered by this 

dissertation. 

In positing, however problematically, the phenomenon of modernization and 

tying it to greatly expanded and much more efficient global intercommunications, it is 

important to note that this was not the dawn of globalization tout court. The “slow 

globalization” of maritime and land trade networks, including, of course, the well-known 

“silk road,” stretched back centuries if not millennia.71 Sinologists have noticed the 

                                                
69 William Everdell, quoted in Carter, 4. 
70 Joel Mokyr, “The Second Industrial Revolution, 1870-1914,” in Storia Dell’economia Mondiale, ed. 
Valerio Castronovo (Rome: Laterza, 1999), 219–45; Miriam R Levin, Urban Modernity: Cultural 
Innovation in the Second Industrial Revolution (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2010). 
71 Among this literature that explains the non-novelty of global, or at least long-distance interregional trade 
and travel, see Janet Lippman Abu-Lughod, Before European Hegemony: The World System A.D. 1250-
1350 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989); Janet Lippman Abu-Lughod, “The World System in 
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particular dominance of their subject of study, and made several cases for the dominance 

of China in the world system before the more recent, European-dominated, world 

system.72 “Modernization” in the context of this dissertation is a way of talking about the 

rapid changes that occurred due to technology and greatly expanded communication in 

this era of what could also be regarded as “fast globalization.” It is not my intention to 

argue that modernity, in this sense, was a radical breaking point from the past and the 

emergence of humanity into a new world. This can be argued either way, and has been at 

length. Nor is it my intention to contrast it to “traditional” ways, representing an 

unchanging, or slow changing, alternative. The period under study is one of great, 

sometimes breathtaking change. It is not the first such period in human history, however, 

even if certain means of transportation and communication helped to spread the results of 

these changes in a more rapid fashion than would have been possible in earlier ages. 

 

Ottoman Modernization 
One of the particular problems of the concept of modernization in the Ottoman 

Empire, as in other “non-Western” societies, is its equivalization with something called 

“westernization.” Under models that were prevalent until fairly recently, the development 

                                                
TheThirteenth Century: Dead End or Precursor?,” in Islamic and European Expansion: The Forging of the 
Global Order, ed. Michael Adas, (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993), 75–101; Philip D. Curtin, 
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of modernity was situated in the west, i.e., Europe and North America, and then diffused, 

or was consciously spread, to the rest of the world. This was, for many years, also the 

prevalent understanding of the Ottoman case in the “age of reforms” that followed the 

beginning of the Tanzimat from 1839 on.73 While the close identification of 

modernization with westernization has been increasingly challenged in numerous fields, 

relatively little has been done to challenge the assumption that technological 

modernization was achieved through the transfer, from west to east, of technologies that 

were inherently considered western. Ironically, the technology that helped the west attain 

its dominant position over the course of the Early Modern Era included superior 

navigation, aided by Indian sails and Arab navigational instruments, and firearms, 

weapons with the gunpowder initially used by the Chinese and Mongols. Yet once 

Europe became dominant, any advanced technology became civilizationally identified as 

belonging to “the west.” 

                                                
73 The Gülhane Rescript, a declaration of reforms announced in the imperial rose garden in 1839 is widely, 
though problematically, held to have kicked off a process of “ordering,” the literal translation of 
“Tanzimat,” that, according to one’s definition, can be said to have inspired reforms that continued 
throughout the remainder of the Ottoman Empire’s lifetime. Mustafa Reşid Paşa and Ahmet Ersoy, “The 
Gülhane Rescript,” in Discourses of Collective Identity in Central and Southeast Europe: Texts and 
Commentaries, Late Enlightenment, ed. Balazs Trencsenyi (New York: Central European University Press, 
2006), 332–39. For much of the time since then these reforms were widely seen as closely related to, and 
sometimes even synonymous with, “westernization.” Works of Ottoman history taking this view are quite 
numerous. Influential ones include Bernard Lewis; Berkes; Carter V. Findley, “The Advent of Ideology in 
the Islamic Middle East (Part 1),” Studia Islamica 55 (1982): 143–69; Carter V. Findley, “The Advent of 
Ideology in the Islamic Middle East (Part II),” Studia Islamica 56 (1982): 147–80; Carter V. Findley, 
Ottoman Civil Officialdom: A Social History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989); Abdülhak 
Adnan Adıvar, La Science Chez Les Turcs Ottomans (Paris: G-P Maisonneuve, 1939), this last being the 
most directly concerned with the adaptation of science and technology. Many of the essays in William R. 
Polk and Richard L. Chambers, Beginnings of Modernization in the Middle East: The Nineteenth Century 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968) also fall in this category, despite an early attempt to debate 
the connection (or not) of the western and the modern stated in the introduction. Ibid, 1. More recent works 
challenging the equation of modernization with westernization have quickly proliferated. Among many see  
Butrus Abu-Manneh, “The Islamic Roots of the Gulhane Rescript,” Die Welt Des Islams New Series, 34 
(1994): 173–203; Michael E. Meeker, A Nation of Empire: The Ottoman Legacy of Turkish Modernity 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002); and for a comparative example dealing with South Asia, 
see Kapil Raj, Relocating Modern Science (New York (N.Y.); Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 
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Whose Technology, Whose Modernity?  
 The steam locomotive was, famously, first developed in early nineteenth 

century Britain. For this reason, it has been mythologized as one of the signal 

achievements of modern “western” technology that spread worldwide. This dissertation 

argues, however, that rather than technological change and “modernization” imposed 

from above, or from “west” to “east,” the transformations in this area can best be 

understood as being the product of the interaction of a variety of agents, of which local 

people played a quite large role along with state actors, international actors, and 

nonhuman actors.74  

 In the Ottoman case, looking beyond the site of invention and at use instead, 

allows for the shifting of the narrative of “ownership” of a technology such as the train 

away from the west. The Ottoman state and the local people living along the railroad 

become important to the transformation of the region. It is important to remember that 

none of these, the Ottoman state, local residents, or the “west”, “European powers,” etc. 

is a unitary actor with monolithic interests. They are, instead, composites. Although it is 

sometimes expedient to write “the Ottoman state,” or “local residents” or “Europeans,” 

                                                
74 Environmental history has greatly informed our understanding on how nonhuman actors (animals, 
climate, epidemics, etc.) affect, or even shape history. Generally environmental and social factors are 
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Environmental History (Chicago: University Of Chicago Press, 2017); Diana K. Davis, Resurrecting the 
Granary of Rome: Environmental History and Colonial Expansion in North Africa (Athens, OH: Ohio 
University Press, 2007); Sam White, The Climate of Rebellion in the Early Modern Ottoman Empire, (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Toby Craig Jones, Desert Kingdom: How Oil and Water Forged 
Modern Saudi Arabia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010), to name a few out of a recently 
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this should never be taken as meaning the unanimous actions or voices of all the 

constituent parts (i.e., individuals, subgroups, etc.) of the category in question. 

Once the Ottoman state is accepted as an actor, albeit one weaker on the global 

stage than some nations, it becomes more problematic to analyze the Ottoman state as a 

colony in all but name. On the world stage, it problematizes the imperialist state- colony 

model for understanding the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. The Ottoman 

Empire represents a case that does not fit neatly in either category.75 On the one hand it 

was circumscribed in many areas by pressure and economic dominance from France, 

Britain, Russia and, increasingly by the end of the nineteenth century, Germany. 

However, the Ottomans’ status as a sovereign state gave them room to maneuver. They 

could attempt to accomplish their agenda by, for one thing, playing the powers against 

each other, not being beholden to any specific one. Looking at provincial and non-state 

actors as agents, in turn, complicates the idea that modernization was something that, at 

least in the Ottoman case, was accomplished in a top-down and center to periphery 

fashion. I am arguing, then, for layers of agency. Many of the questions I address about 

                                                
75 The Ottomans had company in the category of non-colonized but also relatively powerless states. Often 
these were, also like the Ottomans, historic empires. China, Siam (Thailand), and Iran come to mind as 
states that had to exercise their sovereignty within the limits of European pressure. These limits, however, 
did not mean that sovereignty lay completely elsewhere as it did in, for example, Algeria or, after 1857, 
India, or any number of African and Asian territories. Many Ottomans, like others, sometimes looked to 
Japan as an example, a nation which had, until recently, fallen into the same category as they did, but had 
recently started raising itself to a more equal status with the European powers. This was especially the case 
following the Japanese victory of Russia in 1905. Renée Worringer, “‘Sick Man of Europe’ or ‘Japan of the 
Near East’?: Constructing Ottoman Modernity in the Hamidian and Young Turk Eras,” International 
Journal of Middle East Studies 36 (2004): 207–30. 
 Further complicating issues were the Ottomans’ own adoption of imperialist attitudes to accompany their 
aspirations. Ussama Makdisi, “Ottoman Orientalism,” The American Historical Review 107, no. 3 (2002): 
768–96; Christoph Herzog and Raoul Motika, “Orientalism Alla Turca: Late 19th / Early 20th Century 
Ottoman Voyages into the Muslim ‘Outback,’” Die Welt Des Islams 40 (n.s.), no. 2 (n.d.): 139–95; 
Muhammad Arif Ibn Ahmad al-Munir, “The Book of the Increasing and Eternal Happiness-the Hejaz 
Railway,” in The Hejaz Railway and the Muslim Pilgrimage: A Case of Ottoman Political Propaganda, ed. 
Jacob M. Landau (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1971), 35–178. 
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agency are also influenced by Actor Network Theory, which I will address in the next 

section of this chapter.   

 

Actor Network Theory and the Anatolian Railroad 
 This dissertation’s argument for multi-agent modernization of provincial Anatolia 

is partially influenced by Actor Network Theory. A sometimes-slippery term to describe, 

this theory posits a radical interconnection, but also contingency of the interconnections 

of a variety of inputs, frequently referred to as “actants.” Social constructivist histories of 

technology, which ANT is influenced by despite its differences, point out the ability of 

technology users to define its meanings.76 ANT’s critique is that this approach leaves in 

place the distinction of technology and society, but privileges society as the driver of 

technology rather than the latter developing independently.77 Instead of stating that 

“system and environment,” also identified as a “political-technical” distinction or, most 

generally “science and society,” are not independent from one another, ANT theorists 

argue that they are not, or not fully, differentiated from each other.78 This well represents 

this dissertation’s attitude toward the intermixing, and in some ways undifferentiated, 

human and non-human actors.  

                                                
76 See, for example, Nelly Oudshoorn and Trevor Pinch, “Introduction: How Users and Non-Users Matter,” 
in Nelly Oudshoorn and T. J Pinch (eds.), How Users Matter: The Co-construction of Users and 
Technologies (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003), 1-25; Wiebe E. Bijker, “The Social Construction of 
Fluorescent Lighting, or How an Artifact Was Invented in Its Diffusion Stage,” in Wiebe E. Bijker and 
John Law (eds.) Shaping Technology/Building Society: Studies in Sociotechnical Change (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1992), 75-104; David Edgerton, The Shock of the Old: Technology and Global History Since 
1900 (London: Profile Books, 2008).  
77 Reassembling the Social an Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford; New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2005, 10-11; John Law, “Technology and Heterogenous Engineering: The Case of 
Portuguese Expansion,” in The Social Construction of Technological Systems, ed. Wiebe E. Bijker, Thomas 
P. Hughes, and Trevor Pinch (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1987), 113.  
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With most of its earliest proponents and best-known figures being sociologists of 

science it is no surprise that Actor Network Theory is often closely linked to social 

constructivist theories of science and technology. Its best-known thinker, Bruno Latour, 

first came to prominence with studies of the “construction of scientific facts,” that is, the 

ways in which science was “made” by scientists in conditions that were not objective or 

removed from society but, rather, influenced by it.79 Actor Network Theory sees 

“everything in the social and natural worlds as a continuously generated effect of the 

webs of relations within which they are located. It assumes nothing has reality or form 

outside the enactment of those relations. Its studies explore and characterize the webs and 

practices that carry them.”80 Instead of permanent and stable societal models, it focuses 

on contingent and ever-altering networks of relationships. I find this useful in conceiving 

of multiple interacting agencies. As I argue, the alterations of the lands of the Anatolian 

Railroad, and the people living on them, were formed in the interaction rather than 

fabricated or imposed strictly by one group on another. Modernity was formed 

relationally. Perhaps due to its rejection of stable direction and authority by a single, or 

several, agents on the others, Actor Network Theory does not view intentionality as a 

necessary precondition for agency. This facilitates the theory’s often-cited promotion of 

the agency of various non-humans, such as that of animals, diseases, and certainly new 

technologies, such as trains which, though built by humans, can still be said to have their 

own forms of agency, in terms of accidents, etc. These non-humans should not be seen as 
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the true actors in place of humans, however. Instead, all are interconnected, although 

ANT insists on there not being a fundamental distinction between human and non-human 

actors. This dissertation argues for human agency among others, and, in fact, focuses 

mostly on it, and on the complex webs it forms with the agency of other humans as well 

as non-humans. If non-human agency seems to sometimes be overly emphasized by 

ANT, this is most likely because human agency is often taken as a given. Therefore, if 

this dissertation does not always mention ANT-type connections when discussing human 

agents, they are, nonetheless, implied.    

Ronen Shamir, in one of the few works of Middle Eastern history to take a similar 

approach, writes about the creation of the Palestinian electric grid as a “social 

assemblage” with the intention of bringing together seemingly unrelated issues. In 

Shamir’s case these include “ethno-national relations, irrigation methods, municipal 

governance, colonial rule, orange groves, group formation, and railway networks.”81 

Similarly, my study attempts to bring together such elements as banditry, imperialism, 

urbanization, commerce and more and attempts a networked understanding of these 

factors and all the actors involved with them and posits complex relation interactions 

among them as formative of the rapid social, economic, cultural and political 

transformations we are still tentatively calling “modernity.” It uses the train as a (literal) 

vehicle to bring all these components together. 

This multiplicity of elements, the very large number of “moving parts,” worked 

together, albeit often unconsciously, to form the Anatolian Railroad corridor’s socio-

technological landscape. The result was not fully planned from above. The only 
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somewhat converging goals of the German state, railroad company, and the Ottoman 

state were never fully achieved. At the same time, my argument for the ability of non-

elite groups to affect the railroad-enabled newly-emerging realities from below is one of 

influence but not control. The actions and demands of people “on the ground” are often 

not given credit for their roles in shaping things, which were multiple and non-monolithic 

but also subject to influence from the powerful state and company forces and from non-

human actors. Anatolian peasants certainly did not have the resources, nor necessarily the 

desire, to bring the railroad, but they could have an impact on it, as it did on them, once it 

did arrive, by the orders of state and imperial forces. No one was fully in control. We 

may consider each of the multiple agents’ effectiveness upon the creation of a 

modernized Anatolian landscape as partly true, but never, in isolation, the whole story. 

Power can be a determinant of agency, but it is not the sole determinant, and the less 

powerful can still, willingly or not, be forces of change. Their uses of the railroad and 

their reactions to it affected outcomes, in interactions with the roles of others. 

Another result of this entangled network of multi-directional agencies is that this 

dissertation cannot be purely about a railroad. It is, instead, about the railroad and all it is 

connected to. In fact, it is meant to serve as a social history of modernization, in light of 

all these interconnections and complex webs and matrices, through which the railroad 

makes a convenient entry point, rather than a “railroad history” per se. As part of a larger 

exploration of modernization, this dissertation challenges both top-down and outside-in 

narratives of railroad development. While considering the mainly neglected actions of 

local agents, this dissertation does not argue for a full history from below either. Rather it 

argues that the modernized technological landscape of which the Anatolian Railroad 
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played such a prominent part was formed multi-directionally, adding some local actors 

and voices from below, without discounting the importance of the foreign investment or 

the centralizing efforts of the Ottoman state.    

Modernization is a contentious term, with numerous scholars debating its 

meaning, or even validity.82 For the purposes of this dissertation, we are concerned with 

modernization as a process of rapid change and, especially, much quicker transportation 

and communication.83 While these changes have often been equated with “progress,” this 

dissertation only intends to use the term “modern” to indicate the rapid and large-scale 

changes without making a value judgment. One reason that it is useful to use this 

problematic term as a unit of analysis all the same, is that it represents the self-definition 

of many people, then as now. One well-known work on modernism, in fact, sees this self-

image as the central trait, defining “modernism as any attempt by modern men and 

women to become subjects as well as objects of modernization, to get a grip on the 

modern world and make themselves at home in it.”84 As tautological as it sounds, this 

statement points out the central role played by “modern men and women” in articulating 

that “modernity” itself, with this dissertation defining “modernity simply as these greatly 

accelerated changes of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and “modern men and 

women” as those living through them. This is not to say that the transformations are 

                                                
82 Doubt among Actor Network Theorists can be seen in the very title of Bruno Latour, We Have Never 
Been Modern (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press), 1993. 
83 C. A. Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780-1914: Global Connections and Comparisons 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2004), 20. Bayly also ascribes “interconnectedness and interdependence of 
political and social changes" as important traits of modernization, which fits well with this dissertation's 
view of entangled phenomena. Ibid, 1. Bayly also posits a drive toward global uniformity as part of the 
equation. While this is to some extent undeniable, this dissertation argues that this uniformization still 
retained local traits and syntheses. 
84 Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity (New York, N.Y., 
U.S.A: Viking Penguin, 1988),1. 
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always caused intentionally, but that many actors, both human and non-human must be 

taken into consideration. Thus, this dissertation takes the lack of any overlying pattern or 

permanently stable structure from ANT and applies it to “modernization” as shorthand 

for the large-scale and accelerating transformations of the period to argue for a co-

creation, both intentionally and unintentionally, between a large number of forces in 

order to understand the end result with a minimum of reductionism.   

  

Sources and Silences 
 In telling a narrative that is not exclusively top-down, one frequently faces the 

challenge that most sources are written from a top-down perspective. This is particularly 

true of Ottoman sources. Literacy among Ottoman subjects, while rising dramatically due 

to educational reforms, was still quite low overall, probably not more than about 10%, 

although estimates vary.85 Memoirs or letters written by non-elites are uncommon. The 

documents in the Ottoman Archive, the site of the largest portion of my sources, speak in 

the voice of the Ottoman state. There are important differences, such as between the 

central government and provincial authorities, of course. Petitions also can be found, 

however most of the ones found in research for this dissertation were actually summaries 

of the petitions received written up by Ottoman officials sending them to other Ottoman 

officials. They can thus, also, be considered to be written in the state’s voice. Even when 

petitions survive in their original form, they are written by the muhtars, the village chiefs. 

                                                
85 Benjamin C. Fortna, Learning to Read in the Late Ottoman Empire and the Early Turkish Republic 
(Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 20-21; Pamuk, Uneven Centuries, 44; 
Fatma Müge Göçek gives a slightly higher estimate of 15% by 1895. Fatma Müge Göçek Rise of the 
Bourgeoisie, Demise of Empire: Ottoman Westernization and Social Change (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1996), 84. 
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Thus, even petitions that are, in theory, the “voice of the people,” are filtered through 

elite perspectives.86 Other valuable Ottoman state publications include the provincial 

yearbooks, or salnames, which are a great source of statistical information, although 

sometimes inconsistent from year to year. While faced with the unfortunate paucity of 

non-elite voices, there are a number of different elite sources and outside accounts 

offering competing perspectives. By triangulating between competing accounts, this 

dissertation seeks some balance that expands the visible field of Ottoman provincial 

modernization.  

 State documents collected from the Ottoman Archive’s copious collection (the 

archive claims to house 150 million) form this dissertation’s largest share of sources.87 In 

addition to petitions and the reports on them, mentioned above, these mainly consist of 

correspondence between Ottoman officials. These can include correspondence between 

governors and other provincial officials and Istanbul, as well as between the different 

ministries. These sources tend to be fairly dispassionate, but they are a good source of 

information as well as a sampling of what sorts of issues are on these various officials’ 

minds. Other sources include newspapers, both Ottoman and foreign. While I rely on 

foreign (European and North American) mainly for informational purposes, the Ottoman 

papers have the additional advantage of giving local perspectives on events covered. 

Some of these, such as Ankara Gazetesi, are official publications, although the provincial 

publications can give a different regional perspective when not simply reprinting stories 

from Istanbul papers. Some of these Istanbul papers were very useful too, however. 

                                                
86 On muhtars and other local officials writing and sending petitions, see Yuval Ben-Bassat, Petitioning the 
Sultan: Protests and Justice in Late Ottoman Palestine 1865 - 1908 (London: Tauris, 2013), 48-49. 
87 Yusuf Sarınay, ed., Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivi rehberi (Istanbul: Başbakanlık Basımevi, 2010), xxxvii. 
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Papers such as Tercuman-i Hakikat, while written from the viewpoint of the Istanbul 

intellectual elite, took a strong interest in technology and can give a good idea of 

contemporaneous Ottoman understandings of and attitudes toward modernization. During 

the later period covered in the dissertation, in particular after the 1908 Young Turk 

Revolution, more independently published regional newspapers came into being. These 

spread to the provinces where they could incorporate the voices of owners of printing 

presses, thus relatively wealthy, but in any case, a local voice other than that of provincial 

authorities working for Istanbul.  

While foreign sources, such as consular reports and travel accounts, generally 

lack the intimate knowledge of local sources, and they are often filled with prejudices 

against locals, they notice things that Ottoman sources do not, either because they escape 

notice being so common, or they are not considered worth remarking on. These include 

such things as clothing worn or other everyday practices. Sometimes foreign sources are 

also willing to mention such things as ethnic differences, which are sometimes avoided as 

overly delicate by Ottoman state sources. Additionally, as I am investigating the route of 

the railroad, technical publications can also be useful, such as articles in railroad journals 

or accounts written by railroad company officers. Finally, where available, the memoirs 

that do exist, often written by people who were prominent at the time or became so in the 

early republican period (such as the industrialist Vehbi Koç), are quite useful, though not 

numerous.  

All of this makes for a source-base that is very large, but not always coherent 

from source type to source type, or even from source to source within the same type. 

Evidence is both copious and fragmentary. The same could be said, however, of accounts 
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that draw exclusively from Ottoman archival sources or from European sources, or even 

those that draw from both but do not seek, nor even acknowledge, local or subaltern 

perspectives. An attempt, such as this, to represent change as a mutually, though not 

deliberately, co-constructed project may unavoidably be somewhat fragmentary. It is, 

however, necessary. Paradoxically, this fragmentary account may also be more complete 

in its incorporation of multiple perspectives. 

 

Structure of the Dissertation 
Apart from the chronological framework provided in Chapter One, this 

dissertation adopts a thematic approach to chapter organization. While occupying a 

quarter century timeframe, 1890 to 1914, some skipping around within this period is 

necessary. These dates situate this dissertation between the beginning of construction of 

the Anatolian Railroad beyond İzmit and World War I, which disrupted “normal” train 

use and thus opens too many new issues for more than a brief treatment, mainly 

contained in the last chapter.   

Secondarily, this dissertation is organized geographically. In an effort to follow 

the route of the railroad, I traverse Anatolia from west to east. I am studying the segment 

between Ertuğrul Sancak (the region around Bilecik and Bozüyük) to Ankara. I leave out 

the segment closer to Istanbul. For one thing, it was built earlier, from 1871 to 1873, and 

served as an early version of a commuter train for nearly twenty years until being 

expanded. For another, studies including the vast and, in so many ways sui generis 

Ottoman capital can too easily be overwhelmed by it and become about it only. Yet I 

maintain that the provinces, too, have their stories to tell.  
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A thematic-geographic organization is effective because each region had 

particular correspondences with certain aspects of the changing railroad zone. Ertuğrul 

Sancak, for example, long a center of bandit activity, became a good region from which 

to discuss the interactions of bandits with railroad workers. Eskişehir and Ankara 

provided good opportunities to discuss the urbanization that formed around the railroad, 

with Eskişehir additionally giving me some examples of industrialization, and Ankara a 

chance to ponder the changes in trade routes that occurred. The space between Eskişehir 

and Ankara saw a significant amount of settlement by the mainly Muslim migrants, 

known as muhacirs, from the expanding Russian Empire or newly-independent former 

Ottoman territories, so the chapter on this region discusses this phenomenon.88 Of course 

all these categories exist in all the regions discussed. Therefore, I discuss all of these in 

more than one chapter each, even if the central parts of my discussions of them are in one 

particular regional chapter. 

Chapter one provides a general background on the construction of Ottoman 

railroads and, in particular the Anatolian Railroad. I will also discuss the theoretical 

underpinnings of this dissertation. Unlike the other chapters, this one is based mainly on 

secondary sources as its purpose is more to present the frameworks in which I will situate 

the other chapters, those based on my original research.      

My second chapter examines encounters between the railroad and bandits, as well 

as its broader role in the dialectic of order and disorder in the Anatolian provinces. As the 

train was a key element of provincial modernization, bandits, due to their innovative 

                                                
88 The muhacirs hold an important place in Ottoman and Turkish history, and distinct image in the national 
consciousness, as I will discuss in the course of this dissertation. For this reason, I have chosen to refer to 
them by this term rather than the more generic “refugees” or “migrants,” which I use more sparingly.   
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adaptation to the railroad, were part of the dialectical formation of modernity. This is in 

contrast to their often being considered pre-modern by definition. I also engage with the 

formation of “modern” rural law enforcement, such as the formation of the Ottoman 

gendarmerie (jandarma), to argue that they were often not so separate from bandits and 

other “criminal” elements, and that the imposition of order was also a matter of 

negotiation. Bandits and other outlaws, such as smugglers, were involved in creating 

Western and Central Anatolia’s technological landscape alongside the railroad. Although 

the railroad often functioned, as intended, as a securitizing force, as intended, it did so in 

the process of co-creating modernity, rather than imposing it. 

Chapter Three is the first of two chapters, along with Chapter Five, to address the 

urbanization process that was also underway and heavily intertwined with the 

construction of the railroad. This chapter focuses on Eskişehir. While already a town of 

some significance, Eskişehir experienced rapid growth and urbanization due to being a 

major railroad junction and the site of the Anatolian Railroad’s storage and maintenance 

facility. In addition to the effects of population growth, as much as nearly triple the pre-

railroad population, Eskişehir also grew spatially, with expansions into former 

pasturelands. The railroad station served as a point of growth for these newly urbanized 

areas. Eskişehir took on more “modern” urban characteristics, the station and repair 

facility seem to have anchored a small industrial area. Both residents and those who 

moved in from elsewhere, sometimes as far as Europe, either took the opportunity or 

were compelled to work in professions that were either new or to work in locally existing 

professions that were, nonetheless, recast in significantly new forms. These included 

businesses that directly served the train and its passengers, such as hotels, new eateries, 
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or local transportation. Culturally, new theaters and schools appeared, promising western-

style entertainment or western education. There may also have been a rise in the number 

of meyhanes (taverns) in the town. Lastly, this chapter will examine some of the negative 

consequences of being a railroad town that were visited upon Eskişehir. These included 

the more rapid spread of diseases, in particular cholera, and railroad accidents. In 

examining the variety of conditions in which the railroad intersected with wide swaths of 

society, and the ways they incorporated the railroad into their changing lives, 

demonstrates the co-creation of modernity in a rapidly urbanizing junction town. 

Chapter Four follows the railroad into the mainly rural region between Eskişehir 

and Ankara. This was a major area for muhacir settlement, a topic found in all my 

chapters but is dealt with more in depth in this one. I also examine the effects of the train 

upon the region’s economy. Mainly these were related to the development of an export 

economy around the region’s agricultural and mineral products. I examine several smaller 

towns in the area that were involved with this railroad commerce, including Mihalıççık, 

known for its meerschaum pits, and Polatlı, a town that grew around a railroad station 

that was sited there to serve as a collection point for the agricultural produce of the 

region, which consisted mainly of wheat and other cereal grains. By showing how locals 

participated in these encounters between the rural and industrial, this chapter argues for 

economic and modernizing change in which locals were among the agents. 

The final chapter brings the original branch of the Anatolian railroad to its 

terminus in Ankara. I begin with a description of the arrival of the first train in Ankara’s 

station, actually a staged ceremony for the railroad that was not quite ready, but would 

start service within a few weeks. I examine the reactions of local people to the train, 
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which was quite novel to their experiences. The train, while it brought economic change 

and growth to Ankara also ingrained itself into the local cultural memory in sometimes 

negative ways. Songs were sung of the kara tren, the black train that took away the local 

young men for conscription, many never to come back from the Balkan wars or World 

War I. I also mention the use of the train, in Ankara and other regions, in the Armenian 

genocide. While this lies slightly outside this dissertation’s time period, this is an 

important, albeit tragic, use to which the train was put and its story is not really separable 

from that of Ottoman railroad modernization. Overall, this chapter shows the 

incorporation of the train into people’s lives and imaginations, including in negative 

ways, as well as the train’s impact on the formation of the region’s history.  

My dissertation looks at the dialectic of technological adoption and adaptation in 

the context of late Ottoman Anatolian society. The construction and early operation of the 

Ottoman Anatolian Railroad in West Central Anatolia, from 1890, to the outbreak of 

World War I, serves as a case study for an attempt at the understudied social history of 

technology in the Ottoman Empire. I explore the combinations and recombinations of 

imported technology with local socioeconomic systems that created a new synthesis in 

which it is no longer possible to speak of technology transfer as a simple diffusion from 

one region to another, an assumption which, though increasingly challenged, is still 

widespread in Middle Eastern historiography. I argue that events “on the ground” are 

crucial toward understanding the multi-faceted and multi-directional layers of agency and 

technology “ownership” informing the relations between Ottomans and foreigners, with 

the development of export-oriented capitalism, and with the changing relationship 

between people and the state. The railroad serves to bind these strands together.  
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Chapter One: The Historical Context of Ottoman Railroad Construction 

A Brief History of the Ottoman Railroads 
In 1855, Sultan Abdülmecid, partly influenced by the exigencies of the Crimean 

War, embarked upon a course of railroad and telegraph construction.89 In order to fund 

these capital-intensive projects, the Ottoman state had started in the previous year to 

borrow directly from European banks. This was not a sudden development. By the 1840s, 

the Ottoman state was borrowing indirectly from Europeans, using Galata banks as 

intermediaries. Grand Vizier Reşid Paşa had negotiated a loan only a few years previous 

that the sultan ultimately passed on. Eventually, direct borrowing led to a new level of 

financial dependence on the outside world.90 

International debt would soon play a major role in weakening Ottoman finances. The 

initial reluctance to borrow gave way to a “borrowing mania,” during which the Ottoman 

state took on ever greater loans, often on quite unfavorable terms.91 The default of 1875-

1876 led to the establishment of the Ottoman Public Debt Administration (PDA) in 

1881.92 This institution, a consortium of European banks with close ties to their national 

                                                
89 The sultan’s address to his divan on these matters is described by the Ottoman court historian 
(vak`anüvis) Ahmed Cevdet in his Ma'rûzât, ed. Yusuf Halaçoğlu (Istanbul: Çağrı Yayınları, 1980), 7. I 
describe this scene in more detail in Alex Schweig, “Governmentality in Motion: The Ottoman Railroads, 
Centralization, and Agency in the Hamidian Period (1876-1909)” (master's thesis, University of Arizona, 
2012), 3-4. Wartime pressures on the Ottomans to upgrade their transportation and communication 
infrastructure are discussed by Roderic H. Davison, “Advent of the Electric Telegraph” in Essays in 
Ottoman and Turkish History, 1774-1923: The Impact of the West (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1990); 134-36; Yakup Bektaş, “The Sultan’s Messenger: Cultural Constructions of Ottoman Telegraphy, 
1847-1880,” Technology and Culture 41, no. 4 (2000): 672-73. 
90 The earliest attempt at foreign borrowing, which seems not to have gotten very far, was actually during 
the reign of Abdülhamid I (1774-1789). Rafii-Şükrü Suvla, “Debts During the Tanzimat Period,” in The 
Economic History of the Middle East, 1800-1914: A Book of Readings, ed. Charles Issawi (Chicago: 
University Of Chicago Press, 1966), 97-98. 
91 Pamuk, European Capitalism, 60. 
92 The default was partial at first. In October 187Grand Vizier Mahmud Nedim Paşa announced that the 
Ottoman state would only be able to pay half of the foreign interest payments due. By April 1876, that had 
to be updated to including being able to pay almost none of the interest. Murat Birdal, The Political 
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governments, would manage much of the Ottoman economy and be responsible for new 

loans. Its overall function was to distribute Ottoman funds to the empire’s European 

creditors, resulting in the Ottoman state’s loss of control over large sectors of its own 

economy.93 In return, the PDA would collect revenues to be used as collateral, such as the 

agricultural tax revenues of numerous provinces, against the Ottoman state not being able 

to make its payments. While the PDA and the European-run railroads were not formally 

linked, many of the same individuals served on the boards of both. The PDA was also 

responsible for supervising the kilometric guarantee, the promise by the Ottoman state to 

reimburse any gap in profitability, given to certain railroads including the Anatolian 

Railroad.94 The guarantee was a way to convince foreign companies to build in areas that 

they feared would not be profitable, but which the Ottomans saw as militarily strategic or 

otherwise useful.  

As it was one of the most important and certainly the most capital-intensive of 

nineteenth century Ottoman technological modernization projects, railroad construction 

was one of the main projects necessitating loans. Ottomans and others had understood the 

need to adopt this technology for some time before funding materialized. The earliest 

proposals for railroads in Ottoman territories were made in the mid-1830s, the same 

decade that railroads started operating in the USA, only a decade and a half after the 

beginning of regular rail service in Britain, and earlier than the appearance of railroads in 

many European nations.95 While the Ottoman Empire is often depicted as only belatedly 

                                                
Economy of Ottoman Public Debt: Insolvency and European Financial Control in the Late Nineteenth 
Century (London: Tauris Academic Studies, 2010), 39-40. 
93 Pamuk, European Capitalism, 57-61; Roger Owen, The Middle East in the World Economy, 1800-1914 
(London: Methuen, 1987), 100; Birdal, 80. 
94 The guaranteed amount “was usually between 13,000 and 18,000 francs per kilometre.” Owen, 196-97. 
95 Ali Akyıldız, “The Modernizing Impact of a Technological Transfer: The Case of the Constanta 
Railway,” in Science in Islamic Civilisation: Proceedings of the International Symposia “Science in 
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modern, and, even, as a site of significant resistance to modernization, such an early start 

to railroad planning suggests that the main cause of the Ottomans’ inability to start 

building railroads for two more decades had more to do with economic difficulties than 

with willful resistance to modernity. 

With the Ottoman Empire dependent on Europeans for both loans and investment, 

it is hardly surprising that the earliest railroads were built according to those Europeans’ 

desires. The British built an Alexandria-Cairo railroad in the early 1850s through 

negotiation with the khedive Abbas, not the sultan.96 That the Ottoman state was not 

involved in the process serves to underline the extent to which Egypt had become an 

Ottoman province in name only by the mid-nineteenth century. The railroad was built to 

serve British designs of increasing their influence in Egypt, as well as to check French 

influence shown in the ambitions to build the Suez Canal, to which end an extension to 

Suez was built in 1858.97 Other early railroads include two built in the Balkans. The 

Constanƫa-Cernavodă and Varna-Ruse Railroads were built by means of British 

concessions, awarded in 1857 and 1863 respectively, in order to overcome the logistical 

problems faced by the British and French in the Crimean War (1853-1856) by connecting 

these Danube and Black Sea ports.98 Under these circumstances, European military and 

                                                
Islamic Civilisation” & “Science and Technology in the Turkish and Islamic World,” ed. Ekmeleddin 
İhsanoğlu and Feza Günergun (Istanbul: IRCICA, 2000), 201, n.1. 
96 Bypassing the sultan to deal with the khedive was a controversial matter among both Ottoman and 
British statesmen, but it ultimately led to the building of the Alexandria-Cairo railroad line. Helen Anne B. 
Rivlin, “The Railway Question in the Ottoman-Egyptian Crisis of 1850-1852,” Middle East Journal 15, no. 
4 (1961): 365–88. 
97 Valeska Huber, Channelling Mobilities Migration and Globalisation in the Suez Canal Region and 
Beyond, 1869-1914 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 27-28. The Suez Canal 
was particularly important to the British as it was a means of greatly shortening travel time to its colony in 
India. 
98 The British engineer for both these lines wrote a memoir on the subject, Henry C Barkley, Between the 
Danube and Black Sea, or Five Years in Bulgaria (London: John Murray, 1876); See also Mentzel, 
Transportation Technology, 26-27; Akyıldız, “Modernizing Impact,” 201-12; Yakup Bektaş, “The Imperial 
Ottoman Izmir-to-Aydin Railway: The British Experimental Line in Asia Minor,” in Proceedings of the 
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commercial interests were able to convince investors of the necessity to help the 

Ottomans develop railroads.  

By 1888, railroads accounted for 33.4% of foreign investment in the Ottoman 

Empire, the largest portion of any single industry (although banking was not far behind at 

31.6%). In total, Europeans had invested a little more than 5 million pounds in Ottoman 

railroads. Of this sum, the British had invested 63.3% of it. In the years before World 

War I, the Ottoman railroads were growing and quickly becoming crucial to the empire’s 

economy, as well as its security. In 1913, European railroad investment accounted for a 

much larger sum of 46,868,000 pounds and an overwhelming 63.1% of foreign 

investment in the Ottoman economy. The French had the largest investment in Ottoman 

railroads (49.6%), followed by the Germans (36.8%, up from 3.1% in 1888). The British 

only accounted for 9.8%.99 The rise in French investment is largely due to the sale by the 

original British company of the Izmir-Kasaba Railroad to a French company, and to new 

railroads for which the French had won concessions in greater Syria, where they were 

becoming heavily involved. By 1914, there were between 10,000 and 15,000 railroad 

                                                
XXth International Congress of History of Science (Liège, 20-26 July 1997) Volume VI: Science, 
Technology and Industry in the Ottoman World, ed. Ekmeleddin Ihsanoglu, Ahmed Djebbar, and Feza 
Günergun (Turnhout, Belgium: Prepols, 2000), 142; The railroads were also important in opening up 
Romania and Bulgaria to British and French commerce. Momir Samardžić, Roads to Europe: Serbian 
Politics and the Railway Issue, 1878-1881 (Pisa: PLUS-Pisa University Press, in association with 
CLIOHRES.net, 2010), 9; Stoyanka Kenderova, “Articles artisanux originaux provenant des terres bulgares 
et destinés à l’expoisition de Paris en 1867,” in Living in the Ottoman Ecumenical Community: Essays in 
Honour of Suraiya Faroqhi, ed. Vera Costantini and Markus Koller (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 212. British 
plans for a railroad from Constanƫa to the Danube port of Cernavodă were brought up as early as 1839, but 
it was not completed until decades later, largely due to Russian opposition. Darina Martykánová, 
Reconstructing Ottoman Engineers: Archaeology of a Profession (Pisa: Edizioni Plus- Pisa University 
Press, 2010), 25. 
99 Pamuk, European Capitalism, 65-66 



 62 

workers. The rails carried 50% of Anatolia’s and 48% of Syria’s land trade.100 12,000 

kilometers of rail covered the empire.101 

With this growing and, at times, mutually beneficial connection between the 

Ottoman Empire and Western Europe, both saw their direct connection by rail as a 

desirable goal. This was accomplished with the construction of the railroad the Ottomans 

called the Rumelia Railroad (Rumeli Demiryolu) or the Eastern Railroad (Şark 

Demiryolu), which gained worldwide fame as the “Orient Express.” Proposals for a 

Balkan rail network went back to at least 1852 when Ami Boué published Sur 

l’établissement de bonnes routes et surtout de chemins de fer dans la Turquie 

D’Europe.102 A Balkan railroad was a particularly important project to Ali Paşa, the 

Tanzimat statesman who served as Grand Vizier on multiple occasions between 1855 and 

1871 under Sultans Abdülmecid and Abdülaziz. He hoped that railroads would not just 

connect the Ottoman Empire to the European powers, but allow it to join their ranks.103 

After a false start with a French company in 1868, the Ottoman Minister of Public Works 

Daoud Paşa concluded a deal in Vienna with the Belgium-based financier Baron Maurice 

de Hirsch for the construction of a railroad between Istanbul and Vienna. According to 

various sources, including Hirsch himself, he “bought” the concession from Daoud with a 

£40,000 bribe.104 He held this concession until 1890, when he sold it to Deutsche Bank.  

                                                
100 Donald Quataert, “The Age of Reforms, 1812-1914,” in An Economic and Social History of the 
Ottoman Empire, Volume Two, 1600-1914, ed. Halil İnalcık and Donald Quataert, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 812.  
101 Donald Quataert, “19 yy’da Osmanlı İmparatorluğun’nda Demiryolları,” Tanzimat’tan Cumhuriyet’e 
Türkiye Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 1985). 
102 Basil C. Gounaris, Steam Over Macedonia, 1870-1912: Socio-Economic Change and the Railway 
Factor (Boulder: East European Monographs, 1993), 37. 
103 Engin, 43. 
104 Kurt Grunwald, Türkenhirsch: A Study of Baron Maurice de Hirsch Entrepreneur and Philanthropist 
(Jerusalem: Israel Program for Scientific Translations, 1966), 51-52; Gounaris, 42-43. 
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While this railroad, once constructed, was able to capture the imagination of 

Europeans and Ottomans alike, its actual benefit to the empire was limited by the loss of 

the majority of the territory that the railroad ran through in the succeeding decades. The 

newly-independent Balkan states on former Ottoman territory inherited the railroad 

infrastructure and, by 1914, the Ottoman Empire retained less than one quarter of its 

approximately 2,000 kilometers of track laid down in Europe.105 As the future of the 

empire looked increasingly to be Asia-based, so too would its most important railroads. 

The most notable of these were the Ottoman Anatolian Railroad, some of its precursors in 

Western Anatolia that acted as feeders for the port of Izmir, and two other large trunk 

roads. These last two were the Anatolian Railroad’s extension, the Baghdad Railroad, and 

the Hijaz Railroad, the Ottoman state’s attempt to build a major railroad independently of 

Europe. 

 

Anatolia’s First Railroads 
British capital built the earliest railroads in Anatolia, one from Izmir to Aydın and 

another from Izmir to Kasaba (present-day Turgutlu), completed in 1856 and 1866 

respectively. The British investors were primarily seeking means of accessing Western 

Anatolia’s and, in particular, the Menderes and Gediz Valleys’ agricultural wealth. These 

railroads played key roles in the rise of capitalist export agricultural patterns in the 

region.106 Within a few years of its going into service, the Izmir-Kasaba line was 
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handling 90% of goods from the Gediz Valley’s former camel traffic.107 The British were 

awarded the concession for both these lines, at least partly, in recognition of the recent 

alliance in the Crimean War.108 Their search for commercial profit in the Ottoman 

Empire was an extension of the policy of the 1838 Ottoman-British commercial treaty, or 

Balta Limanı Convention, which made direct foreign investment possible.109  

The organization responsible for building and running the Izmir-Aydın line, 

perhaps by virtue of getting there first, was named the Ottoman Railway Company. Its 

chairman, Sir Macdonald Stephenson, argued that the Ottomans’ immediate need was for 

shorter and more profitable lines, such as the one his company was building, that would 

lead to the empire’s busiest ports. These lines would bring the most urgently needed 

profits, but they were only beginnings for the necessary trunk lines planned along routes 

quite similar to those of the eventual Rumelian and Anatolian Railroads. These two trunk 

lines would form the center of an “arterial system” in which a network of railroads would 

connect “the whole country.”110 Even more loftily, the railroads would bring peace, as 

well as preservation of the Ottoman Empire, as the interests of all involved would be 

better served by the extension of commerce into Asia, than they would by any conflict. 

Meredith Townsend, a journalist who had long been active in India, made the point that a 

railroad connected to Vienna would make it in the Austrian interest to protect the 

Ottomans, and that the Russians would not be able to overcome combined Ottoman and 

Austrian forces.111 Stephenson even foresaw “the whole of Europe, of Turkey, of Asia, 
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would be brought into close connection, conferring mutual benefits in the interests of 

both civilisation and peace.”112 While the likelihood of economic benefits was clearer 

than that of peace, it is interesting to see these arguments in light of the debate over the 

Baghdad Railroad’s possible role in the lead up to World War I. The ability to foresee a 

peace train as well as a war train suggests a technological instrument of modernization 

whose use and meaning depended on the actions of other networked agents.    

As evidenced by the existence of both state and foreign support for their 

construction, railroads were not only projects for benefitting the centralizing Ottoman 

state, but ones that also accelerated European penetration of the Ottoman economy. 

Foreign expertise, equipment and funding were necessary, as the Ottoman Empire did not 

possess any of these in sufficient quantities. While the Ottomans were able to acquire 

these from European powers, the Europeans acted with their own interests in mind. Due 

to their fostering of export-oriented agriculture and the increasingly untenable debt that 

the Ottomans were accruing to Western banks, the railroads are sometimes considered 

tools of incorporation of the Ottoman into the emerging world capitalist system with a 

status of a subordinate semi-colony to the European powers. I argue, however, that while 

the empire’s integration into the world capitalist system was not one in which it could 

dictate terms, the Ottomans did possess a measure of agency. The Ottoman state was able 

to find ways to make its own interests coincide with those of the European nations, as 

well as play them against each other for its own benefit. Often these interests included 

attempts to assert central control over the provinces. Those living in the provinces, 

however, were no more the passive recipients of the governing projects of the central 
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state than the Ottoman Empire was the passive recipient of Western technology. 113 

Instead, the railroad was often integrated and newly synthesized with existing 

socioeconomic patterns.  

 

Beginnings of the Anatolian Railroad 
From the earliest days of planning Ottoman railroads, one of the main goals was 

the building of an Anatolian Railroad. This was usually conceived of as beginning on the 

Asian shore of Istanbul and ultimately proceeding to Baghdad or Basra. The first attempt 

to construct an Anatolian railroad, one that would proceed to Basra according to the plan, 

was sanctioned by an imperial ferman (decree) of June 4, 1871. This was initially an 

                                                
113 In particular, world systems theorists frequently make the argument for a semi-colonial status of the 
Ottoman Empire due to economic subordination to foreign capital. See, for example, Immanuel Wallerstein 
and Reşat Kasaba, Incorporation into the World-Economy: Change in the Structure of the Ottoman Empire, 
1750-1839 (Binghamton, NY: Fernand Braudel Center for the Study of Economies, Historical Systems, and 
Civilizations, 1980); Immanuel Wallerstein, Hale Decdeli, and Reşat Kasaba, “The Incorporation of the 
Ottoman Empire into the World- Economy,” in The Ottoman Empire and the World- Economy, ed. Huri 
İslamoğlu-İnan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 88–97; Reşat Kasaba, The Ottoman 
Empire and the World Economy: The Nineteenth Century (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1988); Hüseyin Ramazanoğlu, “A Political Analysis of the Emergence of Turkish Capitalism, 1839-1950,” 
in Turkey in the World Capitalist System: A Study of Industrialization, Power and Class, ed. Hüseyin 
Ramazanoğlu (Aldershot, Hants.: Gower, 1985), 48–79. There have been some recent attempts to 
reposition the late Ottoman Empire on the scale of center to periphery, or to rethink this  scale altogether. 
Cem Emrence combines a spatial approach with a rejection of “macro models” such as Dependency 
Theory, World Systems Theory and Social History as “mono-causal,” with all of them generally seeing 
capitalism as the cause for modernization. Cem Emrence, Remapping the Ottoman Middle East Modernity, 
Imperial Bureaucracy, and the Islamic State (London: I.B. Tauris, 2012), 22-27. Emrence looks, instead to 
an “intra-empire perspective” and posits separate coastal, interior and frontier zones as following separate 
“imperial paths” each of which “represented a unique order.” Ibid, 2. The problem with this interpretation 
is that it threatens to consider these different zones as too distinct to each other. I argue the relationships 
and contact between these zones played as large a role as what happened within each internally. He quite 
usefully argues against mono-causalism, but in arguing for a triple model may be creating three separate 
structures rather than overcoming the problems of structuralism. Emre Erol engages with Emrence’s work 
in his combination of macro- and microhistorical models to examine late Ottoman Foça. He argues that the 
Ottoman Empire was already an existing system of center and periphery, and modernization caused the loss 
of independence of the periphery, thus further peripheralizing it. Erol, 67-68. While centralization was one 
of the undeniable traits of the Hamidian era, one greatly aided by the development of railroad 
infrastructure, Erol’s thesis suggests that the site of authority is also the site of all modernization. This 
dissertation argues for a multi-directional modernization, based on an unequal relationship, to be sure, and 
not always intentionally formed, but formed from multiple poles nevertheless.  



 67 

Ottoman state project, but later financial considerations forced the sale of a concession 

for this railroad to British interests.114 Midhat Paşa, who was grand vizier at the time, 

appointed the German engineer Wilhelm von Pressel to design a complete rail network 

for Anatolia.115 He was working with Hirsch, who saw another opportunity to pursue in 

the Ottoman railroads (his continued investments in the Ottoman Empire earned him the 

nickname “Turkenhirsch”).116 Although Pressel’s plan (see figure 2, below) was never 

executed in its precise form, it was influential on later railroad designs. By 1873 funding 

ran out and the earliest incarnation of the Anatolian Railroad never got further than İzmit, 

only 95 kilometers east of its starting point at Haydarpaşa Station on the Asian shore of 

Istanbul.117 No further construction on the line was possible for the next decade and a 

half.  
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Figure 2: The Pressel plan (unrealized)118 

Despite difficulties, the İzmit line was able to go into service in August 1873. It 

became Istanbul’s first commuter train. The Asian shore soon saw a measure of 

suburbanization. The Istanbul-İzmit line enabled the wealthier residents of the capital to 

buy country houses within a relatively short commuting distance from Istanbul via this 

new train service.119 In 1880 management of the Haydarpaşa-İzmit line, which became 
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known as the Haydarpaşa Imperial Railroad, was contracted to a British company. By 

1889 scheduled service consisted of three trains daily.120 

 Operations were not always smooth. At times the company was unable to pay its 

employees in a timely fashion. Even when paid, workers had to contend with wage 

deflation caused by the flooding of the labor market with muhacirs, many of whom 

arrived in the Ottoman Empire destitute, or nearly so. Consequently, these new arrivals 

were willing to work for very low wages. These sorts of problems with wages, and other 

factors such as resentment over foreign ownership, caused the railroads to be among the 

sites of the first industrial labor action, up to and including strikes.121 This was a common 

pattern internationally. Railroad workers frequently performed difficult and dirty work, 

yet had enough contact with their fellow laborers that they could take collective actions. 

In March of 1876, only three years after service began, the workers at Haydarpaşa went 

on strike to protest a delay in paying their wages.122 This was already at least the third 

work stoppage, with two having occurred in 1872 over wage issues, the foreign 

ownership of the railroad company and problems with a foreman.123 The issues with the 

foreign ownership of the company are likely to have more to do with resentment of 

Europeans or “Franks” than being specifically nationalist at this point. Perhaps ironically, 

in view of this recurring subject of protest, in some cases the companies’ European 

workers participated in or even started strikes. It has been suggested that these actions 

served as a model for action by Ottoman Muslim workers.124 This may certainly be true 
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in certain instances or in reference to specific institutions such as labor unions. It seems 

unlikely, however, that Ottoman Muslims would need others to tell them to be angry 

about and potentially resist exploitation. In any case, the features of these strikes (labor 

unions, industrial sites, etc.) demonstrate changing labor relations in which the railroad 

was instrumental.  

 

Troubles of the 1870s 
 The mid-1870s were tumultuous years for the Ottomans. The state defaulted on 

the majority of its foreign debt, resulting in the creation of the PDA, as discussed above. 

Central Anatolia was hit by one of the worst famines of the century, as we shall see in 

later chapters. In addition to economic turmoil, the political scene was equally in 

upheaval. The year 1876 saw two changes of power, and is sometimes known as the 

“year of three sultans.”125 Sultan Abdülaziz was deposed. Shortly thereafter he committed 

suicide in his room in Çırağan Palace, or, according to persistent rumors, he was 

murdered there.126 Murad V was found to be mentally unstable after a reign of a few 

months, and the throne passed to his brother Abdülhamid II. Abdülhamid, the dominant 

political figure of most of the period under study, went on to reign until 1909. One of the 

important early questions concerning this new sultan was the constitutionalism debate 

that had involved his immediate predecessors. Young Ottoman thinkers such as Midhat 

Paşa and Namık Kemal had been agitating for a constitutional system to replace what was 

still, despite the Tanzimat reforms, an absolute monarchy. In general, the constitution was 
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seen as a desirable form of modernization by the Young Ottomans and other like-minded 

reformers.127 Abdülhamid, largely an unknown quantity at his ascension, was willing to 

support the constitution, much to its backers’ relief. The first Ottoman parliament was 

elected soon after. However, the war of 1877-1878 intervened. Starting as a series of 

uprisings in the Balkans, it culminated in a war with Russia whose consequences 

included the loss of most of Ottoman Europe. Flight and forced expulsions also sent one 

of the largest waves of muhacirs into the remaining Ottoman lands from the Balkans. 

Taking the war and the disastrous defeat as a pretext, Abdülhamid dissolved parliament 

indefinitely, and instituted personal rule until the Young Turk Revolution of 1908 forced 

him to call a new parliament and ushered in the “Second Constitutional Era,” as will be 

discussed later in this chapter.  

Amid all these events of the 1870s some railroad construction continued. These 

included the short but troubled line from Bursa to Mudanya. Among other misfortunes, 

engineers wrongly estimated its locomotives’ ability to overcome a too-steep hill. Having 

started as a state project, the Ottomans were forced to sell it to a French company due to 

mounting costs.128 Overall, the 1870s seem to have been a decade of relatively slow 

railroad construction. The 1880s saw an upturn, with the construction of the Adana-

Mersin railroad in 1885, later acquired by the Baghdad railroad, in 1906. Other projects 

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries involved building railroads in some of 

the empire’s Arab provinces. Eventually, by the first decade of the new century, this 

included the Hijaz Railroad, the only major Ottoman railroad not built with European 
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funding. With the possible exception of the Hijaz Railroad, however, the largest project 

was restarting the construction of the Anatolian Railroad in 1888. Eventually, after 1903, 

this railroad was also expanded into the Baghdad Railroad, although it did not actually 

reach Baghdad until 1940, nearly two decades after the demise of the Ottoman Empire 

itself.   

 

Return to the Anatolian Railroad Project 
When the Anatolian Railroad’s construction halted at İzmit in 1873, Wilhelm von 

Pressel, as the main planner, and “father of the Anatolian Railroad,” was particularly 

disappointed, but still determined. He declared that “I have decided to fight for my 

project…until my last breath, like a lioness for her cubs. Because I have the right to call 

the Anatolian Railway my child.”129 Pressel met with Alfred Kaulla, a German banker in 

Istanbul, who then took his proposed railroad to Deutsche Bank Director Georg von 

Siemens. Siemens initially judged that it was not a feasible project for the Deutsche 

Bank. He changed his mind, however, and submitted the winning bid for the concession 

to Abdülhamid’s government. Pressel, now cut out of the loop, felt betrayed by Siemens 

and Kaulla. Having adopted the Ottoman Empire as his home, he tried, not very 

successfully, to raise money to outbid Deutsche Bank, while trying to convince the 

Ottomans that they needed to keep the railroad as an all domestic project rather than 

cooperate with the German-dominated Anatolian Railroad Company.130 By the time of 

his death in 1902, having remained in Istanbul, Pressel lived to see the construction of the 

railroad he had “fathered,” but that had not remained in his custody.  

                                                
129 Cited in McMurray, 23. 
130 Ibid, 22-23. 



 73 

The company that was founded in 1889, under Kaulla’s directorship, was named 

the Ottoman Anatolian Railroad Company and was incorporated in the Ottoman Empire, 

but was more than 90% owned by Deutsche Bank. The remaining 10% was owned by 

other European banks, again mostly German. Much of the history of the Anatolian 

Railroad will be discussed in the upcoming chapters. Some important highlights of the 

railroad’s construction include the beginning of construction in May 1889, three months 

after the founding of the company. The Deutsche Bank, itself, had only established a 

presence in Istanbul the year before, mainly in order to conduct business connected to the 

railroad.131 The Railroad started operating from Istanbul to Eskişehir in June of 1892, and 

then through to Ankara in November of the same year. In July of 1896, the other branch, 

which split off at Eskişehir, was completed and train service to Konya commenced. In 

1902, despite some concern over its profitability and even the feasibility of its 

construction, the Anatolian Railroad was awarded the concession to build a railroad via 

Baghdad to the Persian Gulf. The rapidity with which the Anatolian Railroad was built 

caused some optimism, and the Baghdad Railroad was scheduled to take eight years to 

build. With intervening wars, division of its territory into several states, terrain that was 

more difficult than anticipated to build through, and other complications, it took nearly 

forty years to complete. In 1903, the concession was finalized and the company officially 

took the name of the Baghdad Railroad Company, although the older parts, the lines 

connecting Istanbul, Ankara, and Konya, were still frequently referred to as the Anatolian 

Railroad.132 
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Figure 3: Anatolian Railroad bond in French and German133 
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Figure 4: Anatolian Railroad Bond in English and Ottoman Turkish (Verso of Figure 3).134 
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An Intended Islamic Enterprise: The Hijaz Railroad 
Apart from the Anatolian and Baghdad Railroads, the best-known rail project in 

Ottoman Asia was the Hijaz Railroad. The Hijaz Railroad was an exceptional 

undertaking, in that the Ottoman state, and particularly Sultan Abdülhamid to whom it 

was a pet project, made a concentrated effort to build the railroad independently of 

European funding or expertise. He hoped to use the railroad to keep Europeans from 

gaining influence over the Hijaz, for which the railroad’s being kept in Ottoman hands 

played an important practical and symbolic role.135 The intention to keep non-Muslims 

away was not as rigorously applied as advertised. The chief engineer was a German, 

Heinrich August Meissner, otherwise known as Meissner Paşa, a nearly two-decade 

veteran of Ottoman railroads. His team of engineers was mainly non-Muslim and 

European, but the inclusion of seventeen Ottoman Muslims among a team of forty-three, 

a relatively high ratio, represented a decreased reliance on foreigners and likely advance 

in Ottoman expertise.136 Despite some technical assistance, the independent funding and 

construction of the Hijaz Railroad was fairly successful.137  Despite an eventual cost of 

4,000,000 liras, or 15% of the Ottoman State budget in 1909, it was built largely as 

intended. Two-thirds of the funding came directly from the state, with the remaining third 
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coming from donations.138 Some of these “donations” were on the part of civil servants, 

soldiers and others who were subject to heavy state pressure.139 Abdülhamid, himself, 

made a large donation of 50,000 liras. State-owned Ziraat Bankası (agricultural bank) 

provided more government funding with an initial loan of 100,000 liras. One widely-

promoted, and symbolically important, means of revenue raising was through donations 

by Muslims outside the empire. As these non-Ottoman Muslim donations made up only a 

small proportion of the funding, estimates range from 3% to 9% of the total, the 

donations were mainly important for the symbolism of the global Muslim support given 

to Abdülhamid in his capacity as caliph.140 Appeals and propaganda pieces promoting the 

railroad appeared both within and beyond the empire, particularly in India.141 In general, 

the Muslim sponsorship of this railroad was intended to boost the reputation of 

Abdülhamid as caliph and leader of the last major Islamic empire. Unfortunately for him, 

he lost power just as the railroad was completed, having been forced by the Young Turk 

Revolution to give up all but symbolic power in July, ahead of the September 1, 1908 

opening ceremony for the train that was most associated with him and even, officially 

named for him as the Hijaz Hamidian Railroad.142   
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The Hamidian Context 
Sultan Abdülhamid II, was widely, but inaccurately, described as a conservative, 

and even reactionary, sultan who brought the Tanzimat age to a screeching halt. Certainly 

this was the perception at the time. His enemies and detractors, both exiled Ottoman 

subjects and foreigners, lost no opportunity to paint the sultan as the antithesis of all that 

was modern.143 More recent scholars have modified this interpretation. The central 

tension in much of the historiography of the Hamidian era, that between modernization 

and conservatism, is influenced by orientalist and Kemalist mindsets that view 

Abdülhamid’s authoritarianism and his reliance on Islamic tropes for legitimation as 

signs of restoring the “pre-modern” Ottoman Empire. Under this reasoning the 

aforementioned anti-modern aspects of his rule clashed with manifestly modernizing 

traits such as state centralization and the vast expansion of the transportation 

infrastructure, of which the railroad network was the centerpiece. Even the most 

teleological modernization theorists note the four-fold growth during the Hamidian 

period “from several hundred to several thousand miles of track.”144 According to Carter 

Findley “the Hamidian system was a strange hybrid of the traditional and modern.”145 

Findley sees patrimonialism as being one of the “traditional” qualities of the Hamidian 

regime. However, as is the case with authoritarianism, patrimonialism has survived and 

adapted into many new regimes, as Findley admits, saying “Hamidian neopatrimonialism 

was startlingly close in some of its methods to the totalitarian regimes of the twentieth 
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century.”146 Stanford Shaw’s classification of the Hamidian period in relation to the 

Tanzimat is also ambiguous. He sees Abdülhamid as having “strayed” from the 

Tanzimat’s constitutional principles, but also as having saved its accomplishments from 

the unpopularity of its implementation. He makes the common equation of the Tanzimat 

with Europeanization, and, indeed many Tanzimat supporters were Europhiles. Shaw 

depicts Abdülhamid as being more in touch with Ottoman subjects than the “men of the 

Tanzimat,” and thus able to “rescue” the reform and modernization project by 

indigenizing it to some extent.147 Elsewhere, Shaw refers to the Hamidian period as the 

“Culmination of the Tanzimat,” a refutation of the idea that the age of reform ended with 

Abdülhamid’s 1876 enthronement.148 

Abdülhamid’s political “conservatism” is seen in his frequent portrayal as an anti-

constitutionalist. The 1876 constitution, however, did not limit the sultan’s power. 

Constitutionalist intellectuals, such as Namık Kemal, were unsuccessful in their attempts 

to diminish sultanic authority.149  Abdülhamid was exercising powers that were allotted 

to him by the constitution in his dismissal of parliament for what turned out to be over 

thirty years. Instead of an anti-constitutionalist, he can be seen as a “constitutional 

absolutist.”150 As for Abdülhamid’s attempt to “return” to autocracy, the proto-totalitarian 
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authoritarianism of Abdülhamid’s reign had simply not been possible in earlier times. 

Whatever the theoretical omnipotence of the sultan, pre-modern and early modern 

conditions did not allow for direct control, so government through a variety of negotiated 

arrangements was closer to the Ottoman norm.151 Abdülhamid’s consistent goal was 

centralization of authority, so rather than attempting to go back to old ways, as would be 

expected from a “conservative” or “reactionary,” Abdülhamid’s regime was treading new 

ground. 

This dissertation treats the Hamidian period as one of intensified modernization. 

While the liberalizing reforms that were at least part of the Tanzimat were abandoned, the 

transformation of government continued.152 Reform can mean a number of things, and 

modernization can be reached by multiple paths. Selecting which parts of modernization 

to pursue, such as a “technology first” (or, perhaps even technology only) does not 

necessarily invalidate it. In fact, this cherry-picking approach was practiced by virtually 

everyone. The Hamidian preference for technology can be summed up in an anecdote 

from the British military intelligence officer Frederick Burnaby. Travelling through 

Anatolia, he stopped in Ankara in December 1876. While in conversation with the son of 

the provincial governor (vali), Burnaby inquired into his opinion on the constitution. The 

governor’s son declared to Burnaby that what Ankara needed was better means of 

communication, and that roads and railroads were “worth fifty constitutions.”153  

                                                
151 This is the argument made by Karen Barkey, Empire of Difference: The Ottomans in Comparative 
Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); For an account of how these negotiations 
functioned and evolved in late Ottoman Kurdistan, see Hakan Özoğlu, Kurdish Notables and the Ottoman 
State: Evolving Identities, Competing Loyalties, and Shifting Boundaries (Albany: SUNY Press, 2004). 
152 I explore Hamidianism and its relationship to modern forms of governing in greater detail in Schweig, 
21-34. 
153 Fred Burnaby, On Horseback through Asia Minor (London: S. Low, Marston, Searle, & Rivington, 
1877), 127; This encounter is also described in Davison, Reform, 384; The governor remains unnamed, let 
alone his son. Burnaby merely refers to the elder as "the Pacha." Given the date, late December 1876, the 
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The Young Turks: Revolution and Continuities 
 For those who viewed the Hamidian period as one of stasis at best, if not one of 

actual backtracking, the 1908 Young Turk Revolution and restoration of the parliament 

could be seen as the Ottoman Empire’s entrance into modern times, the date in which the 

“twentieth century opened.”154 Others emphasize the transformative break of this date in 

order to argue against the Kemalist dogma that the real key moment was the Atatürk’s 

establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923.155 Certainly, the Young Turks, or the 

Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) as the ruling faction was called, represented 

some breaks from the past. Not the least of these were the relegation of the sultan to a 

constitutional monarch and the restoration of parliament. There were also numerous 

continuities. For the most part, this included railroad policy. 

    While frequently seen as originating in Turkish ethnic nationalism, or at least 

being the first group in power to be guided by it, the Young Turk movement was, in fact, 

ideologically quite heterogenous.156 The Young Turks were mainly united in their desire 

to overthrow Abdülhamid.157 In addition to emerging Turkish nationalism, there were 

Ottomanist, Pan-Turkist, and even anti-Hamidian Pan-Islamists. There were non-Turks, 

                                                
governor was most likely Mustafa Süreyya Paha. Musa Çadırcı and Özlem Gülenç İğdi, “Tanzimat’tan II. 
Meşrutiete Ankara Valileri (1840-1908),” in Tarihte Ankara Uluslar Arası Sempozyumu: Bildiriler, ed. 
Yılmaz Kurt, (Ankara: Ankara Üniversitesi, 2012), 443; Yusuf Güler, “Ankara vilayeti’nde idari yapının, 
yöredeki sosyo-ekonomik yapıya olan etkileri (1880-1919)” (Ph.D., Ondokuz Mayıs Üniversitesi, 2007), 
52. 
154 Feroz Ahmad, The Making of Modern Turkey (London: Routledge, 1993), 30-31. 
155 Aykut Kansu, The Revolution of 1908 in Turkey (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 1. 
156 The strong association with Turkish nationalism may have to do with the later Turkish nationalism of 
Atatürk and his supporters, who had been Young Turks before. Of course, emerging Turkish nationalism 
was one of the important branches of Young Turk thought, as exhibited by one of their best-known 
intellectuals, Ziya Gökalp. His thought is most extensively expressed in Ziya Gökalp, The Principles of 
Turkism, trans. Robert Devereux (Leiden: Brill, 1968).  
157 M. Şükrü Hanioğlu, Preparation for a Revolution: The Young Turks, 1902-1908 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 4. 
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including Albanians and even Armenians, in the movement as well, bringing the concerns 

of their own communities.158  

 Unlike the broader umbrella term of “Young Turk,” the Committee of Union and 

Progress had a known founding date. This was in 1889 among several students of the 

Royal Medical School (mekteb-i tıbbiye-yi şahane) in Istanbul.159 Soon, however, this 

secret society was forced to conduct most of its business in exile. Cells within the 

Ottoman Empire had to be careful to remain hidden, given the Hamidian regime’s 

complete intolerance of dissent. While not representing the entirety of the opposition, this 

was the faction that came to power in 1908. 

The period between 1905 and the Young Turk Revolution of 1908 saw a modest, 

but notable, increase in popular dissent. New personal taxes and an additional tax on 

animals inspired a number of tax revolts in 1905 and 1906. In a number of cases 

protesting locals would occupy telegraph stations and send telegrams to the sultan asking 

for relief. This happened in a number of provincial centers, including Kastamonu, Sinop, 

Erzurum, Izmir, Mosul, and Bitlis among others.160 Poor wheat harvests in central 

Anatolia in 1907 and 1908 may well have also contributed to the unease.161 These grains, 

which ordinarily would have been shipped on the Anatolian Railroad to Istanbul, were 

now being held in the provinces to prevent famine. In addition to demonstrating the 

existing tensions in the period leading up to the 1908 Young Turk takeover, these two 

examples give insight to the current state of the modernization process, and, particularly 

                                                
158 Some of this ideological diversity and factionalism is described in M. Şükrü Hanioğlu, The Young Turks 
in Opposition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 167-72. 
159 Ibid, 18. 
160 Kansu, Revolution, 32-34. 
161 Donald Quataert, “The Economic Climate of the ‘Young Turk Revolution’ in 1908,” Journal of Modern 
History 51, no. 3, On Demand Supplement (1979): D1147–61. 
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how this modernity was being shaped by a myriad of independent actors, not all human 

and not all making their changes intentionally. 

While these revolts and disturbances did not have direct connections to the CUP, 

they are symptomatic of the unsettled environment that aided the CUP coup. As seen 

above, the Young Turks’ ideology was far from set. This extended to the governing 

faction, the CUP. Numerous accounts speak of initial joy among many Ottoman subjects, 

including many non-Muslims, at the news of the CUP’s seizure of power.162 The balance 

between greater liberties and continuing authoritarianism was not settled by the CUP’s 

coming to power, however. In fact, as time went on, the latter trend became dominant. 

Early measures including relaxing press censorship as well as implementing their main 

demands, electing a new parliament and heavily amending the constitution to render the 

sultan a constitutional monarch with little effective power. The CUP’s growing 

authoritarianism could have been by design. Openness in government cannot have come 

too easily to an organization that had been a secret society until then, as well as the fact 

that the particular faction of it that came to power mainly consisted of military officers, 

more comfortable with the chain of command than with democracy. It is also possible 

that they felt pushed toward cracking down by external and internal crises, of which there 

were many. These included Austria-Hungary’s formal annexation of Bosnia-

Herzegovina, which, while still Ottoman in name, had been de facto ruled from Vienna 

for the previous thirty years, the attempted counter-coup of 1909 in which Abdülhamid’s 

supporters attempted to restore the old order, and which ended up with Abdülhamid’s 

forced abdication, the war with Italy over Tripolitania (Libya), the Balkan Wars of 1912-

                                                
162 Kansu, Revolution, 100. 
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1913, and finally, in 1914, World War I. The continuous sense of emergency may have 

given CUP rulers the sense they were obligated, or perhaps gave them an opportunity, to 

rule more dictatorially. In any case, the apparatus of authoritarianism, a more centralized 

and controlling state, had already been created by Abdülhamid and could now be 

inherited by the CUP.163 In this way, the CUP can be seen not as the opposite of 

Hamidianism, but its continuation under new management.  

German enterprises such as the Anatolian and Baghdad railroads initially feared 

for their position as they had been allies of Abdülhamid’s, and because the Young Turks 

were seen as Francophiles and Anglophiles, who were thought to have some support in 

those rival nations. The validity of the German concessions was debated early in the new 

parliamentary session. Some legislators wanted to consider cancelling them, with the 

justification that the Ottomans had gotten the worst of the terms of these deals, and were 

left paying more than their fair share compared to the railroad companies.164 It became 

clear that Britain and France were not going to come to the Ottoman Empire’s rescue 

once Abdülhamid, whom they had criticized as a bloodthirsty despot, had been deposed. 

With the lack of support during the Bosnian crisis and the Balkan Wars, and with the 

continued attempts of the French and British to make deals with the Ottomans that the 

latter considered exploitative, it became clear that the Germans had less to fear than 

anticipated. Mustafa Aksakal argues that the CUP’s outlook had been shaped by 

numerous experiences with European powers, showing them that European arguments for 

liberalization were used instrumentally and not something that would significantly 

enhance relationships with them. “The new Ottoman leadership of the twentieth century 

                                                
163 Karpat, Politicization, 172. 
164 Özyüksel, Hejaz Railway, 25. 
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viewed Great Power diplomacy as a fixed game: the Great Powers were the House, and 

you could not beat it by playing by the rules.” This new generation “believed that 

diplomatic history had taught a single lesson: only military power could preserve the 

empire.”165 Given this disappointment with other European powers, the change in regime 

did not greatly transform the empire’s foreign relations. This extended to a general 

continuity in foreign railroad ownership and operation. 

This chapter has provided the political context of many of the “big events” that 

were occurring simultaneously to this dissertation’s regional studies. It shows the larger 

picture of the Ottoman Empire in a time of particular flux. In addition to “revolutionary” 

developments, there were many continuities. As shown by the empire’s continued 

alliance with Germany under the CUP, matters were not always determined as expected. 

Rather than solely a result of successful planning, conditions were hashed out by a 

variety of actors. The resulting transformations may even have been unintentional or not 

immediately noticed. Even looking at the broad sweep of Ottoman government 

composition and policies, or that of international relations with the great powers of 

Europe, one can see significantly more complexity than narratives of attempted linear and 

purposeful modernization. As we consider more local matters in the chapters ahead, our 

field becomes even more convoluted. While this does not lead us to a simple “meaning” 

of Ottoman modernization, it also steers away from over-simplifications or elisions meant 

to force messy reality into an overly neat model.  

 

  

                                                
165 Mustafa Aksakal, The Ottoman Road to War in 1914: The Ottoman Empire and the First World War 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 9. 
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Chapter Two: Securing the Line: Banditry, Crime and Order Along the Anatolian 

Railroad 

 

Introduction 
The following chapters follow the route of the Anatolian Railroad through three 

sancaks. The western two, Ertuğrul and Eskişehir, formed part of the province (vilayet) of 

Hüdavendigar, named after the third Ottoman sultan Murad Hüdavendigar, but more 

commonly referred to by the name of its principle city, Bursa. The third was the central 

(merkez) sancak of Ankara Province. Travel through this region revealed gradual changes 

in the landscape, not extremes. Plains and fields were the dominant features of this 

region, punctuated by numerous outcroppings of steep hills. The more western region, 

centered around Ertuğrul Sancak, was somewhat more fertile than the rest, with various 

types of fruit orchards as well as the cereal grains that grew throughout this region. 

Forests, while not vast, were numerous. As the railroad proceeded eastwards it climbed 

up to the Central Anatolian Plateau toward its destination point at Ankara. Here the 

climate was drier and agriculture consisted primarily of wheat cultivation. Nonetheless, 

significant forests existed as well.166 Rivers were scarce, but the ones that existed, such as 

the Porsuk and Kızılırmak, had a large impact on human populations. They increased the 

fertility of abutting agricultural lands but, more negatively, they could cause the 

formation of malarial swamps, which was a particular problem around Eskişehir. Neither 

                                                
166 Selçuk Dursun, “Forest and the State: History of Forestry and Forest Administration in the Ottoman 
Empire” (PhD diss., Sabancı University, 2007), 342. 
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of these rivers was navigable for any long stretch, making railroads even more 

necessary.167    

The summer of 1890 saw an extraordinary wave of kidnappings along the route of 

the Anatolian Railroad. At least six incidents of kidnapping by “bandits” occurred in only 

a three-week period in a small corner of northwestern Anatolia, centered around the 

towns of Bilecik and Bozüyük. Most of the victims were foreign employees of the 

Ottoman Anatolian Railroad Company or its subcontractors, who were working on the 

construction of the eponymous railroad line in that area. Largely rural Ertuğrul Sancak 

had long been known as bandit country, but the number of attacks and the specificity of 

the targets were both remarkable and significant. It seems local bandits saw the 

construction of the foreign-funded and managed railroad as a major new business 

opportunity via the ransoming of foreign engineers, managers, and other railroad 

contractors. Abductors could demand higher ransoms and enjoy a greater certainty of 

payment than they could for local abductees. They could rely on the deep pockets of the 

railroad company, as well as the Ottoman state’s desire to avoid international incidents 

with the European powers whose citizens were taken, in order to gain a higher and more 

certain profit for their activities.168 

                                                
167 Vital Cuinet, La Turquie D’Asie, géographie administrative, statistique descriptive et raisonée de 
chaque province de l’Asie Mineure, Vol. 1 (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1892), 255-57; Vital Cuinet, La Turquie 
d’Asie: géographie administrative, statistique descriptive et raisonée de chaque province de l’Asie 
Mineure, vol.4 (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1894), 14-27; Dicran Arslanian, Le Vilayet d’Angora. (Vienna: 
Perles, 1895), 5-18; Great Britain. Foreign Office. Historical Section, Anatolia, ed. George W. Prothero, 
Peace Handbooks 59 (London: H. M. Stationery Office, 1920), 1-7; Gordon P. Merriam, “The Regional 
Geography of Anatolia,” Economic Geography 2, no. 1 (1926): 86–107. 
168 The tactic of kidnapping foreigners from wealthier and more powerful nations was known by bandits 
throughout the world, such as the Mexican waylayers of wealthy foreigners they would kidnap after 
obtaining their itineraries. This even resulted in the killing of the Swiss consul in 1839, Chris Frazer, 
Bandit Nation: A History of Outlaws and Cultural Struggle in Mexico, 1810-1920 (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2006), 33. Also, the infamous Chinese bandit Bai Ling inserted banditry upon the stage of 
China’s international relations by kidnapping foreign missionaries and attacking churches and foreign 
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This spike in activity was somewhat counterintuitive given that one of the 

railroad’s expected benefits was increased state control over rural areas. The Ottoman 

state intended to use the railroad as a security conduit. Police, gendarmes, and soldiers 

could be rapidly funneled to respond to disorder anywhere along the line. This, in turn, 

would allow the state to assert more direct control over its now more pacified territory. 

These goals were complicated, however, by the bandits’ own actions and their ability to 

adapt in ways allowing them to benefit from the changing technological landscape. By 

treating the railroad, instead, as a conduit for the delivery of valuable human prizes in the 

form of foreign workers to kidnap, the bandits found a way to profit from a technology 

intended to eradicate them. Considering its utility to outlaws in this fashion, it can be 

argued that the railroad was not purely a state instrument. It could be used by a variety of 

actors including, in the case of the bandits, the state’s ostensible adversaries. This chapter 

examines bandits’ adaptational practices and other ways in which the railroad interfaced 

with the changing conditions of law and order, ways which were not always predictable, 

nor always in keeping with the state’s objective of increased security.  

Bandits were agents in the process of shaping Anatolian provincial modernity. 

This statement contradicts their frequent characterization as a moribund remnant of a 

“traditional” order, a concept that one encounters in the literature on bandits of the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Instead of arguing for an inevitable causality between 

the arrival of the “modern” railroad and the elimination of the “premodern” bandits, this 

chapter presents a more nuanced interpretation of the interactions between the state-

mandated security that the railroad afforded, and the actions of the bandits upon whom 

                                                
businesses. Elizabeth J Perry, “Social Banditry Revisited: The Case of Bai Lang, a Chinese Brigand,” 
Modern China 9, no. 3 (1983): 378. 
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this security was meant to be imposed. By examining the ways in which the railroad 

affected the longstanding dialectic of order and disorder (not always fully synonymous 

with state and bandits), I construe modernizing change as a local process of negotiation 

on the ground, rather than as an imposition from above.169   

This chapter begins with a brief overview of the historical context of Anatolian 

banditry. Then it will discuss the ways in which bandits were able to use the Anatolian 

Railroad in order to adapt it to their existing occupational patterns, such as the 

kidnapping and ransoming briefly described above. The role of muhacirs as bandits, as 

well as the Ottoman state’s perception of them as such, are crucial factors. The same is 

true about the roles of the various Ottoman security forces, the newly formed 

gendarmerie, police (zabıta), and soldiers. The state used these forces to attempt to 

establish control, but their image as forces of order were often quite problematic. These 

“law enforcers” could commit abuses upon local populations comparable to those of the 

bandits. Sometimes Ottoman forces were in league with bandits, and sometimes they 

were, in fact, the very same people. Even when not identical, they can be seen as co-

participants in an “economy of violence,” as Tolga U. Esmer, suggests. Bandits and state 

authorities often even mirrored each other in their relationships and even symbolic 

language to the people.170 Lastly, it examines other crimes committed on the railroad, or 

in which the use of the railroad was instrumental. Smuggling of various goods was one of 

the most important of these. Other cases involved fraud, such as the printing of 

                                                
169 For a similar analysis of Eastern Anatolian highway robbers, see Fulya Özkan, “Gravediggers of the 
Modern State: Highway Robbers on the Trabzon-Bayezid Road, 1850s-1910s,” Journal of Persianate 
Studies 7 (2014): 219–50. 
170 Tolga U Esmer, “Economies of Violence, Banditry and Governance in the Ottoman Empire around 
1800,” Past & Present, no. 224 (2014): 163–99. Esmer’s case study is on the bandit Kara Feyzi in turn of 
the nineteenth century Ottoman Serbia and Bulgaria. 
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counterfeit railroad tickets, and brawling. These examples indicate that, rather than 

imposing the centralizing and putatively rationalizing will of the state upon the provinces, 

the railroad became an arena where different actors could negotiate change according to 

their own diverse and fluid interests. I argue the result of railroad construction and usage 

was forged through a series of interactions by different groups. Their influences upon 

each other were sometimes conscious, sometimes unconscious. Nor were the various 

agents stable, but many of them evolved over time, affecting their uses of railroad 

technology.171 

 

Bandits of Anatolia 
Banditry of various types had been a regular feature of the Anatolian social fabric 

for centuries. The phenomenon of Anatolian rural lawlessness long predates the 

Ottomans. Locals and numerous armies contended with unruly peripheries at least as far 

back as the late Byzantine period of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Bandits 

contributed to the overall instability of the Anatolian region along with gazi raiders, 

nomads, mutinying Byzantine troops, and others in what was a highly-contested border 

zone.172 During the Ottoman era, Central Anatolia, in particular, became an operating 

                                                
171 Lack of permanent stability is a common attribute described by Actor Network Theory. See, for 
example, Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005); Latour, We Have Never Been Modern; John Law, “Technology and Heterogenous 
Engineering,” in Wiebe E. Bijker, Thomas P. Hughes, and Trevor Pinch, 111–34; Callon, 83–103. 
172 Ian Booth, “Ghazis, Roads and Trade in Northwest Anatolia 1179-1291,” Byzantine and Modern Greek 
Studies 31, no. 2 (2007): 127–45. Gazis, in the Anatolian context, were frontier raiders, mainly from Turkic 
tribes, including the early Ottomans. They operated along the edges of Muslim-conquered lands, expanding 
into mainly Byzantine areas. Their motives, and the relationship of these motives to the founding of the 
Ottoman Empire, have been the subject of debate for decades, see Paul Wittek, The Rise of the Ottoman 
Empire (London: The Royal Asiatic Society, 1938); Halil İnalcık, The Ottoman Empire: The Classical Age 
1300-1600 (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1973); Heath Lowry, The Nature of the Early Ottoman State 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003); Cemal Kafadar, Between Two Worlds: The 
Construction of the Ottoman State, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995); Linda T. Darling, 
“Contested Territory: Ottoman Holy War in Comparative Context,” Studia Islamica 91 (2000), 133-63; 
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ground for various bands of “Celalis,” the sometimes rebels, sometimes bandits, who had 

been a feature of the Ottoman countryside since the late sixteenth century. Many were 

demobilized soldiers, formerly civilian subjects who had been newly armed to serve as a 

supplement to the janissary and other existing Ottoman forces of long-established 

military, or askeri, status. These contingent soldiers were then turned out of the army 

when they were no longer needed. Others were deserters, or labeled such, at least.173 

Celali activity died down somewhat by the mid-seventeenth century, due to the draconian 

clampdown of the Köprülü Grand Vizierial dynasty.174 By the late eighteenth century, 

however, banditry had made a comeback in central Anatolia. Fighting between rival 

groups of outlaws in the area seriously impeded commerce and contributed to the decline 

of Ankara’s importance as a trade and manufacturing center.175 Another upturn in this 

periodic ebb and flow of bandit activity occurred in the 1870s, aided by the conditions of 
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1600-1700.” Archivum Ottomanicum 6 (1980), 283–337; Oktay Özel, “Population Changes in Ottoman 
Anatolia During the 16th and 17th Centuries: The ‘Demographic Crisis’ Reconsidered.” International 
Journal of Middle East Studies 36, (2004), 183–205. 
174 François Georgeon, “Du poil de chèvre au kalpak, l’évolution d'Ankara au XIXe siècle” in Des 
Ottomans aux Turcs: Naissance d’une nation (Istanbul: Isis, 1995), 372. 
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the rural depopulation which occurred primarily due to the devastating Anatolian famine 

of 1873-1875.176 In turn, insecurity due to bandit activity aggravated the depopulation 

causing a vicious circle.177 The muhacirs arriving from the Balkans and the Caucasus also 

added to the unsettledness of the region, as discussed later in this chapter. 

While the persistence of bandit activity suggests it was a chronic feature of rural 

Anatolia, its various manifestations over the centuries should not be conflated into a 

timeless and essentialized category of “Anatolian banditry.” Every cyclical upturn in 

bandit activity occurred in its own specific sociohistorical context. Despite various 

degrees of continuity between the banditry of these different eras, there was no single 

eternally enduring type of Anatolian bandit.178 These repeated cycles might be best 

conceived of as occurring in an environment susceptible to the conditions that enabled 

the predation upon locals and travelers alike by rural-based gangs operating outside the 

regular boundaries of law. Under-populated lands are, by nature, unguarded lands, and 

thus more suitable for bandits needing to operate beyond easy observability. While the 

                                                
176 Even by the late seventeenth century, rising rural instability had caused Ankara’s economy and regional 
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vast majority of the population made their living as agriculturalists, the unreliable cereal 

grain harvests of the Central Anatolian steppe meant that there were recurring periods 

when the land would not support everyone. Deeply rooted rural poverty, especially in 

times of agricultural crisis, caused some to turn to alternative, and sometimes criminal, 

means to make ends meet. At times this could be a matter of staving off starvation, or at 

least offered an “escape from the often-dreadful poverty and living conditions found in 

the brigands’ homelands.”179 The motivation for taking up a life as dangerous as that of 

the bandit’s was often that of fending off an even worse fate of life, and death, in 

miserable poverty.180  

Eric Hobsbawm writes of the threat of famine being a defining condition of what 

he calls “the classic bandit regions…around the Mediterranean.” He quotes Bronisław 

Geremek as saying that “the rhythm of hunger determined the structure of the rhythm of 

brigandage.”181 The desperate actions of the poor, when they turned to procuring for 

themselves the subsistence (and, perhaps, at times a bit more) that they could not 

otherwise attain, was criminalized by the wealthy, who labeled them bandits.182 Often 

driven by desperation, those Ottoman subjects who turned to banditry in western and 

central Anatolia, found a favorable geography for their criminal(ized) enterprises. 

Abysmal communication and transportation networks made control from the center 

nearly impossible. Large distances between settlements and the paucity of mechanisms 

                                                
179 Frederick F. Anscombe, “Albanians and Mountain Bandits,” in The Ottoman Balkans, 1750-1830, 
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181 Hobsbawm, Bandits (1981), 10. 
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and personnel required for state control were among the chief reasons for the frequently 

recurring phases of bandit activity throughout Anatolian history.  

The railroad could help the state control rural lawlessness by providing a means 

of rapid transit for its police forces and soldiers. If the land remained sparsely inhabited, 

however, the large unguarded expanses of rail infrastructure could be a target, as railroad 

workers certainly were. The railroad was, itself, a financially expensive and strategically 

priceless capital asset in need of being secured. The safety of railroad workers as well as 

passengers, of the goods transported by the train and of the physical integrity of the rails, 

rolling stock, and other equipment was of paramount economic and strategic interest. In 

contrast to the insecurity of sparsely populated areas, a more densely populated region 

would be less hospitable to banditry. 

The population density of rural Anatolia has varied greatly throughout history. 

There is evidence that parts of Anatolia were much more densely populated in the Early 

Modern era. Charles Issawi characterizes the population of Anatolia in 1800 as 

“distinctly smaller” than the estimated 8 million living there in 1600. 183 As mentioned 

above, the mid-to-late nineteenth century was a period of relative depopulation. Among 

the goals of the centralizing Ottoman state was to reverse this pattern by populating, or, 

in many cases re-populating, under-populated areas. It was hoped this would bring the 

provinces under a greater measure of central control. The state pursued this goal, in part, 

through settling excess population along the line. This largely consisted of the muhacirs, 

many of whom had been expelled from formerly Ottoman provinces by their new 

conquerors. There had been several waves of muhacir migration since the end of the 
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eighteenth century. Due to difficulties in efficient and effective resettlement, they had 

become a demographic problem in Istanbul and other ports of arrival. Despite the 

logistical problems, muhacir settlement in Anatolia had been ongoing for decades. The 

railroad did not start this process, but it greatly facilitated it.  

In settling the lands along the railroad, the Ottoman state was not only locating 

muhacirs somewhere easily accessible, but it was also sending them there to occupy lands 

that otherwise might be overrun by bandits. The logical consistency of such a strategy is 

questionable, however, given the periodic association by the state of the muhacirs, 

especially Circassians and Albanians, with rises in banditry.184 As Zeynel Besleney has 

claimed, however, Circassian muhacirs were, in many cases, settled along existing 

populations and became involved in local conflicts, either existing ones or new ones that 

occurred due to competition for resources with local groups, such as pasture lands. The 

state’s order that locals provision the new arrivals, when these locals, themselves, were 

generally quite poor, likely also made them unpopular.185 The state, itself, may have been 

partially responsible for any disorder involving muhacirs.   

Before the construction of the Anatolian Railroad, not only was the journey from 

Istanbul to Ankara likely to take two weeks, but it was also a risky venture due to the 

threat of being robbed or kidnapped along the way. Even representatives of the state were 

not immune. Members of the Ottoman postal service required armed guards when riding 
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between towns.186 Not only could the train provide transportation that was much faster 

and more efficient but, ultimately, it was much safer as well, being so much more 

difficult to attack or hold up than those traveling, relatively exposed, on horseback or 

foot. There was also an element of continuity in travel precautions, however. While the 

physical obstacles to attacking an enormous metal machine were new, the idea of safety 

in numbers while travelling was not. This was one of the main reasons that travelers 

would join caravans whether or not they were personally engaged in trade.187  The arrival 

of train travel, then, did not completely revolutionize travel security measures so much as 

enhance them. 

 

Bandits and Modernization 
Eric Hobsbawm’s concept of social banditry has been very influential.188 The 

“social bandit,” a designation that Hobsbawm specifies only applies to certain outlaws, is 

a Robin Hood figure who acts as defender and avenger of the poor against landlords and 

other powerful predators. Social bandits are “social,” in that they represent part of 

peasant society. They are neither external to it nor living parasitically on its margins.189 

He does, however, classify them as belonging to a premodern milieu. He depicts them as 

                                                
186 Although this was the case generally in Ottoman rural areas, and was by no means confined to western 
and central Anatolia. Musa Çadırcı, Tanzimat döneminde Anadolu kentleri’nin sosyal ve ekonomik yapıları 
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187 Murat Gökhan Dalyan, Kervan: Kervandan demiryollarına kadar yol ve yolculuk (Kervanlar, tüccarlar, 
hacılar, yolculular, ve eşkıyalar) (Roads and Journey [Sic] From Caravans to Railway) (Caravans, 
Merchants, Pilgrims, Travellers and Bandits) (Ankara: Altınpost, 2014), 19. Not that even a large caravan 
was immune from bandit raids, as is clear from an incident in 1834, when bandits were able to make off 
with 452 camels loaded with “European goods” from a 680-camel caravan traveling the Trabzon-Tabriz 
road. Ibid, 206. 
188 In particular, Eric J. Hobsbawm, Primitive Rebels: Studies in Archaic Forms of Social Movement in the 
19th and 20th Centuries (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1971). 
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“primitive rebels,” as the title of his well-known work puts it. Modernization, which he 

defines as the combination of “economic development, efficient communications, and 

public administration…deprives any kind of banditry…of the conditions under which it 

flourishes.”190 While some have challenged Hobsbawm’s characterization of bandits as 

“rebels” as overly generalizing, selective and romantic, the “primitivism” of bandits, that 

is, their essential belonging to part of a traditional, pre-industrial, society, has less 

frequently been challenged. 191  Even those scholars who suggest an important place for 

bandits in the foundation of modern institutions such as the nation-state, still see bandits 

as having been, in the end, finished off by urbanization and industrialization which are 

both considered antithetical to banditry.192 

One of the traits of modernity is its own insistence on a blank slate to create itself. As 

with many of the railroad metaphors discussed earlier, all that came before is considered 

to be part of a past that has been broken with. Peasants are often, perhaps still generally, 

seen this way. If, as argued by Hobsbawm, bandits are embedded within peasant society, 

it stands to reason that they, too, are part of the unchanging traditional. Being part of the 

unchanging traditional relegates them to a position of a “people without history,” to use 

Eric Wolf’s term. While critiquing a now somewhat dated, although still extant, 
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anthropological approach to non-Western peoples, Wolf characterizes the colonial social 

scientist as being in pursuit of the “pristine primitive.”193 The assumption of an 

“unchanging” way of life effaces the history of those who lived it. In reclaiming bandits, 

peasants, provincials and other as agents in the history of late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century Anatolia, it is important to specify that this is far from the beginning of 

their history, which has, in fact, been ongoing as long as anyone’s.  

In examining Anatolian bandits’ relationship to modernization, I do not claim that 

Anatolian bandits were self-conscious modernizers. Instead, I argue that the actions of the 

bandits during the construction of the railroad demonstrate that they were involved in, 

adapting to, and taking advantage of change. They were a part of, rather than apart from, 

their surrounding societies, as Hobsbawm rightly pointed out.194 As a corollary, they 

were affected by the same changing technological landscape as those around them, and 

were participants in the process of adapting to new conditions. Of course, they interacted 

with this changing environment by the logic of their particular place in the societies of 

which they were members.  

Theorists of the social history of technology challenge the notion of a technology 

being “owned” by those who invented it (i.e., technologies developed in Western Europe 

or North America being referred to, by virtue of origin, “Western technologies”). In the 

case of the Anatolian Railroad, we could add those who funded and managed it. When 

examined from the point of view of the technology users, however, the narrative shifts. 

Both the “ownership” of the technology and the uses to which it is put, that is, its 
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purpose, are opened to debate. New technology should be defined not only by its 

developers but also by the uses it is put to195 (in the case of bandits these uses may also 

be considered abuses). Wiebe E. Bijker argues that a technology in the “diffusion stage” 

is “continually reshaped and redesigned by the various social groups involved.”196 I find a 

parallel in the adjustments that Anatolian bandits made to their patterns in order to take 

into account the arrival of new technology. That their adaptations were at times proactive, 

and not simply reactive, poses a challenge to the idea of pre-modern bandits having no 

place in the modernizing world. In the adaptation of their ways to take the railroad into 

account I argue that, regardless of the ultimate outcome, this co-evolution into modernity 

was indeed occurring.  

Theorizing modernizing bandits relies on the adaptation of bandits to the 

changing technological landscape in order to use it to continue, and to evolve, their 

deeds. The railroad was a major change to the technological landscape, and it was one 

which the bandits of western Anatolia took full advantage of. In so doing, they were 

demonstrating their modernization and adaptability, even if they did not ultimately 

prevail. That they were using the railroad for their own ends demonstrates that they were 

agents of modernity and part of the overall equation in the multi-faceted formation of 

Anatolian socio-technological modernization. Clear examples of the bandits’ use of the 

railroad can be seen in their strategies of kidnapping and ransoming Europeans involved 

with the railroad’s construction and/or the Ottoman Anatolian Railroad Company. 

Several of these are discussed in the next section.  
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Spoils of the Railroad: The Kidnap and Ransom of Foreign Workers 
One of the bandits’ most notable new practices was the kidnapping of foreign 

railroad employees. These foreign railroad employees came from Europe to Anatolia to 

work at a variety of positions in the company. Many were managers or overseers. Some 

came since they had specialized skills, such as stonemasons, many of whom came from 

Croatia. Still others, by preference or necessity, sought out their fortunes in Anatolia as 

laborers of various types.197 As outsiders, they may have been particularly conspicuous, 

and thus more vulnerable.198  

Ottoman archival sources, as well as foreign and Ottoman newspapers, reveal a 

striking number of reports of railroad employees being kidnapped by bandits in the 

region of İzmit and Bilecik in the years 1889-1891. One of the most notable spikes in 

bandit activity occurred during the summer of 1890. At least six incidents involving 

foreign railroad contractors were recorded during just three weeks in July and August of 

that year. These incidents followed, fairly closely, the railroad company’s construction 

schedule. This timing suggests some degree of awareness of railroad company plans and 

may reveal a premeditated strategy on the part of Anatolian bandits to abduct foreign 

railroad employees at the very time that the tracks were being laid in the area in question. 

                                                
197 While migration is sometimes conceived as an east to west or south to north process, this generalization 
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Mediterranean Historical Review 24, no. 2 (2009): 169–85; Julia Clancy-Smith, Mediterraneans: North 
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Lucia Carminati, “Port Said and Ismailia as Desert Marvels: Delusion and Frustration on the Isthmus of 
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traveling in the Ottoman Empire, in order to not attract the attention of outlaws. Dalyan, 214. 
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Even the head engineer of the Bozüyük segment, overseeing the construction of 

the railroad in that town was not safe from abduction. On July 15, bandits reported as 

being Circassians captured this engineer, an Austrian named Felix von Gerson, who was 

also a distant relative of the German ambassador to the Porte. Another Austrian citizen, a 

railroad accountant named Mejor, was seized during the same incident. The two were 

taken to the mountains, where they were held for ransom for the sum of 3,000 lira. If not 

received, the bandits threatened they would kill them. They would do the same if 

gendarmes were sent after them. Furthermore, they also threatened to abduct Fahri Bey, a 

representative of the railroad commission who resided in Bilecik. Fahri Bey subsequently 

requested a larger security escort.199 This abduction was mentioned in multiple Ottoman 

documents and well-covered in the international press, probably due to Gerson’s relative 

importance to the railroad. The bandits released Mejor the day after his capture to collect 

the ransom. It was agreed that he would deliver 1,000 liras first, and arrange for payment 

of the rest. Meanwhile, having likely understood the relative value of their two captives 

in comparison to each other, the bandits held on to Mejor’s superior, Gerson. When 

Mejor returned to the appointed place with the partial ransom, however, the bandits had 

left with Gerson, retreating further into the mountains as the police had been pursuing 

them, contrary to instructions. The foreign press worried over this “blunder,” and 

expressed “great apprehension…for the safety of the captive.”200 All was resolved, 
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however, and Gerson was released on July 20.201 Four of the bandits were later arrested 

with a total of 420 lira on them, possibly their share of the ransom payment.202 As for 

Gerson, his career in international railroad construction continued. In the short term, he 

continued working on the Anatolian Railroad and, in fact, wrote a three-part article on the 

railroad the next year for the Austro-Hungarian Royal Railroad Journal.203 Unfortunately 

this is a purely descriptive piece on the construction of the railroad, with no personal 

account or mention of kidnappings, so it cannot shed any additional light on the Gerson 

Affair of the summer of 1891. A decade and a half later, he turned up in Argentine 

government records as the representative of the Hannover Machine-Building Stock 

Company (Hannoversche Machinenbau Actien Gesellchaft) (sic), which contracted with 

the Argentine General Directorate of Ways of Communication of the Public Works 

Ministry for locomotives, other rolling stock and general materiel, so it seems he was 

able to continue his career representing the international interests of German railroad 

construction companies for quite some time.204  

From the details of the Gerson case, we can infer that bandits were well-informed 

of the high ransoms foreign railroad officers could fetch. Other incidents in this short 

span of time suggest this strategy with their targeting of foreign railroad officials. These 

included the rescue of a kidnapped engineer by Ottoman soldiers at Karasu Boğazı, also 

near Bilecik. Another engineer was described as being “kidnapped to the mountains,” in a 

manner similar to Gerson. Bozüyük seems as though it must have been among the most 
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dangerous of Ottoman regions for foreign railroad contractors, and the location also saw 

the kidnapping of a certain “mösyö Goldberg.”205 As these documents were not 

systematically sought out it is quite possible that, even in this short time, there were more 

of these sorts of incidents. Future research will be able to provide a more focused look at 

this question of the high number of bandit kidnappings during this particular summer. 

More details and possibly evidence of other incidents will be able to tell us even more 

about the extraordinary situation during this brief period. 

While exact statistics are not available, it is clear ransoms were frequently paid. 

This is logical, as it is difficult to imagine that the bandits would have persisted in such a 

dangerous occupation without reward. Sometimes these rewards could be great indeed. 

According to Kırımizade Mehmed Neş'et, a lawyer and judge who also spent several 

years as a palace intelligence agent in the early 1890s (as part of the vast and seemingly 

omnipresent network of spies Sultan Abdülhamid II is frequently described as having 

relied on),206 1891 saw the capture of several bandits led by the bandit chief (re’is-i 

eşkıya) Hasan, who had been active in the İzmit region. Hasan’s capture, which occurred 

in Istanbul, was particularly significant, as this bandit gang had obtained 1,500 Lira for 

the ransom of two foreign railroad engineers. This, together with the crimes perpetrated 

upon the people of İzmit, are given as reasons that they were particularly wanted by 

authorities. The incident was complicated, however, due to a dispute over who, in fact, 

caught the bandits and thus was eligible for the reward offered for them.207 
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Late nineteenth century Ottoman interactions with foreign powers over their 

nationals who were kidnapped or otherwise attacked must be seen in the context of the 

Ottomans dealing with economically and politically more powerful nations. These power 

relations were reflected, in turn, in incidents involving foreigners in the Ottoman Empire. 

When two Anatolian Railroad contractors, the Austrian subjects Ivan Barjić and Jan 

Kanić, were killed by bandits in the course of being robbed in Adapazarı, the Austrian 

ambassador requested the Ottoman state procure an indemnity for the widows and 

orphans, as well as the fifty-two lira stolen from one of the deceased.208 While framed in 

Ottoman bureaucratic correspondence as the payment of what was due the surviving 

family members by a just and merciful sultan, the fact that the Austrian ambassador 

attempted to collect it from the Ottoman state demonstrates how the bandits’ actions 

provoked a potential international incident. Incidents such as these suggest that the 

bandits intersected not only with the centralizing state but also with the increasingly 

intertwined international state system.  

A series of documents on an incident in the winter of 1891 involving a certain 

Philippe Gibiani, a Swiss citizen under French jurisdiction,209 who was working as a 

foreman on the Anatolian Railroad, reveals some interesting information about the 

widespread perception of the danger of being kidnapped among foreign contractors in 

Anatolia.210 He claimed to have been attacked by bandits in the village of Vezirhan near 

Bilecik. According to Gibiani’s story, they had descended from their hideout in the 
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mountains and threatened him at knifepoint unless he gave them 100 liras.211 Not having 

the money, the “bandits” attacked him and ended up throwing him in a pit until he was 

found there by others who brought him home in a wounded state.  

The communication from the Ottoman Interior Ministry to the Trade and Public 

Works Ministry on the results of the ensuing investigation of Gibiani’s claims, however, 

cast doubt upon his story. For one thing, the surrounding mountains were considered 

uninhabitable by bandits during that time of the year, the harshest part of the winter. 

Upon questioning, Gibiani admitted to a different story. Apparently, he drunkenly fell in 

a pit near the railroad station. Once he was pulled out by passersby who then helped him 

home, he was ashamed to tell the truth to his wife, so he made up a story about a bandit 

assault. Word of the (claimed) attack got around, and this led to the investigation. 

Perhaps in defense of his fabrication, Gibiani claims that in his inebriated state he may 

have mistaken some railroad workers with whom he had a dispute for bandits, due to the 

way they were dressed. The document then discusses the need to show the proof of 

fabrication to the French consulate in Bursa, indicating that Gibiani’s official European 

protectors had become involved in the debate over his welfare.212 Although not an actual 

case of bandit attack, this incident illustrates several attributes of the pattern of 

kidnapping foreign railroad contractors. Firstly, it is notable in light of the prolongation 

of the railroad from İzmit through Hüdavendigar Province having only started in mid-

1889. This means that this pattern affecting foreign contractors had become common 

enough to be a believable fabrication within a year and a half (as evidenced by most of 

the incidents discussed in this chapter). Had it not followed a well-known narrative, 
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Gibiani’s story would not be as credible, and therefore less likely to succeed in his 

attempted deception of the authorities, not to mention his wife.  

While the bandits’ kidnapping and otherwise menacing railroad construction 

workers was a new phenomenon, it had not been unforeseen. The bandit threat in the 

region was already well known. A year before the particularly active summer described 

above, an interior ministry communication to the provinces through which the Anatolian 

Railroad would be constructed stated the need for more police and soldiers to guard the 

railroad construction and ensure work not be interrupted by lawlessness, particularly in 

the İzmit to Sapanca area (thus a segment immediately abutting the neighboring Bilecik 

segment).213 Given the very close correspondence of the timing of these kidnappings to 

the construction of the railroad in the area, it seems extremely likely that the railroad 

contractors were specifically targeted and, thus, that the bandits were taking advantage of 

a novel business opportunity raised by the modernization of the Anatolian transportation 

infrastructure. Perhaps based on the Bilecik region’s experience during railroad 

construction, the interior ministry warned the Grand Vizier of the necessity of sending at 

least temporary reinforcements of armed police just down the line, in Ankara province, 

due to anticipation that current numbers might well prove insufficient to protect the 

railroad from bandits.214 At least implicitly, the state had to admit that its primary 

instrument of security was also a destabilizing target of bandit attack. Its existence, and 

that of foreigners and others working on it, gave bandits their choice of targets along its 

length. While it was quite useful in improving and maintaining state security along its 
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length, the railroad itself also burdened the state and its security forces with the need for 

its protection. 

 

An Anatolian Bandit on the World Stage: Muşlu Musa Bey’s International Infamy 
An 1890 letter from the British vice-consul in Ankara, Tom Newton, to his 

superior in Istanbul commends the Ottoman authorities’ capture of the “notorious Kurd” 

Musa Bey, a rare occurrence, in Newton’s view, of a bandit actually being pursued and 

caught. Vice-Consul Newton ’s description of a dragnet of three thousand troops being 

used to apprehend him certainly seems to have been a rare display of force over one man, 

regardless of where, and under the jurisdiction of whom, it occurred.215  

Musa Bey drew international attention for attacking targets of particular interest 

to westerners. His assault on American missionaries, a minister named Knopp and a 

Doctor Reynolds,216 and murder of local Armenian notables in Muş made him a notorious 

figure in the British parliament and in the press.217 In all likelihood, this attack upon 

foreigners, “Westerners,” and Anglo-Saxons, at that, increased the international attention 

and notoriety that Musa received. Additionally, Ottoman Christians, such as the 

Armenians who were Musa’s victims, were perceived sympathetically in Britain and 

other European powers. 

                                                
215 Tom Newton, British Vice Consul, Angora, to Sir Henry Fawcett, Consul General, Constantinople, 13 
September, 1890. TNA FO 195/1684. One must also consider British stereotypes of “uncooperative,” 
“inefficient,” or “corrupt” Ottoman officials as possible influencers of Newton’s allegations of complicity 
or, at least, foot-dragging being the norm. 
216 BOA, HR.SYS 79/2 (April 7, 1890). 
217 Musa Bey’s crimes, his pursuit, and the international attention the case attracted are extensively detailed 
in a large collection of documents gathered in the folder BOA, Y.PRK.DH 3/31 (4 Şevval, 1306/July 3, 
1889) in the Ottoman Archive. 
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Most of Musa’s illegal acts did not involve the railroad, although a fair amount of 

his pursuit through western Anatolia was in the same general area that the Anatolian and 

other railroads were being developed. As a case that became quite well-known 

internationally at the time (particularly in Britain), however, it is a useful case to look at 

to see the interactions of the Ottoman state, European powers, and Ottoman bandits on 

the subject of the last of these, in ways applied to railroad bandits as well. 

 The Ottomans, themselves, were interested in following the press coverage of the 

Musa Bey affair in Britain. Hariciye (foreign ministry) documents report on press 

coverage, and include the fact that the Musa Bey affair was mentioned in “Blue Books” 

(parliamentary reports).218 Eventually, The Times reported, Musa was captured after he 

fell from his horse and broke his leg while being pursued by the sultan’s forces in 

“Broussa” Province (i.e., Bursa, officially known as Hüdavendigar Province).219 At his 

trial, however, he was acquitted on all charges mainly on grounds of lack of witnesses or, 

when there were, they were held to have given contradictory statements.220 The British 

press saw the verdicts as indicative of the corrupt nature of Ottoman justice.221 The 

British interest in the case can be seen as an example of the sort of pressure that outside 

powers were able to exert. While it is ultimately unknowable what the Ottoman reaction 

to the Musa Bey case would be without outside pressure, the permissiveness seen by 

Vice-Consul Newton not being as universal as he may have suggested, it is likely that the 

                                                
218 BOA, HR/SFR (3) 359/96 (December 18, 1889); BOA, HR/SFR (3) 363/15 (February 22, 1890). The 
reference to the “Blue Book” is likely that for 1890-1891 published as Correspondence Respecting the 
Populations of Asiatic Turkey and the Trial of Moussa Bey, cited in the section on Musa Bey in S. Aslıhan 
Gürbüzel, “Hamidian Policy in Eastern Anatolia (1878-1890)” (master’s thesis, Bilkent University, 2008), 
57, n. 161.  
219 “Latest Intelligence: Turkey,” The Times Sept. 16, 1890. 
220 Gürbüzel, 115-16. 
221 W. R Morfill and Ivan E. Geshov, “The Sufferings of a Bulgarian Patriot,” The Westminster Review 135, 
no. 5 (1891): 527; [Untitled Article], The Times, October 24, 1891, 9 
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great effort taken to apprehend him and the prioritization of this matter were strongly 

influenced by British interests and attention. Ultimately, however, they were not able to 

dictate the outcome and Musa, likely aided by his local networks, went unpunished. 

 

Bandits, Society, and State 
 The British saw the effort at enforcing anti-bandit measures in the Musa Bey case 

as exceptional. It is certainly possible that international publicity and pressure were 

partially responsible for the extra zeal displayed in prosecuting this case.222 The Ottoman 

political ambiguity, seen as lax enforcement by the British vice-consul, might be 

explained in that there was not always a sharp distinction between the power that could 

be executed by the same individual as either a bandit or as an agent of the state. Musa 

Bey turned to banditry once he had been stripped of his official power as a local müdür, 

without necessarily changing tactics to a significant extent. As has been noted previously 

in this chapter, lines drawn between legal and extra-legal power were frequently 

permeable.223  

                                                
222 For coverage in The Times alone, see “News in Brief: The Ottoman Armenians,” The Times, May 7, 
1889, 5; “Turkey,” The Times, May 27, 1889, 5; “Armenia,” The Times, July 16, 1889, 5; “The 
Armenians,” The Times, August 19, 1889, 3; “Foreign and Colonial News: The Trial of Moussa Bey,” The 
Times, October 21, 1889, 6; “Foreign and Colonial News: Moussa Bey,” The Times, December 26, 1889, 3; 
[untitled article], The Times, February 24, 1890, 9; “The Trial of Moussa Bey,” The Times, February 24, 
1890, 13; “Parliament: House of Commons,” The Times, April 15, 1890, 6; “The Turkish Ministry,” The 
Times, May 12, 1890, 5; “Latest Intelligence: Turkey,” The Times, June 5, 1890, 5; “Turkey,” The Times, 
July 18, 1890, 5; “News in Brief: Moussa Bey,” The Times, August 27, 1890, 3; “Latest Intelligence: 
Moussa Bey,” The Times, August 28, 1890, 3; “News in Brief: Turkey,” The Times, September 2, 1890, 3; 
“Latest Intelligence: Turkey,” The Times, September 4, 1890, 5; “Latest Intelligence: The Armenian 
Question,” The Times, September 5, 1890, 3; “Latest Intelligence: Turkey,” The Times, September 6, 1890, 
5; “Latest Intelligence: Turkey,” The Times, September 16, 1890, 3; “Latest Intelligence: Turkey,” The 
Times, September 17, 1890, 3; [Untitled Article], The Times, October 24, 1891, 9. 
223 In an early modern context, Karen Barkey discusses the interpenetration of official and extra-legal 
power. As Barkey herself argues in another work, the decline of negotiation in favor of the enforcement of 
state power in a more uniform and standardized fashion was one of the Ottoman transitions to a modern 
state. Various governmental reforms caused the Ottoman state to evolve from an early modern empire 
towards a nation-state, as was becoming a pattern throughout Europe. Barkey, Empire, 264-65. A flexible 
attitude toward bandits by the Ottoman state, however, suggests that at least some of the old negotiated 
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 Among the Ottoman state’s highest priorities were the protection of trade and tax 

collection. Bandits were a tolerated part of the system, but only insofar as they could be 

useful, or at least not throw off the social balance. Payoffs were a very common way for 

the state to deal with appeasing bandits so as to prevent trouble. Occasionally things 

could go horribly wrong. This was the case several times over the course of Ottoman 

history with the Bedouin tribes that lived along the pilgrim routes to Mecca and Medina 

in the Hijaz. As a group that made part of its living on raids, it can be said that they 

regularly engaged in “banditry.”224 These tribes had to be essentially bought off to 

prevent them from attacking and stealing from the pilgrim caravans. Instead they were 

given payment to act as guides. During years in which they felt the payment received was 

insufficient, however, they attacked the pilgrims. On at least two occasions in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth century they committed particularly bloody massacres, for 

which the Ottoman state then sought reprisal by sending soldiers against the Bedouin.225 

The state sources that are the most readily available for research on the Ottoman 

Empire, as mentioned above, do not show the bandits as an integrated part of society, but 

                                                
relationships had not disappeared by the end of the end of the nineteenth century. Noting that “Bandits, 
private militias, and local strongmen had long provided Istanbul with ready repositories of potential 
soldiers,” Gingeras argues that even the “new generation of professionally trained and progressively 
minded” officials in the CUP “could not ignore the expediency and capabilities” of these forces that the 
state had so often turned to in the past. Gingeras, Sorrowful Shores, 56-57. 
224 Although Hobsbawm would disagree, citing them instead as among “communities for whom raiding is a 
part of normal life,” and thus not fitting his model of social bandits, “who remain within peasant society.” 
Hobsbawm, Bandits (1981), 17-18. For the purpose of this discussion, however, I am not concerned with 
the ostensible motivations of bandits and Bedouins as much as their acts, which were at times similar, as 
well as their responses to new technological developments, such as the construction of railroads. In both the 
bandits’ and Bedouins raiders’ cases, we can see similar adaptations that belie the simple opposition of the 
modern to traditional ways of life. 
225 Suraiya Faroqhi, Pilgrims and Sultans: The Hajj under the Ottomans 1517-1683. (London: I.B. Tauris, 
1994), 65-66; ‘Arif, 47-48. On the subject of payment to stop raids and robbery, see William Ochsenwald, 
Religion, Society and the State in Arabia: The Hijaz Under Ottoman Control, 1840-1908 (Columbus: Ohio 
State U. Press, 1984), 32-34. In addition to their performing acts of banditry, the Hejaz Bedouin were 
considered uncultured and inherently violent, perhaps even by nature, by “civilized” Ottomans, such as the 
Damascene judge who referred to them as “savage…uncouth and ignorant,” ‘Arif, 45. 
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then the state probably had no interest in doing so. As Barkey notes, “the historical record 

often refers to these bandits as dangerous rebels because it is in the interest of the state to 

rally the population against these men.”226 In fact, the term “bandit,” itself, could be used 

as a general term of opprobrium in order to, possibly, de-legitimize politically motivated 

acts such as those by anti-Ottoman nationalist forces in the Balkans including the Internal 

Macedonian Revolutionary Organization. Referring to their acts as those of eşkıya 

(bandits), for example, may have been the state’s way of refusing to address their 

political claims.227  

 These cases of “banditry,” were also seen along other railroads, including the 

Western Anatolian Railroads.228 While these earliest railroads are often considered to 

have built for primarily economic purposes in that they were funded by European 

commercial concerns who had an interest in developing an export-oriented agricultural 

economy focused on the port of Izmir, the Ottoman state also had security concerns about 

the area, which it saw as prone to gangs of bandits. These bandits were often identified 

with minority ethnic groups, something which the state felt was alarmingly connected to 

nationalism among the non-Muslims in many parts of the empire, though there were 

Turkish and Muslim bandits too.229 

 

                                                
226 Barkey, Bandits 179. 
227 Peter Mentzel, “Accidents, Sabotage, and Terrorism: Work Hazards on Ottoman Railways,” in Frontiers 
of Ottoman Studies: State, Province, and the West, ed. Colin Imber, Keiko Kiyotaki, and Rhoads Murphey, 
vol. 2 (London: I. B. Tauris, 2005), 225–40. Mentzel speculates that the lack of robberies reported during 
certain incidents increases the likelihood they were politically motivated. 
228 I use this term to refer to the first two railroads in Anatolia, the Izmir-Aydın and Izmir-Kasaba. There 
were other small railroads in Anatolia, such as the Bursa-Mudanya line (completed 1874), and the Soma- 
Bandırma line (completed 1912). Further research might show if these lines, too, were subject to banditry, 
although the short length of the line in an inhabited area probably made the Bursa-Mudanya line, at least, 
relatively easy to police. 
229 Murat Özyüksel, "Anatolian and Baghdad," 286-87.  
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Muhacirs and Other “Ethnic Bandits” 
 One of the principal aims of settling muhacirs along the railroad was to keep the 

areas through which it passed more secure by guarding it with their presence. 

Paradoxically, these settlers were often perceived as prone to turn to banditry. In the case 

of several groups, including Circassian and Albanian migrants, these perceptions were 

often held categorically. The arrival of muhacirs of Circassian or Albanian origin was 

often portrayed as disruptive to established communities, which were then portrayed as 

deteriorating into states of crime and banditry.230 While it is not altogether clear how 

much of this perception was based in fact and how much may have been influenced by 

stereotype, there are certainly some explanations for possible brigandage on  the part of 

muhacirs that go deeper than the various “intrinsic natures” of their peoples.  

There are two possibilities concerning the seeming tendency toward banditry 

among the muhacirs. One is that these bandits were simply practicing their occupation as 

they had in their countries of origin. The second is that they had attempted to settle into 

agricultural life, but when these attempts failed, a portion of the muhacir population 

turned to banditry as their only option for survival. Migrants were sometimes settled in 

unsuitable locations. Either the poor quality of agricultural land, or the lack of habituation 

to certain climates on the part of the migrants (such as Chechens or Dagestanis settled in 

Aydın or Aleppo) could easily be contributing factors in the rise of banditry among 

migrants desperate to make a living however possible.231  

                                                
230 Gingeras, Sorrowful Shores, 28, 33. 
231 These issues were raised through migrant petitions at least as far back as the 1860s. See BOA, İ.MMS 
36/1481 (12 Cemâziyelevvel, 1285/August 31, 1868); BOA, İ.MMS 38/1590 (16 Şevval, 1286/ January 19, 
1870). These and a number of similar documents are discussed in Georgi Chochiev, “XIX. Yüzyılın İkinci 
Yarısında Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’nda Kuzey Kafkas Göçmenlerinin Toplumsal Uyarlanmasına Dair Bazı 
Görüşler (Göçmen Otoriteye Başvurları).” Translated by Ekin Uşşaklı. Kebikeç 23 (2007): 407–56. I am 
grateful to Ella Fratantuono for informing me of this article and the archival documents, as well as for 
copies of the latter). 
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Of the aforementioned possibilities, the second most clearly illustrates the 

disparity between top-down planning and events on the ground. In this scenario, 

muhacirs, intended by the state to settle and cultivate the land, instead turned to banditry 

out of necessity. Muhacirs could turn to banditry due to complications of resettlement, as 

demonstrated by Oktay Özel in his study of the resettlement of Georgians in the Black 

Sea region of Ordu. Various events and conditions could have contributed to muhacirs 

turning to banditry out of desperation. These included the droughts and famines of the 

1870s, as well as the possibility of not being given viable lands to cultivate in the first 

place, or the potential hostility from the existing settled populations in regions where 

muhacirs settled (despite state instructions to welcome and them and give them 

assistance). Combined these caused a struggle for survival from which banditry offered a 

potential way out.232  

Populations from the Caucasus, such as those examined by Özel, may already 

have been suited to violence by virtue of their experience fighting the Russians. 

Additionally, quite a large number were already armed. They were “already known in 

their native country…for their love of firearms,” and they had kept these arms, the rifles 

with which they had recently fought, unsuccessfully, to keep their lands.233  

Of course, no element of “banditry” is completely straightforward, when the 

designation can be used to cover such a large variety of armed men, commonly united by 

the lack of official state sanction, and perhaps not much else.234 In the setting of the 

                                                
232 Oktay Özel, “Migration and Power Politics: The Settlement of Georgian Immigrants in Turkey (1878-
1908).” Middle Eastern Studies 46 (2010), 490; Yetkin, Ege’de eşkıyalar, 18. 
233 Özel, “Migration,” 480. 
234 “Banditry” in the Ottoman context, has been described as “an elastic term…including everything from 
highway robbery, to local feuds, to struggles between regional political factions.” Anscombe, 88.   
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nineteenth and twentieth century Ottoman Empire, categories of banditry and nationalist 

insurgency could easily become entangled. In some cases, the “bandits” that were seen as 

representatives or defenders of their own ethnic communities, whether as independence 

fighters or with more limited objectives, could draw considerable support from members 

of these communities. Greek or Albanian peasants, for example, might see Greek or 

Albanian bandits as their protectors from the state. This does not, however, guarantee 

their “social bandit” status, as they could prey on peasantry as well as vexing the state.235  

The phenomenon of muhacir banditry was further complicated by the possibility 

that those labeled as such were not muhacirs at all, but locals to whom some of the 

muhacir ethnicities were ascribed precisely because they were bandits.236 In some cases, 

descriptors such as Arnavut (Albanian) or Çerkes (Circassian) were used to convey their 

perceived fierceness as bandits, and not necessarily their ethnicity. A bandit chief might 

be known by the sobriquet Çerkes so-and-so, although his true ethnicity may have been 

different. In his study of violence in the Ottoman Balkans, for example, Tolga Esmer 

claims that state sources labeling bandits as “Albanian” may in fact be using an 

“epithet…to describe more the unruly ways in which pastoral warriors made a living, 

plundering communities” rather than “a specific ethnic identity.”237 Again regarding 

                                                
235 Baris Cayli, “Peasants, Bandits, and State Intervention: The Consolidation of Authority in the Ottoman 
Balkans and Southern Italy,” Journal of Agrarian Change, 18, 2018: 428-29. Anscombe, however, doubts 
the nationalist inspiration of the hajduks, seen by Hobsbawm as “proto-revolutionaries fighting against an 
oppressive, alien, ‘Turkish’ system.” Anscombe is discussing the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
century, however, so the absence of nationalist, or proto-nationalist, bandits does not rule out their later 
appearance. Anscombe also argues against the idea that they are social bandits, Anscombe, 88. 
236 The ethnicities were, for the most part, already stereotyped as bandits before the muhacir waves of the 
nineteenth century. Regarding the perceived bandit tendencies of people from the Caucasus, one can find 
evidence in the well-known early seventeenth century bandit chiefs Abaza (i.e., Abkhaz) Mehmet Paşa and 
Abaza Hasan Paşa. Barkey, Bandits, 153. Thus, it is not that muhacirs were considered bandits per se, but 
that some of the muhacirs arriving in Anatolia came from the “bandit-prone” ethnicities. Interestingly, 
among Christians in the Balkans, Muslim bandits were often referred to as “Turks,” although they were 
frequently, in fact, Albanians. Anscombe, 87.  
237 Esmer, 178-79. 
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Albanians, Ryan Gingeras characterizes the Ottoman stereotype as one of a people “at the 

very least…not educated and not socialized into the norms of high Ottoman society. In its 

most extreme form, being Albanian meant being innately inclined towards crime and 

violence.”238 Albanians were not the only ethnicity characterized thus, but the others 

mentioned above shared the perceived traits. “Ottoman and Western observers often 

viewed low-class Circassians, as well as Laz, Kurds, and Bosnians, as inherently inclined 

to congregate, steal, kill and create havoc.”239 The bandit was perceived as Albanian 

(Circassian, Laz, etc.) and the member of these ethnic groups were perceived as bandits. 

In any case, whether outlaws or police forces, the state anticipated a large 

measure of solidarity among muhacirs of the same ethnicity or regional origin. This 

solidarity, the state feared, would transcend willingness to be upholders of the law. The 

area around İzmit received a large number of Circassian and Crimean Tatar refugees 

from Russian-conquered lands over the course of the nineteenth century.240 The Ottoman 

state worried about the potential for Circassian banditry, and as such recommended not 

employing Circassian police in Circassian-settled areas so that they would not themselves 

join the bandits to whom they had ethnic, historical, and family ties.241 While this 

mistrust of the Circassians is visible in Ottoman state accounts, a contemporary French 

account speaks of the Circassians as already being fully assimilated and, if they are 

different at all from the rest of the surrounding population, it is for the commendable 

                                                
238 Gingeras, Sorrowful Shores, 33.  
239 Ibid, 34. As mentioned above, the bandits in the Gerson incident were alleged to be Circassian. Turkey,” 
The Times, July 18, 1890, 5. There is no evidence that this ethnic ascription is incorrect, but it is an 
interesting example of an “ethnicization” of banditry in either case. Even if they were “authentic” 
Circassians, it is notable that this fact about them is mentioned as relevant in a barely two paragraph news 
brief in The Times.  
240 Cuinet, vol. 4, 308. After 1877-1878 and the Ottoman loss of land along the Black Sea, including the 
Batumi region, they were joined by Laz. Gingeras, “Beyond Istanbul’s ‘Laz Underworld.’” 
241 BOA, MV 43/55 (26 Ramazan 1306/26 May 1893). 
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orderliness of their villages.242 It also did not prevent heavy enlistment of Circassians into 

the gendarmerie or army, where Circassians formed about 25% of the officer corps by the 

1910s. Often these were stationed far from their communities and local ties, as policy, but 

this was not always possible.243 

While the perception of new arrivals as bandits could be seen as an element in an 

“Othering” process, it is important to note that this was not a universal pattern. The roles 

were reversed, for example, in the case of the Çakırcalı bandits (Çakırcalı Ahmed and his 

even more notorious son Çakırcalı Mehmed). While they associated with other bandits, 

including members of their groups who were Circassians, Albanians, and from the other 

bandit groups, they were identified as local in comparison to jandarma and other state 

forces, many of whom were, apparently, non-Turks (including some non-Muslims) 

during the last decades of the Ottoman era.244 The member of the zabtiye, who finally 

shot and killed Çakırcalı Mehmed, and put an end to one of the most notorious bandit 

careers in Anatolia, is identified as Boşnak Hasan Çavuş, that is, “Sergeant Hasan the 

Bosniak.” In this case, the muhacir figure is the law-enforcer. This inversion may not be 

as extreme as it seems, however, if one considers the Çakırcalıs status as folk heroes. As 

defenders of local people against the forces of the state, forces that were seen to be 

oppressive of the people,245 the locals are still the “heroes” of the narrative.  

 

                                                
242 Cuinet, vol. 4, 8. 
243 Nadir Özbek, “Policing the Countryside: Gendarmes of the Late 19th-Century Ottoman Empire (1876-
1908),” International Journal of Middle East Studies 40, no. 1 (2008), 54-56; Besleney, 55. 
244 Sabri Yetkin, “Sunus,” in Dural, ix-x.  
245 Yetkin, Ege’de Eşkıyalar, 80-81.  
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Negotiating Rural Security  
 In discussing the projection and enforcement of state power in rural areas during 

this period of reorganization, one encounters problems of terminology. In an 1879 

reorganization, the existing asakir-i zabtiye, provincial paramilitary police forces, were 

split into two. Zabtiye proper came to refer to urban police forces under the newly formed 

Police Ministry (Zabtiye Nezareti). Rural policing was now to be handled by a gendarme 

(jandarma) force, within the newly organized Central Gendarmerie Department 

(Jandarma Daire-yi Merkeziyesi).246 Perhaps slowed down by the gradual pace of the 

implementation of security reorganization, the terms “jandarma” and “zabtiye” continued 

to be used interchangeably, even by state sources, for decades. Despite being involved in 

planning this organization, even Cevdet Paşa used the terms interchangeably in his 

Ma’ruzat.247 Separate jandarma divisions were not formed in Ankara and Hüdavendigar 

provinces until 1902 and 1903 respectively, nearly a quarter century after the creation of 

the jandarma corps was decreed. These provinces had remained under the old model of 

asakir-i zabtiye providing security.248 Despite this, numerous earlier documents mention 

jandarma in these provinces.249 Due to this imprecise usage in the sources, I will follow 

the term found in sources wherever available, and use the term gendarme if there is not a 

specification (whether strictly correct or not) of which actual organization was involved. 

 Another factor is the variety of terms the Ottomans used that are translated 

“security” or “order.” These represented a variety of concepts. These include nizam, 

                                                
246 Özbek, 47–67. As for the original creation of zabıta forces, even a relatively small provincial town such 
as Eskişehir had a force by at least 1840, if not earlier. İhsan Güneş and Kemal Yakut, Osmanlı’dan 
Cumhuriyet’e Eskişehir, 1840-1923 (Eskişehir: Anadolu Üniversitesi, 2007). 
247 Özbek, n.1, 63-64. 
248 Ibid, 58. 
249 Including, among many, BOA, DH.MKT 2027/82 (14 Cemâziyelevvel, 1310/December 4, 1892); BOA, 
BEOVGG.D 921 [1311/1893-1894]; BOA, BEO 1008/75546 (13 Rebîülâhir, 1315/September 11, 1897. 
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asayiş, emniyet, and inzibat. Nizam refers to formal order, of the type that is legislated or 

regulated.  Asayiş is more associated with public order and tranquility and repose. In 

short, pacification. Emniyet- the word most commonly used in contemporary Turkish- 

has similar meanings to asayiş, but, according to Maurus Reinkowski refers “more 

narrowly…to the technical production of security.” Perhaps this concern with production 

is responsible for one of its most common meanings today, a police station. İnzibat refers 

to discipline, and is also closely related to the word zabıta, meaning police.250 The state’s 

role in enforcing all of these was, in theory, creating prosperity for which subjects owed 

the state obedience in return.251 All of the terms discussed occur in the documents 

examined, but the most common is probably asayiş. This demonstrates a state logic of 

pacification of potentially lawless countryside.   

 Apart from the decades-long delays in implementing the 1879 reorganization in 

some provinces, another obstacle to the securing of the countryside was the relatively 

small numbers and large geographical spread of these rural security forces. The number 

of gendarmes is estimated at one per 1,000 inhabitants, or roughly the same ratio as in 

Prussia during the same late nineteenth-century period.252 Of course, the land area of the 

Ottoman Empire was far greater than that of Prussia, so this is far from a perfect 

comparison. Nadir Özbek suggests that the inadequacy of the gendarme forces for the 

task of patrolling the land for which they were responsible was the reason for the 

                                                
250 Noemi Levy-Aksu, Ordre et désordres dans l’Istanbul ottomane (1879-1909) (Paris: Éditions Karthala, 
2013), 37-47; Maurus Reinkowski, “The State’s Security and the Subjects’ Prosperity: Notions of Order in 
Ottoman Bureaucratic Correspondence (19th Century),” in Legitimizing the Order: The Ottoman Rhetoric 
of State Power, ed. Hakan Karateke and Maurus Reinkowski (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 195–212. 
251 Reinkowsi, 200-02. For the long-lasting and numerous iterations of this theoretical balance between 
rulers and subjects, see Linda T. Darling, A History of Social Justice and Political Power in the Middle 
East: The Circle of Justice from Mesopotamia to Globalization (London ; New York: Routledge, 2013). 
252 Özbek, 51.   
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Ottoman state’s supplementing them with other forces as needed, a strategy also followed 

by the Russian Empire.253  

 In these comparisons with gendarme forces in Prussia and Russia, we can see that 

the Ottomans were part of a broader European trend. Özbek makes this point, with the 

caveat that the Ottoman gendarmerie “took on a uniquely Ottoman form,” situating the 

formation’s institution within the broader Tanzimat.254 If the gendarmes were responding 

to modernization in their uniquely Ottoman ways, that is, if their changing world was 

shaped by local contexts and contingencies, so were those on the other side of the law, 

the bandits. While the securing of the Anatolian countryside by an organized gendarme 

force was intended to cleanse the realm of bandits and other purveyors of disorder, at this 

early stage we see, instead, that the state was frequently sending its armed police forces 

in a quite reactive way to deal with new situations caused by the bandits’ actions upon the 

railroad and those involved with it.  

 Frequently the state requested passes for the moving of a number of troops to and 

within various parts of the railroads. Numerous documents show the ongoing negotiations 

between the railroad and the interior and public works ministries over the transportation 

of soldiers (asker), police (zabıta) and gendarmes (jandarma) over the railroad lines. 

These documents may be formalities, in many cases, but they do reveal the processes of 

negotiation which involved multiple actors, in this case, the Ottoman state as represented 

by its various military and security services, and the railroad company. The continuous 

act of requesting and issuing such passes demonstrates competing centers of agency.  

                                                
253 Ibid. 
254 Ibid, 47. 
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These state forces, most commonly, needed to travel on the train for the 

protection of the rail line. While the reason such protection was needed was frequently 

left unstated, at other times bandits were explicitly identified as the problem.255 

Sometimes the state anticipated problems with bandits, as demonstrated by the statement 

of the specific need for patrolling the region of a “banditry-susceptible” forest 

(“eşkıyalığa müsait orman”).256 Many of these incidents occurred in the area slightly to 

the west of the region directly under study. In particular, Ertuğrul sancak and some of its 

principal towns, such as Bilecik and Söğüt, are frequently mentioned in the sources,257 as 

is İzmit, administered after 1888 as an independent mutasarrıflık directly under the 

Interior Ministry (Dahiliye).258  

While the aforementioned area contained, perhaps, more “bandit-susceptible 

forests banditry was also a feature of the varied terrain of Ankara Vilayet and Eskişehir 

Kaza. Haymana Kaza, in a Kurdish-inhabited hilly region in the southern part of Ankara 

Sancak, was particularly known for harboring bandits, who had a reputation for banditry 

similar to that of the Circassians and Albanians.259  

                                                
255 BOA, BEO 2071/155304 (21 Safer, 1321/May 19, 1903); BOA, BEO 2153/161415 (4 Cemâziyelâhir, 
1321/August 28, 1903); BOA,  BEO 480/35950 (17 Rebîülevvel, 1312/September 18, 1894); BOA,  BEO 
485/36330 (29 Rebîülevvel, 1312/September 30, 1894); BOA, BEO 503/37663 (25 Rebîülâhir, 
1312/October 26, 1894); BOA,  BEOVGG.D 921; BOA,  A.MKT.UM 256/9 (6 Safer, 1273/October 8, 
1856); BOA,  BEO 3929/294643 (29 Safer, 1329/March 1, 1911); BOA, DH/MKT 1623/104 (19 Ramazan, 
1306/May 19, 1889); BOA,  DH.MKT 1642/76; BOA,  DH.MKT 1656/20 (16 Muharrem, 1307/September 
12, 1889); BOA,  DH.MKT 1683/3 (24 Rebîülâhir, 1307/December 18, 1889). 
256 BOA, DH/MKT 1623/104; BOA, MV 43/55 (26 Ramazan 1306/26 May 1893). Presumably the phrase 
refers to a forest that bandits could easily hide and shelter in. 
257 BOA, DH.MKT 1746/115; BOA, DH.MKT 1763/21(6 Safer, 1308/September 21, 1890); BOA, DH. 
MKT 2027/82. 
258 BOA, MV 43/55. For the administrative status of İzmit see Cuinet, vol. 4. 
259 Newton, 13 September, 1890. FO 195/1684. Newton makes the hyperbolic claim that the entire kaza is 
inhabited “solely by Kurds.” 
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Forces of Security and Insecurity 
When mentioning the groups involved with the modern transformation of 

Anatolia on the ground, it is also important to acknowledge the existence of considerable 

fluidity between their categories. There are numerous cases, for example, of transition or 

blurring of the lines between bandits and police or military.260 The Balkan (sometimes) 

“bandit” Kara Feyzi and his gang, subject of a study by Tolga U. Esmer, were often 

considered the scourge of the region. At other times, however, the line between the law 

and the outlaws was not so definite. When not fighting each other, Kara Feyzi’s band and 

forces of local governors might be found plundering local communities together. Later, 

some were even employed as police in the Belgrade region.261 The use of armed bandits 

by the state was not necessarily something that only happened under extraordinary 

conditions, either. Nor was it limited to the Ottoman Empire. Many states formed or 

expanded police through recruitment of bandits.262 Logically, states would be more 

willing to entrust the dispensation of violence to those with widespread experience in it 

rather than a fresh recruit who had never before held a firearm.263 The change from 

robber to cop (and sometimes back again multiple times) was not necessarily such a large 

one, if one is willing to suspend the distinction between legitimized and delegitimized 

violence. 

                                                
260 Barkey, Bandits; Esmer; Gingeras, Sorrowful Shores (especially chapter 3, “In the Company of Killers,” 
55-80); Meeker, 188-93. 
261 Esmer, 182; Ibid, n.49. 
262 As did, for example, Benito Juárez in Mexico when he needed extra troops, Frazer, 84. In the Ottoman 
case, Nadir Özbek finds that regulations to the contrary, there are a number of archival documents that deal 
with convicted criminals later employed in the jandarma corps. Özbek, 55.  
263 As Benjamin Fortna puts it in his study of Eşref Bey, who repeatedly crossed the line between being an 
outlaw and carrying out legally sanctioned violence, “Eşref had what today might be called ‘transferable 
skills’ that could as easily be deployed for the government as against it.” Fortna, The Circassian, 42. 
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As had long been the case, dating back at least as far as the Celalis, the state and 

bandits interacted in a complex relationship with one another that mixed opposition and 

cooperation. The boundaries between individuals who belonged to one group or another 

could be quite fluid. Akdağ characterizes some of the subjects of his study as being 

Celalis one day and servants of the state the next.264 Sometimes an alliance of 

convenience was established, and sometimes the lines between bandits and 

representatives of the state were not clearly defined. Certainly, some continuity can be 

seen in the fluidity and changeability of categories in the context of the rapid 

transformations of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This suggests that, 

despite the claims of “rationalizing” and a hardening of categories that are often 

associated with modernity and its need for discrete categories, not those that bleed into 

each other, negotiation and fluidity continued to be useful tools in many circumstances. 

Sir William Mitchell Ramsay, a British archaeologist who lived in Anatolia from 

1880 to 1884 and returned many times until at least 1897, went so far as to allege that 

police (zabıta) were generally involved in banditry, and regularly colluded with bandits 

when not engaging in bandit-like acts, such as extortion, themselves.265 Despite the long 

duration of the author’s stay, and despite his argument against the easy generalizations 

that characterize many accounts of briefer visitors to the “East,”266 Ramsay’s stories were 

likely refracted through his own cultural expectations. This may also have been the case 

with the British Vice- Consul to Ankara Thomas Newton and his account of the Musa 

                                                
264 “Bugün Celâlî ertesi gün hükûmet hizmetinde bir memur,” Akdağ, 2. 
265 Sir William Mitchell Ramsay, Impressions of Turkey During Twelve Years’ Wanderings (London: 
Hodder and Stoughton, 1897). 
266 Ibid, 1-3. Ramsay’s account is so full of negative stereotypes of the various peoples of Ottoman 
Anatolia that it serves as a reification of the tropes of “Oriental” corruption, mismanagement and 
irrationality that were so common among nineteenth century British observers. 
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Bey affair. A complex apparatus of British cultural expectations, many of which could be 

politically instrumentalized, enabled the portrayal of the Ottoman Empire as corrupt and 

dangerous in ways which were, if not wholly unfounded, overly simplistic and 

particularistic. All the same, his descriptions of police (“zaptieh,” which he identifies with 

gendarmes)267 predation upon the agriculturalist population of rural Anatolia fits the 

model of an “economy of violence,” in which neither state nor outlaw keep the general 

population safe.268 In fact, Ramsay frequently sees them as colluding, as in cases in 

which bandits bribe police to arrest the innocent, who are unlikely to have the means to 

make a counter-offer, instead of themselves.269 A further example of law enforcement 

predation can be seen in the example, discussed above, of Çakırcalı Mehmed’s nemesis 

Boşnak Hasan. The perception of the Çakırcalıs as folk heroes was certainly aided by the 

fear and injustice suffered at the hands of officers such as Hasan, from whom peasants 

might seek succor in figures such as Çakırcalı Mehmed or his father.270 

The Anatolian Railroad itself adopted the state’s willingness to negotiate with 

bandits. Perhaps in response to an incident in which two railroad employees were killed, 

including an Italian national, a Circassian named Zekeriya who had formerly been a 

notable and widely feared bandit himself, was hired by the railroad company to protect 

                                                
267 Ramsay, 173. 
268 For the concept of “economies of violence,” see Esmer, as well as non-Ottoman examples in Michael 
Watts, “Development and Governmentality.” Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography 24, no. 1 (2003): 
6–34. Michael, J. Watts, Silent Violence: Food, Famine, and Peasantry in Northern Nigeria. Paperback 
Edition, With a New Preface and a New Introduction (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2013); 
David M. Robinson, Bandits, Eunuchs, and the Son of Heaven Rebellion and the Economy of Violence in 
Mid-Ming China. (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2001), in which an economy of violence is 
defined as the “administration or management of concerns and resources related to violence in society—
when and why people resort to violence, licit or illicit, and how such actions are perceived,” D. Robinson, 
1. 
269 Ramsay, 178. 
270 Dural. 
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them against his former colleagues. According to Deutsche Bank director Arthur von 

Gwinner, who called Zekeriya the “chief” of the Circassian bandits, he was being paid 

about £100 per year.271 In this attempted resolution of bandit predation by the state, that 

is, the paying of what amounted to protection money, we can see a parallel with the 

arrangements entered into with Bedouin along the route of the Hajj, as discussed earlier 

in this chapter. 

We can see in Zekeriya another example of bandit negotiation with the state. In 

this case, a bandit was able to force himself into a position of lawful employment. This 

example represents a crossing from the world of outlaws to those whose actions are 

officially sanctioned. At the same time, we cannot see the bandits as pure predators upon 

the railroad without recognizing that, in certain ways, the railroad preyed on them as 

well. It could bring the forces of the state more rapidly and in greater numbers than had 

been possible before. Also, while bandits did find ways to raid the train, capture the 

railroad’s employees, it was more difficult than raiding caravans had been. As a result, 

banditry became an even more precarious way to make a living. As elsewhere, this 

dissertation argues for the railroad affecting a field of interaction upon which new 

environments were formed, ones that can be called “modern.” The push-and-pull 

interaction of a wide variety of actors, certainly including bandits and forces of the state, 

shared responsibility for the ultimate results. Ultimately, despite bandit adjustments and 

self-modernizations, the state’s use of the train as a means of securing the countryside 

was more successful than the bandits’ uses of it. Not being the “winners,” however, does 

not relegate them to non-participant status. Far from being mere relics of a traditional 

                                                
271 Yerçil, 62. 



 125 

age, bandits adapted so that they, themselves, were agents in using the creations of 

modernity and, thereby, active in this modernity’s creation.  

 

Smuggling and Other Railroad Crimes 
Keeping the railroad safe from bandits was not the only task with which the 

jandarma, the zabıta, and the askers patrolling the railroad were occupied. A number of 

other extra-legal activities indicate the railroad’s status as a field upon which the state, its 

subjects, and foreign powers and their agents could interact in sometimes competing 

ways. Much railroad crime, of course, was relatively innocuous. Theft was always a 

danger. 272  Sometimes thefts were even “inside jobs” in which the accused suspects were 

themselves railroad employees.273 In addition to the important job of keeping the railroad 

safe from bandits, the jandarma, zabıta, and askers patrolling the railroad had many other 

crimes with which to occupy themselves.  

The railroad company was frequently attempting to collect fares from police and 

other Ottoman state employees who, in violation of the terms of the concession, did not 

buy the required tickets.274 Other incidents included the printing and sale of forged 

tickets, which seems to have begun quite soon after the railroad began running, as this 

crime was being discussed as early as 1894.275 These crimes mainly harmed the railroad 

company’s bottom line. Still, while they might not be as dramatic as bandit kidnappings, 

                                                
272 As documented in BOA, A.MKT.MHM 460/97 (13 Cemâziyelâhir, 1290/August 8, 1873) (concerning 
the Aydın Railroad); BOA, BEO 2681/201037 (1323/1905-1906); BOA, BEO 3026/226937 (20 Safer, 
1325/April 7, 1907); BOA, BEO 3026/226938 (21 Safer, 1325/April 8, 1907); BOA, BEO 3031/227264 
(28 Safer, 1325/April 15, 1907); BOA, BEO 484/36238 (26 Rebîülevvel, 1312/September 27, 1894); BOA, 
DH.MKT 1769.95 (27 Safer, 1308/October 20, 1890). 
273 BOA, BEO 3006/225381 (20 Muharrem, 1325/March 5, 1907); BOA, BEO 3099/232364 (2 
Cemâziyelâhir, 1325/July 13, 1907). 
274 BOA, T.DMI 1061/18 (26 Cemâziyelâhir, 1326/ August 26, 1908). 
275 BOA, Y.PRK.TNF 4/17 (27 Rebîulâhir, 1312/October 18, 1894). 
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they do demonstrate the negotiations conducted between different state and non-state 

agents affecting the use of the train. Other, perhaps more serious, legal transgressions 

occurred in the form of smuggling, the commandeering of the freight-bearing capacity of 

the train for one’s own ends, that is, as well as fights and violence of a more quotidian 

nature than the violence of banditry. 

 

Smuggling 
The railroad’s function as a conveyor of goods could, of course, be abused to 

carry illicit goods. Not surprisingly given the armed insurrections among various groups 

of Ottoman subjects, smuggled arms were of the highest concern. This concern was 

visible in an 1894 incident in which a passenger identified as Ismail, the son of Hüseyin, 

was caught with twenty-two revolvers at Erenköy station, shortly beyond the Haydarpaşa 

terminus on an Eskişehir-bound train. Despite Ismail’s protestations that he was merely 

transporting them to Eskişehir, the police suspected the weapons were being smuggled to 

Armenians (presumably revolutionaries).276 When “misused” in this way, the railroad’s 

state-intended purpose to provide greater security could be subverted by those acting to 

undermine that security, at least from the point of view of the state and the status quo.   

Sometimes weapons or explosives could present a danger apart from intended use. 

In this eventuality, however, the danger may be something that concerned the railroad 

company more than the state (or at least its local representatives). This can be seen in the 

Anatolian Railroad’s Director General Edouard Huguenin’s complaint to Minister of 

Commerce and Public Works Zihni Paşa about a passenger who had illicitly brought 

                                                
276 BOA, Y.PRK.ZB 14/71 (2 Cemâziyelâhir, 1312/ December 1, 1894). 
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gunpowder on the train. On January 24, 1905, a Greek citizen named Zacharopoulo was 

caught with hunting-grade gunpowder. Mehmed Rüstem, a police officer at Hamidiye 

Station, the transfer point from the main line of the Anatolian Railroad to the spur line 

connecting to Adapazarı, reported on discovering his smuggled powder. The Adapazarı 

authorities released him, however, with the claim that he had, in fact, not been on station 

grounds when caught, and thus he hadn’t endangered the train or station. Huguenin takes 

issue with this explanation. He exhorts Zihni not to allow this circumvention of the law 

and of train safety, declaring: “Your excellency will surely not believe that a passenger 

travelling from Constantinople to Ada-Bazar, upon arriving at Hamidiye station, where 

he must change trains, will amuse himself by roaming the countryside, especially since 

he only has ten minutes to debark his dogs on one train and embark them on another.” As 

dogs are not mentioned elsewhere, they are likely a sarcastic addition on Huguenin’s part, 

imagining Zacharopoulo’s very brief “hunting expedition” as a full-blown affair. 

Huguenin then proceeds to sternly warn the minister that if the Ottoman authorities will 

not more rigorously enforce safety standards by being stricter about the embarkation of 

passengers with hazardous items, the railroad company will absolve itself of any 

responsibility, and railroad employees will be instructed to no longer enforce rules 

concerning contraband or clandestine transportation of explosives.277 In this example, 

layers of competing agency emerge from different potentially responsible parties. They 

serve as an example of the non-monolithic quality of either group when looking at top-

down and bottom-up interactions. 

                                                
277 BOA, T.DMI 1048/4 (3 Muharrem, 132/ February 16, 1907). 
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Some smuggled goods might seem less immediately obvious contraband. Another 

letter from Huguenin to Zihni Paşa about an incident that took place on June 30, 1908, 

tells of a case of yogurt smuggling. A postal employee is implicated, as the postal officer 

on train number 121, Fahri Efendi who was based out of Eskişehir, was caught accepting 

a package containing yogurt. While his first reaction was to deny receiving the package, 

despite being caught red-handed (or, perhaps, white-handed?), he then threw the package 

out of the train window. As innocuous as this incident may seem, it apparently angered 

Huguenin so much that his letter insisted to the minister that Fahri be “very severely 

punished” in order to make a “necessary example” against this kind of behavior by public 

officials. In particular, he asks Zihni for his understanding that “it is inadmissible for state 

employees, whose duties require their free circulation in our trains and our stations, to 

abuse their exceptional positions…to transport illicit goods, to the detriment of our [the 

Anatolian Railroad] society and the imperial treasury.”278 The crime committed, it 

appears, was trading goods without a share of the revenue going to the railroad company 

or the state.  

 

Smuggling the Past: Antiquities and the Railroad 
Apart from weapons and explosives, whose dangers were obvious, and the less 

obvious threat posed by contraband yogurt, the illicit transportation of certain items could 

be harmful in other ways. A growing concern, one that was closely linked to questions of 

Ottoman sovereignty in a European-dominated world, was that over the empire’s 

abundant antiquities. These artifacts, specifically the ones that were felt to have a 
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connection to the “classical world” of ancient Greece and Rome, had become a source of 

great interest to Europeans. As export of these items to Western museums and collectors 

grew, the sense also increased, among Ottoman elites at least, that the removal of these 

items was a form of looting and, thus, another example of imperialist encroachment upon 

Ottoman sovereignty. As the newspaper Tercüman-ı Şark opined upon the renewal of the 

famed archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann’s excavation permit for the site of Troy (which 

he discovered): “God willing…this time Baron Schliemann will not smuggle the valuable 

antiquities to Athens and our museum [i.e. the Imperial Museum in Istanbul] will make 

use of them.”279 After an 1874 law that was generally seen as a failure,280 efforts 

spearheaded by the artist Osman Hamdi, also the director of the Ottoman Imperial 

Museum from 1882, resulted in the implementation of a new antiquities law, in 1884, 

which, in its emphasis on protecting Ottoman patrimony, is seen as “a historical turning 

point for imperial self-identity.”281 Through its interactions with various competing 

authorities, some local and some less so, antiquities resembled the railroad as a field of 

negotiation. As we shall see, however, these two features of the Anatolian landscape, one, 

the antiquities, the most ancient human-made items in the region (and among the most 

ancient in the world), and the other, the railroad, the absolute embodiment of modernity 

as it was so often described, had more in common than both being subject to negotiation 

between the Ottomans and foreign powers, and were, in fact, deeply intertwined. 

                                                
279 Cited in Wendy M. K. Shaw, Possessors and Possessed: Museums, Archaeology, and the Visualization 
of History in the Late Ottoman Empire (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 109. After the 
incident referred to, in which Schliemann smuggled out all his initial Trojan finds, Schliemann was granted 
additional excavation permits only on the condition that he be watched over by armed guards. Ibid, 74-75.  
280 Ibid, 108-09. 
281 Christensen, “Architecture, Expertise,” 266. The promulgation of these laws in general have been seen 
as “the best measure of a developing Ottoman consciousness of the cultural rather than just the monetary 
value of antiquities.” Michael Greenhalgh, From the Romans to the Railways: The Fate of Antiquities in 
Asia Minor (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2013), 277. 
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Railroad construction was inherently disruptive and destructive of the landscape 

through which its tracks were being laid. Railroads were a major contributor to the 

endangerment of ancient sites, structures, and artifacts by the need for new materials to 

build up the infrastructure of modernization. In his study of the Anatolian antiquities 

trade in the nineteenth century, Michael Greenhalgh argues that, “ironically respect for 

the technology and artifacts of the ancient world…marched in parallel with the 

destruction or abstraction of large quantities of Antiquity’s physical remains.”282 He 

claims that, while there had certainly been some destruction of ancient ruins by locals 

over the centuries, this was very small-scale compared to what occurred in the nineteenth 

century. While locals tended to use the stones from ancient structures for building 

materials, most structures were made of wood in pre-nineteenth century Anatolia, so this 

only caused a relatively minor amount of destruction. Furthermore, they had neither the 

means nor motivation to move such materials very far, so much could be discovered just 

in the villages surrounding an ancient site, rather than dispersed to the far reaches of the 

world in museums and private collections. The nineteenth century was worse, as it 

brought with it “imported and modernizing western ideas about stone housing and public 

buildings.”283 The construction of the railroad, itself, could cause destruction, perhaps 

greater than anyone knew. Greenhalgh suggests that antique materials could have been 

used as the hard surface on which to lay the rails (the hardcore) and no one would have 

                                                
282 Greenhalgh, 26. 
283 Ibid, 24. The subject of the incorporation of ancient materials into the everyday lives of local 
populations calls to mind the celebrated photographer Ara Güler’s account and photographs of his 
“discovery” of Aphrodisias. Güler came upon a village built among the ruins of what has since become one 
of Turkey’s most famous Greco-Roman sites, with a coffee house that used Roman columns for tables and 
fields cultivated within the ancient city. The story and one of the photographs are reproduced in Douglas A. 
Howard, A History of the Ottoman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 1-3.   
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been any wiser as they would remain buried by the rails.284 Lastly, and perhaps most 

significantly, the railroads were the most significant means of transportation used for 

carrying antiquities out of their longstanding sites with an efficiency and carrying 

capacity unimaginable in previous times, even if there had been a demand beyond that of 

re-use by locals.285   

Railroad engineers were well-placed to take advantage of the antiquities trade. 

They could act as onsite agents of the removal and appropriation project with which 

many European museums and collectors of antique cultural artifacts were engaged. This 

railroad-fueled trade also figured in the same imperialist competition as the railroads 

themselves. This can be seen in a report by a French archaeologist to the French 

Education Ministry that the Germans were taking advantage of the construction of the 

Anatolian Railroad to surreptitiously remove archaeological finds to Germany.286 Not all 

the removal was clandestine, however. The railroad concessions that were negotiated 

with foreign companies often gave the latter a share of antiquities discovered along the 

route, just as the concessions also allowed tax-free use of land, mineral rights and forestry 

rights among other entitlements. Sometimes the apportionment of these ancient artifacts 

given to the railroad companies could be as high as 50 percent.287 In addition to what was 

legally given to the railroad companies, there was also a measure of ambiguity caused by 

the failure of the celebrated 1884 Antiquities Law to specifically mention the railroads as 

                                                
284 Greenhalgh, 309. 
285 Ibid, 299. 
286 Ibid, n.166, Appendix, Chapter 7 [26th page following 322]. 
287 Ibid, 309. An 1882 “model concession” used by the ministry of Commerce and Public Works is rather 
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de fer en general et au besoin pour les cauaux, portes et autre travaux publics (Constantinople: Typo-
Lithographie du Journal “La Turquie,” 1882), Art. 22, 8-9.   
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potential sites of the discovery of antiquities. Despite this, the Ottoman state repeatedly 

sought to recover materials that had fallen, or that it was feared would fall, into the hands 

of the railroad companies and, beyond them, European collectors, either private or 

public.288  

Some fears over the ownership of antiquities passing out of the Ottoman Empire via 

the railroads can be seen in the correspondence between the railroad companies and the 

Ministry of Commerce and Public Works. An 1890 letter from Anatolian Railroad 

General Director Otto von Kühlmann replies to a previous letter from Public Works 

Minister Zihni Paşa and reaffirms the railroad’s compliance with Article 22 of the 

concession (numbering unchanged from the sample concession cited above). Kühlmann 

claims that no discoveries of looted antiquities have come to light, but assures the 

minister that they would be acted upon if they did.289 As 1890 was the first year of the 

Anatolian railroad’s expansion beyond İzmit toward Ankara, perhaps there had not yet 

been that much opportunity for theft or improper treatment of antiquities on that line. A 

later letter, sent in 1893 by Huguenin, who had succeeded Kühlmann, to Zihni’s 

successor, Hüseyin Tevfik Paşa, denies that any antiquities were discovered by the 

railroad and that any destruction of other antiquities would have been done by local 

populations “at least according to what one hears.” Therefore, the railroad company, he 

states, bears no current responsibility, but he agrees to relay the orders to alert local 

authorities to any discoveries made in the future.290 This assertion contradicts other 
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accounts, discussed above, but does fit a pattern of somewhat combative responses by 

Huguenin. 

Smuggling, from the point of view of the state, presented problems of law 

enforcement and social, and frequently also economic, control. From the opposite 

viewpoint, that of the smugglers, be they separatist gun-runners, those looking to make a 

profit, or even just make a living, on smuggled goods of various kinds, agricultural 

foodstuffs, or products such as tobacco that bypassed the régie monopoly, or foreigners 

smuggling out ancient artifacts to sell in Europe, all these used the railroad in ways 

unintended, in order to get around regulations. These can be seen as adaptive uses of the 

railroad by various agents not following the state- or railroad company-imposed scripts. 

 

Other Railroad-Related Crimes 
 Bandits and smugglers were not the only threats faced by railroad employees, as 

evidence by a report to the Minister of the Navy Bozcaadalı Hasan Hüsnü Paşa of an 

incident that occurred at the İzmit shipyards on August 25, 1890. As described, two 

railroad watchmen, Necib and Mustafa, were involved in a fight with the drunken tavern-

keeper Artin and his friends, when the latter blocked the train that was arriving at the 

shipyard. Artin apparently struck the watchman Necib first and then his friend Mustafa, 

when Mustafa set off to get help. Mustafa was struck with enough force to draw blood. 

The altercation drew the attention of a passing sergeant who ended up also getting beaten 

by Artin and his friends, as did one of the heads of security at the docks, Abdullah Ağa. 
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Ultimately their escape was facilitated by a certain Gazazoğlu Karabet, and the letter to 

the minister cites the need to apprehend the men responsible for this melee.291  

 This incident reveals several things about the ways in which the railroad 

intersected with social life, as well as demonstrating some of the overlapping layers of 

agency. The bekçis (watchmen) were duty bound to protect the railroad and the trains’ 

access to it. While not defending from bandits, they had to keep the line clear from 

common hooligans. These were not criminals by occupation, rather by action, although 

being a tavern keeper might prove too much temptation to one given to drunken 

rowdiness. The involvement of the Navy Ministry as the incident took place at the docks 

shows the strategic importance of the railroad as a means of connection by different 

modes of transportation. Other interesting points are the possible evidence of a port 

district living up to the global stereotype of being a tough neighborhood, as well as the 

contrast between the Armenian names of the perpetrators (such as Karabet) and the 

Muslim names of their opponents. Nothing can be argued conclusively about this last 

point from the evidence of this particular document, but it is interesting to note in terms 

of both the, sometimes incorrect, expectations of Christians as being more likely to be 

drunk, and in terms of worsening intercommunal relations during this period.   

 

Conclusion 
  The railroads built in the late Ottoman Empire were meant to allow the state to, 

among other things, project its power into the provinces and maintain its idea of order far 

more effectively than it had ever been able to in the past. While railroads may have played 
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an important role in the eventual decline of banditry, bandits’ actions during the building 

and early operation of the railroad contradict the idea of a simple cause-effect relationship 

between the “modernizing” railroad and the decline of banditry. The railroad actually 

improved some of the short-term conditions for bandits and presented them with new 

opportunities. This chapter has examined local agency in the context of major top-down 

economic projects, using the Anatolian Railroad as a case study. Bandits, as a category, 

might not be expected, following most literature on the subject, to be a group that would 

seize upon modernizing trends and adapt them to their own needs. I have argued, however, 

that they did just that. Bandits must be seen as a part of this transforming society and the 

transformations themselves must be seen, in large part, as self-transformations rather than 

an imposed modernization from above. 

  One of the main ways in which various bandits were able to utilize the railroad was 

by kidnapping foreign workers, as seen above. The apparent focus on foreigners, at least 

for this type of venture, demonstrates an awareness of the international situation, and the 

Ottoman Empire’s situation in it. In any case, other factors also weigh against considering 

the Anatolian bandits of the time as being remnants of a “traditional” world. The human 

environment of late nineteenth and early twentieth century Anatolia was rapidly changing. 

One of the main reasons for these changes was the arrival of so many refugees. No matter 

the merits of the widespread association of muhacirs with banditry, they did represent a 

new and rapidly changing environment, as distinct from a supposedly traditional, and thus 

little-changing, environment that the bandits are sometimes assumed to be part of. 

  Along with bandits came the other side of the coin: the security forces. While often 

taken as a sign of the “rationalization” of state power, new law enforcement forces, such 
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as the gendarme corps (jandarma), were, in fact, part of the same negotiated process of 

change that was occurring around the railroad. For one thing, they were not completely 

separate from bandits and other outlaws. Rather than strict categories of law-breakers and 

law-upholders, the two categories were, themselves, frequently subject to negotiated, and 

re-negotiated, identities, sometimes repeatedly within the same individual. The different 

parties involved both adapted to and manipulated a changing technological environment. 

The bandits and other agents crafted new realities, although, like so many moving parts, 

not necessarily knowingly and not in coordination with each other. 
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Chapter Three: Urbanizing Anatolia: The Railroad and the Reshaping of Eskişehir 

 
Figure 5: Eskişehir Station.292 

Introduction: A New Era in an Old City   
Due in large part to its location, Eskişehir became one of the most important  

Anatolian railroad towns. As an intermediate point between the Anatolian Railroad’s 

termini of Istanbul and Ankara, as well as a convenient location for the branching 

southward of the Konya branch, it was relatively central. Additionally, two spur lines 

were built diverging from the main line just beyond Eskişehir, one to Kütahya, the other 

                                                
292 Reprinted from Levend Kılıç, Anılarda Eskişehir (Eskişehir: Anadolu Rotary Kulübü, 1997), 9. 
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to Afyonkarahisar. This latter was particularly important, as it would provide the 

Anatolian Railroad a junction with the Izmir-Kasaba Railroad.293  

While the Ottoman railroads brought wide-ranging change along their entire 

routes, junction towns such as Eskişehir were particularly affected. Although Eskişehir 

had long been an important node of the caravan trade, funneling cereal grains and other 

important commerce along a fixed route resulted in a great increase in Eskişehir’s 

importance.  

Known in ancient times by the Greek name Dorylaion, and later in Latin as 

Dorylaeum, the earliest significant settlement on the site of today’s Eskişehir for which 

there is written evidence was nearly 3,000 years ago during Phrygian times, although it 

may have been founded even earlier.294 As “Eskişehir” means “old city,” its Turkish 

name is well earned given the length of human settlement in the area.295 Considering its 

appearance in history as a Phrygian, Hellenistic, Roman, Byzantine, Seljuk, Ottoman, 

and, finally, modern Turkish city, periods of abandonment were the exception to the rule, 

although before its revival in the late nineteenth century it had been through about two 

centuries of relative obscurity.296 While Eskişehir’s fortunes rose and fell repeatedly over 

                                                
293 BOA T.DMI 1051/54 (11 Cemâziyelâhir, 1325/July 22, 1907). 
294Suzan Albek, Dorylaion’dan Eskişehir’e (Eskişehir: T.C. Anadolu Üniversitesi, 1991). 
295 There is some irony in that Eskişehir proper, the Turkish town founded during the Seljuk era, was in fact 
a new town built just outside the ruins of old Dorylaion according to Claude Cahen, Pre-Ottoman Turkey: 
A General Survey of the Material and Spiritual Culture and History, c. 1071-1330 (New York: Taplinger 
Pub. Co., 1968). Suzan Albek identifies three possible sites for the foundation of the original town, one of 
which lies within the later Seljuk and Ottoman Eskişehir. Albek, 64-65. This long-term habitation might 
not have been uninterrupted. As Lindner suggests with his observation that “eski” means “former” as well 
as old, the site may have not been currently inhabited when it was given the name in the Seljuk period, but 
the signs of older settlements would have been evident enough to inspire its Turkish name, although it is 
known to have been an active settlement during at least the early Byzantine era. Rudi Paul Lindner, 
Explorations in Ottoman Prehistory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2007), 39. 
296 Necdet Tunçdilek, “Eskişehir Bölgesinde Yerleşme Tarihine Toplu Bir Bakış,” İstanbul Üniversitesi 
İktisat Fakültesi Mecmuası 15, no. 1–4 (1953): 189–208. 
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a long duration, its placement along intersecting north-south and east-west trade routes 

ensured cyclical returns to significance.   

The construction of the Anatolian Railroad, then, did not create, but provided the 

latest iteration of Eskişehir’s role as an important transportation node. Even in Roman 

times, a map of Roman roads shows Dorylaeum as the splitting off point of a road that 

led north to Nicaea, and, eventually, Chalcedon and the Bosporus, into four separate 

roads (see figure 6).297 One ran east to Ancyra (Ankara) largely along the same eventual 

route as the Anatolian Railroad,298 one to the West, toward Ephesus, and two toward the 

south, joining roads that led to the Mediterranean, Tarsus, and, beyond, Syria.  

                                                
297 N. H. H Sitwell, Roman Roads of Europe (London: Cassell, 1981). For a map of Seljuk period caravan 
routes illustrating Eskişehir’s importance as a caravan crossroads, see Hakkı Acun, Anadolu Selçuklu 
dönemi kervansarayları (Ankara: Kültür ve Turizm Bakanlığı, 2007), 14. 
298 In fact, except for a turn toward Nicaea (İznik), a far more important town in classical than late Ottoman 
times, the route from Chalcedon (Kadıköy) was also much the same. Sitwell, 194-95. 
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Figure 6: The Roman road system in Western Anatolia299 

This chapter discusses the broad-reaching local effects of building the railroad 

through Eskişehir. It identifies a number of geographical, demographic, economic, and 

cultural transformations that intersect with the building of the railroad, either directly or 

indirectly. These transformations were not often fabricated out of whole cloth, but instead 

included continuities involving many local elements. Rather than argue for a 

unidirectional modernization bestowed upon the town and its hinterland, I posit a 

complex transformation, one that was forged by the interactions of a number of local and 

nonlocal agents representing various pressures from both above and below. 

                                                
299 Detail reproduced from Sitwell, 194. 
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Eskişehir’s growth in importance manifested itself in three ways. There was a 

multi-step elevation of Eskişehir’s administrative importance and status among Western 

Anatolian towns, beginning with the construction of the railroad and continuing until the 

end of the empire. The population also grew quite rapidly over the same period. Railroad 

workers, skilled and unskilled, foreign and Ottoman, who came specifically for the 

purpose of railroad construction, operation, or management, account for some of this 

population increase. A much larger group, however, consisted of the muhacirs, who came 

from the Russian-conquered or newly independent lands in the Balkans, Caucasus and 

Crimea. Their state-mandated settlement in the area, already underway, was greatly 

accelerated by the coming of the railroad. Thirdly, the town’s area expanded, spreading 

into formerly rural lands. By the late nineteenth century, new settlements of refugees had 

already caused Eskişehir’s expansion and division into the older upper town (Yükarı 

Mahallesi) built on the hillside, and the newer lower town on the plain beneath.300 The 

railroad, its related industries and businesses, and new neighborhoods quickly swallowed 

meadows, fields, and pasturelands that abutted the town. Some of these were already in 

use for grain cultivation, orchards, grazing and other uses, although much of the land 

would have been unused given the region’s low population density at the time. As 

arriving refugees needing housing, muhacirs were often settled in new neighborhoods 

near the railroad station. I will consider some of the intended and unintended 

consequences of building these new residential districts in the midst of what was also the 

emerging industrial zone.  

                                                
300 Albek, 26. 
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Railroads are technologies of communication, interlinkage and mobility. Due to 

increased access to global commercial networks, the region’s wheat and other agricultural 

products could now be exported far beyond local markets. Economic changes also 

included the establishment of European-style banking, which provided the monetization 

of these increasingly commercialized agricultural products and allowed the economic 

transformations to occur. The region’s mineral resources also became significantly easier, 

and certainly much quicker, to export. The most prominent of these was meerschaum, a 

form of magnesium silicate that occurs as a soft, carvable stone, which is mainly used in 

pipe manufacture. There were also important deposits of other minerals, such as 

chromium, magnesium carbonate, thorium, pearlite, boron, and fuller’s clay (also known 

as fuller’s earth).301 This last, used mainly as a cleanser, always occurred simultaneously 

with meerschaum, as a layer covering the more valuable material.302 

Another striking economic effect of the railroad-based growth and development 

was the creation not only of new jobs, but of new occupations. These included the jobs 

associated with railroad operations, the station, and the very important rail repair and 

maintenance facility. The railroad, as well as the modernizing changes linked to it, also 

influenced a number of other occupations. These included novel opportunities for 

                                                
301 Ayla Efe, “Osmanlı Döneminde Eskişehir’de Krom ve Magnezit Madeni Üzerine Bir Değerlendirme,” 
Kebikeç 15 (2003): 131–45. For a contemporary, late Ottoman period, assessment of Hüdavendigar’s 
mineral wealth, including that of Eskişehir Kaza, see Cuinet, vol. 4, 16-24. See also Albek, 18-24; 
Quataert, Social Disintegration, 42-43. In addition to the meerschaum and fuller’s clay, which are 
discussed in more detail in this dissertation, most of these were used for various types of metalwork and 
other industrial uses. For the most part they were mined for export. Chromium and boracite (magnesium 
borate) were mined exclusively for foreign trade. Ayla Efe, “Krom ve Magnezit,” 134-35, n.16; Quataert, 
“19 yy’da Osmanlı devleti’nde madencilik” in Tanzimat’tan Cumhuriyet’e Türkiye ansiklopedisi (Istanbul: 
İletişim Yayınları, 1985), 915; Thorium, in those days before nuclear reactors, was used primarily as a 
lighting agent for gas lamps, in a process invented by the Austrian chemist Carl Auer von Welsbach. 
Gabrielle Hecht, Entangled Geographies: Empire and Technopolitics in the Global Cold War (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 2011), 102. 
302 Cuinet, vol. 4, 20. 
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securing a livelihood, such as in the case of a new shared taxi service, perhaps a precursor 

to the ever-present Turkish dolmuş and minibus lines. Others were disadvantaged by it, 

such as the muleteers or katırcıs. Nevertheless, some of them were able to adapt to the 

changed circumstances and adjusted their trades to interact synergistically with the 

railroad, rather than allowing their livelihood to be destroyed by it.  

Eskişehir’s “railroad effect” was also at least partially responsible for a number of 

cultural innovations. These included new, European-style, hotels and eateries that catered 

directly to travelers. By the advent of the Young Turk (Committee of Union and 

Progress) regime in 1908, cultural novelties also included the first forays into local print 

journalism. These earliest publications often reflected the political divisions of their 

owners. Eskişehir’s development of more direct ties to the capital meant that the local 

press was able to both transmit and reflect back in local form the empire-wide 

controversies and political struggles, such as the rivalries between Abdülhamid II and the 

Young Turks, in a way that was impossible in previous, far more isolated, times. The 

arrival of theater to Eskişehir represented another cultural transmission from the wider 

world (and, most immediately, Istanbul). As another cultural effect, the establishment of 

a European community in Eskişehir indicated the growth of contact with the wider world. 

Among this community’s influential contributions was the opening of new schools that 

were either European-run or influenced. Chief among this was the Railroad School 

(Eisenbahn Schule), a school founded for the express purpose of educating the children of 

the foreign workers of the Anatolian Railroad Company. Finally, I examine the negative 

and sometimes catastrophic, effects the railroad could have. The Eskişehir cholera 

epidemic of 1893 demonstrated one of the most disastrous consequences of the 
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railroad. A powerful non-human historical actor, it “used” the railroad as a vector 

of contagion to Eskişehir and other towns along the line. Railroad accidents also 

represented a nightmarish aspect of the modern industrial world. They introduced new, 

and particularly horrifying, fatal possibilities. Alongside these disasters, there were other 

problems of malfunctions and infrastructural failures that blighted the hoped-for progress 

brought by the new industrial and technological environment created by the train.  

 

All Rails Lead to Eskişehir: Formation of a Railroad Town 
Among Northwest Anatolia’s historical claims to importance is its role as the 

cradle of the Ottoman Empire. The village of Söğüt, the home base of the Ottoman 

ancestor Ertuğrul Bey, reputedly a vassal of the Rum Seljuk dynasty, lies only about fifty 

kilometers to Eskişehir’s northwest. As mentioned above, in this chapter’s introduction, 

ancient transportation routes passed through the Eskişehir region. Nineteenth-century 

Europeans would sometimes mistake the roads, bridges, and other old infrastructure they 

encountered for Roman, when in fact much of it was built in the sixteenth century, under 

the patronage of Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent.303 In the Ottoman period, Eskişehir 

was a stop on the important caravan route that ran from Üsküdar to Konya, Antakya, and 

then east to Aleppo, thus serving as a crucial trade route and also the principal land-based 

Hajj route from Istanbul and Western Anatolia. Another caravan route that passed 

through Eskişehir was the important trade route from Istanbul to Iran, via Eskişehir and 

                                                
303 Cuinet, vol. 4, 340. It is not surprising that so many eighteenth and nineteenth century European 
travelers would see it that way, as “the aim of most [European] travellers was to reconstruct on the page the 
glory that was Greece and the grandeur that was Rome,” a task for which they sometimes arrived to 
Anatolia “equipped with classical textbooks.” Greenhalgh, 7-8. Of course, Greenhalgh is referring to those 
who came with scholarly, or at least descriptive, intentions, not those who traveled in order to do such 
things as build railroads. 



 145 

Ankara.304 These two routes followed the same paths as the two main branches of the 

Anatolian Railroad.305 The construction of the railroad along ancient routes indicates 

continuity in the region’s status as a crossroads of Anatolia and beyond.  

While its position along the trade routes guaranteed Eskişehir some relevance 

throughout the Ottoman era, it was neither one of the largest nor most prominent of 

Anatolian towns for most of the period. It was never assigned a role greater than the 

center of a sancak (the second-tier Ottoman administrative division, below provinces) 

and was sometimes relegated to the level beneath that, as the center of a kaza.306 It was, 

for the most part, a place where one would stop while on the way to somewhere else. 

Although the advent of the railroad did not immediately make Eskişehir a destination in 

itself, it made it the primary intermediate point for ongoing journeys.   

 

Growing Centrality 
The variation of Eskişehir’s administrative status throughout the long nineteenth 

century is indicative of its changing fortunes in that period. It entered the century as the 

central town of Sultanönü Sancak. In contrast to the administrative changes that would 

follow, Eskişehir’s status as the administrative center of this sancak, dating to 1393, had 

been remarkably stable, lasting until the early nineteenth century.307 Beginning with 

Sultan Mahmud II’s provincial reforms in the 1830s, the mid-nineteenth century saw 

                                                
304 Suraiya Faroqhi, “Crisis and Change, 1590-1699,” in İnalcık and Quataert, 411–636. Yusuf Halaçoğlu, 
“Klasik dönemde Osmanlılarda haberleşme ve yol sistemi,” in Çağını yakalayın Osmanlı! Osmanlı 
Devleti’nde modern haberleşme ve ulaştırma teknikleri, ed. Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu (İstanbul: IRCICA, 
1995), 14; Albek, 162, 75-76. 
305 Vital Cuinet, in the course of his inspections for the Ottoman Public Debt Administration, also noted 
that the railroad was built alongside the path of existing Ottoman roads. Cuinet, vol. 4, 339. 
306 Tahir Sezen, Osmanlı yer adları (Ankara: T.C. Başbakanlık Develet Arşivleri Genel Müdürlüğü, 2006). 
307 Orhan Kılıç, “19 Yüzyıla kadar Sultanönü (Eskişehir) Sancağı’nın yöneticileri,” Turkish Studies 9, no. 4 
(Spring 2014): 659–73.  
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Eskişehir go through a number of administrative permutations, eventually becoming a 

kaza of Kütahya Province (vilayet) by 1867.308 This “demotion” can be seen as an 

indication that prior to the railroad Eskişehir’s importance relative to other nearby towns 

was on the decline. The railroad, however, would change Its trajectory. 

As Eskişehir’s importance to the railroad led to its growth in population and 

economic importance, so did it lead to its higher profile in the Ottoman, and later Turkish 

Republican, administrative structure. For some time, as Eskişehir grew as a railroad town, 

it remained the center of a kaza. Plans to turn Eskişehir into its own sancak, as well as the 

debates over which kazas it should have jurisdiction over and whether to keep it 

subordinate to Hüdavendigar, or transfer it to Ankara Province, were recorded as early as 

1891. The specific reason the Grand Vizierate gives for considering these administrative 

changes is Eskişehir’s anticipated increased importance in light of its key position along 

the railroad.309 By 1916 this plan was realized and it was made the center of a sancak. 

The wartime CUP government added the kazas of Sivrihisar, Mihalıççık, and Nallıhan 

from Ankara Sancak to its existing territories in Eskişehir Kaza and two kazas from 

within Eskişehir’s own Hüdavendigar province: Söğüt from Ertuğrul Sancak and Aziziye 

                                                
308 Sezen 176; Güneş and Yakut, 7-10. In part these administrative changes were also due to the 
standardization of provincial units, which ultimately resulted in the provincial law of 1871 under which the 
entire empire adopted, in theory, a uniform system of vilayets, sancaks (also known as livas), kazas and 
nahiyes in descending order, each answerable to the unit above it. Carter Vaughan Findley, “The 
Tanzimat,” in The Cambridge History of Turkey vol.4, Turkey in the Modern World, edited by Reşat 
Kasaba (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 25-27. 
309 These 1891 discussions were recorded in a subsequent correspondence defter of the Grand Vizierate, 
BOA, A.D 899 (1311/1893-1894) 
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from Karahisar Sancak.310 In 1924, shortly after the declaration of the new republic, 

Eskişehir became the center of its own vilayet (province).311   

In February 1892, the Anatolian Railroad Company was awarded the concession 

to build an additional branch to Konya. Eskişehir’s location made it the logical site to 

split the railroad between the Ankara line and this newly-planned southbound branch, 

which would be built beyond Konya to become the Baghdad Railroad after the 

finalization of that concession in 1903. Furthermore, the exploitation of the area’s 

agricultural and mineral resources, especially meerschaum, which saw a rapid rise in 

foreign demand over the course of the nineteenth century,312 made it an economic 

necessity to enhance Eskişehir’s connection to the outside world. These new attributes of 

Eskişehir, that is its centrality to the railroad and the attendant broader connection with 

the outside world, resulted in an elevation of Eskişehir’s importance among Anatolian 

towns. 

As Eskişehir’s importance as a center of local administration grew, the region 

needed a number of new official functionaries, whether for the state, the municipality, or 

the railroad company. These new officials’ presence was tied directly or indirectly to the 

railroad. These included a station police office as well as an “international” telegraph 

                                                
310 These administrative transfers are detailed in BOA, DH.İ.UM 45-1/7 (21 Cemâziyelevvel, 1333/April 6, 
1915) and BOA, DH.İ.UM 45-3/38 (27 Receb, 1334/ 30 May, 1916). Eskişehir’s growing administrative 
prominence could have been even greater, with one contingency plan during World War I calling for the 
evacuation of the sultan and the government to Eskişehir in the event of the British forcing the straits, as 
they had expected to do before being forced to try a land route and getting bogged down in Gallipoli. This 
would have made Eskişehir the temporary capital, which would probably have been difficult had the city 
not grown and increased its prominence by such a degree and had not the railroad greatly facilitated 
transportation and communication. Güneş and Yakut, 26-27; McMeekin, 185. 
311 Sezen, 176. Later it was renamed to an “il” with the abandonment of the term “vilayet” for the Turkish 
Republic’s provincial units. 
312 Haydar Çoruh, “Ondokuzuncu Yüzyılda Eskişehir’deki faaliyetler ve Avrupa tüccarı,” in I. Uluslarası 
Dünden Bugüne Eskişehir Sempozyumu: Siyasal, ekonomik, sosyal ve kültürel yapı (Eskişehir: Anadolu 
Üniversitesi Edebiyat Fakültesi, 2005), 69–81. 
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office with staff trained in European languages for relaying international messages. This 

language requirement had been mandated in a series of  telegraph conventions between 

the Ottomans and European states, although by the late nineteenth century French was 

already widely in use as a lingua franca for communicating with the outside world by 

Ottomans with a “modern” education.313 The telegraph office was built as a freestanding 

building in 1904.314 A post office was placed in the station as well, as was a department 

of forestry management for the exploitation of the region’s lumber and related natural 

resources.315 Thus the railroad station, as a space where various offices could be housed, 

contributed to Eskişehir’s bureaucratization, as well as generally expanding its role in 

local administration. 

Eskişehir was also important for the administration of the Anatolian Railroad 

Company. As the Anatolian Railroad’s major junction, the company found it beneficial to 

conduct some of its business from Eskişehir. Surveying for the prolongation of the 

railroad from İzmit to Ankara, which was carried out under the auspices of the Ankara 

[railroad] Construction Commission of the Ministry of Trade and Public Works, was 

initially based in Eskişehir, as was the Commission itself. Two survey teams could work 

simultaneously, striking out from Eskişehir in both directions, one toward İzmit and the 

other toward Ankara. The results could then be reported to Eskişehir as a relatively 

                                                
313 Güneş and Yakut, 10; Cuinet, vol. 4, 8. The telegraph conventions were necessary so that vital European 
imperial communications, such as that between Britain and India, could cross through Ottoman lands, as 
well as for such purposes as foreign trade. In return, the Ottomans gained access to the worldwide telegraph 
network, as well as foreign investment needed to build their own telegraph network in many areas. For 
more on the telegraphs and their staff trained in foreign languages see Roderic H. Davison, “Effect of the 
Electric Telegraph on the Conduct of Ottoman Foreign Relations,” in Decision Making and Change in the 
Ottoman Empire, ed. Caesar E. Farah, (Kirksville, MO: Thomas Jefferson University Press, 1993), 53–66; 
Davison, "Advent," 133-65. 
314 BOA, DH.MKT 844/74 (8 Safer, 1322/April 24, 1904) 
315 Güneş and Yakut, 95. 
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central point.316 Construction crews also proceeded in both directions from Eskişehir, 

laying down the railroad ties following the topographic and logistical information 

gathered by surveyors.317 The company built several buildings in the vicinity of the 

station for the purpose of administration, adding to the large area taken up by the station 

and its accompanying structures, which will be discussed below.318  

As Eskişehir quickly grew, multiple issues arose over what today’s urban planners 

would call “zoning.” Local residents engaged in unauthorized building or put existing 

buildings to unforeseen uses. The railroad company, local officials, and residents did not 

always similarly interpret their mutual agreements concerning land use. As with the other 

cases in this dissertation, the overall form of modernizing transformations was not 

imposed from above. Planning and decrees by various authorities played a large role, of 

course. The true evolution of Eskişehir’s modern urban form, however, was hashed out 

dialectically “on the ground” between outside and local forces. 

 

Population Growth 
Eskişehir presents a striking example of railroad-fueled demographic growth. The 

population of the kaza was reported at 24,509 in the first half of the nineteenth century, 

during the reign of Mahmud II (1808-1839).319 The population had hardly changed by 

                                                
316  The railroad surveys built on preliminary work commissioned during the initial, 1871-1873, phase of 
railroad construction, before funding problems prevented the railroad's extension beyond İzmit. Ayla Efe, 
“Eskişehir Demiryolu” (master's thesis, Anadolu Üniversitesi, 1998), 30-32.  
317 The crews employed by the Ankara Construction Commission were made up of three divisions, each 
made up of anywhere from three to thirteen teams, in turn composed of 30 to 72 men. Ibid, 40. 
318 Some of these buildings became the original headquarters for the Turkish State Railways during the 
early republican period, according to the memoirs of their first director. Behiç Erkin, Hatırat 1876-1958, 
ed. Ali Birinci (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 2010). 
319 Güneş and Yakut. 
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1883, half a century later.320 The next year’s records appear to indicate a modest growth 

of 1,000-2,000 people.321 By 1889, the population of the kaza had shot up to 67,074, with 

19,023 residing in the central town (kaza merkezi) of Eskişehir proper.322 A likely partial 

cause was the arrival of engineers, construction workers, and others involved directly or 

indirectly in the railroad, which began construction that year. Population growth due to 

an influx of foreigners and Ottoman Christians seems possible given the larger proportion 

of non-Muslims recorded. By 1893, with the completion of railroad construction in the 

area, however, provincial authorities recorded a population decline. The population had 

also, apparently, reverted to being overwhelmingly Muslim.323 While some railroad-

                                                
320 Based on the Hüdavendigar provincial salname (yearbook) of 1301 (1883 in the Gregorian calendar), 
there were 12,779 males, which can be extrapolated to a total population in a similar range as that which 
was counted during Mahmud II’s reign. The Salnames, unfortunately, are not standardized from year to 
year in their measurements of population between counting all people or just males. Salname-yi Vilâyet-i 
Hüdavendigâr 12(a) ([Bursa]: Hüdavendigâr Vilâyet Matbaası, 1301 [1883]), 354-55. 
321The salname records 27,252 people. Salname-yi Vilâyet-i Hüdavendigâr 12(b) ([Bursa]: Hüdavendigâr 
Vilâyet Matbaası, 1302), 447. Salnames from the 1870s suggested a similarly variable pattern of population 
growth and decline, with 7,931 males recorded in 1870, 19,245 in 1874, and 11, 320 in 1876. Ali Ulu, 
“Eskişehir Kentinin Cumhuriyet Öncesi Mekânsal Gelişmi,” Kebikeç 15 (2003): 147–54.  
322 Salname-yi Vilâyet-i Hüdavendigâr 18 ([Bursa]: Hüdavendigâr Vilâyet Matbaası, 1307 [1889]), 204; 
Cuinet, vol. 4, 208-09. 
323 The population had fallen to 59,657 according to the 1893 salname. The exact ratio of Muslims to non-
Muslims, and in some cases the size of the overall population, clash in some sources to a somewhat 
troubling extent. Cuinet estimated a population of approximately one-third non-Muslims, from sampling 
several villages and neighborhoods.  Ulu claims there is a discrepancy between Cuinet’s work and the 1893 
salname. It seems obvious, however, that Cuinet was using the 1889 salname, or the same figures that it 
used, as they match the exact number. As Cuinet’s preface is dated 1891, it seems more than likely that the 
data was gathered and compiled several years earlier, so the 1889 salname may well have been the most 
recent count at the time. What is more problematic is the discrepancy in non-Muslim populations. The 
numerical breakdown cited in Cuinet is not from the 1889 salname, as this one does not identify population 
by millet (or foreign status). Ottoman salnames are inconsistent on this point. While one would expect that 
the overall non-Muslim population might fall following completion of railroad construction in the area, it 
seems quite drastic to go from the approximately one-third of the population claimed by Cuinet to about 
3% in the 1893 salname cited by Ulu (around 2,000 out of 59,657). Also, Cuinet puts the number of foreign 
railroad workers at 300-400 (something also seized upon by Ulu). It is also particularly puzzling as it 
includes sharp decreases in local, Ottoman, non-Muslim groups such as Greek Orthodox and Armenians. 
Ulu, 150-51; Cuinet, vol. 4 208-10; Salname-yi Vilâyet-i Hüdavendigâr 18, 204. One possibility is that the 
growing Turkish nationalism of the Committee of Union and Progress (İttihad ve Terakki Cemiyeti) caused 
the adoption of a “homogenization policy,” suggesting a possible deliberate and instrumental 
undercounting of the non-Muslim population even before the expulsion of the Armenians and then Greeks 
during the war and independence struggle. Kemal Yakut, “Eskişehir’de nüfus ve 1916 nüfus istatiği,” 
Kebikeç 15 (2003): 173–83. Using data from the 1322 (1904-1905) Hüdavendigar Vilayet Salname, Güneş 
and Yakut call attention to a larger non-Muslim population than the pre-railroad period, and claim that this 
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employed non-Muslims would have left with the completion of construction, it is also 

quite possible that the two salnames used different counting methodologies or, perhaps, 

held different ideas about who counted as permanent residents. Later population growth 

seems to have taken off, however, with recorded totals of 71,486 in 1900, 72,772 in 1903, 

90,880 in 1906-07, and 90,981 in 1908 in Eskişehir Kaza.324 Notwithstanding the 

relatively small dip immediately following the end of construction, we can see that, after 

decades of relative population stability, the population of Eskişehir Kaza displayed 

remarkable growth in the period during the construction of the railroad and immediately 

after. In fact, the population more than tripled in a quarter century. The railroad was 

making Eskişehir a more important and more prominent city, but also one that was 

significantly larger than before. 

Many of the region’s new residents were muhacirs. Several waves of settling and 

resettling Eskişehir had been underway for a century by the time the railroad arrived.325 

                                                
increase was a direct result of the railroad. Güneş and Yakut, 11. Regardless, it is likely that a certain 
portion of the increased population was made up of non-Muslims, even if the estimated numbers are subject 
to debate. 
324 Ulu 151; Salname-yi Vilâyet-i Hüdavendigâr 34 [a] (Bursa: Hüdavendigâr Vilâyet Matbaası, 1324 
[1906-1907]), 606; Güneş and Yakut, 34. 
325 One estimate holds that muhacirs caused the population of Eskişehir proper (i.e. Eskişehir Merkezi) to 
rise over the course of the nineteenth century from 3,000-4,000 to 15,000 by 1890, and after the increases 
caused by the arrival of the railroad, to 25,000-30,000 on the eve of World War I. Çoruh, 70. For general 
works dealing largely with the muhacirs see Kemal H. Karpat, Ottoman Population, 1830-1914 : 
Demographic and Social Characteristics (Madison, Wis.: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985); Kemal H. 
Karpat, “The Migration of the Bosnian Muslims to the Ottoman State, 1878-1914: An Account Based on 
Turkish Sources,” in Ottoman Bosnia, a History in Peril, ed. Marcus Koller and Kemal H. Karpat, 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2004), 121–40; Kemal H Karpat, “The ‘hijra’ from Russia and 
the Balkans the Process of Self-Definition in the Late Ottoman State,” in Muslim Travellers, Pilgrimage, 
Migration, and the Religious Imagination, ed. Dale F Eickelman and James Piscatori (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1990), 131–52; Alexandre Toumarkine, les migrations des polulations Musulmanes 
Balkaniques en Anatolie (1876-1913), vol. 13, Cahiers Du Bosphore (Istanbul: Isis, 1995); Ahmet 
Akgündüz, “Migration to and from Turkey, 1783-1960: Types, Numbers and Ethno-Religious 
Dimensions,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 24, no. 1 (1998): 97–120; David Cameron Cuthell, 
Jr., "The Muhacirin Komisyonu: An Agent in the Transformantion of Ottoman Anatolia 1860-1866," (PhD 
diss., Columbia University,  2005); Justin McCarthy, Death and Exile: The Ethnic Cleansing of Ottoman 
Muslims, 1821-1922 (Princeton, N.J.: Darwin Press, 1995); Isa Blumi, Ottoman Refugees, 1878-1939: 
Migration in a Post-Imperial World (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013).  Gingeras, Sorrowful Shores 
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Nomadic Turkmen and Yörüks were also subject to state-organized settlement from the 

late eighteenth century onward. One reason to settle Anatolian nomads may have been 

the need to bring more land into cultivation there, once the empire started losing lands in 

the Balkans and elsewhere that had had an important role in Ottoman food production.326 

Crimean Tatar settlement also began toward the end of the eighteenth century, to be 

followed by several additional large influxes of muhacirs to the Ottoman Empire.327 

Many of the settlers in the Eskişehir region were Circassian, Abkhaz, or other Caucasian 

groups, such as Chechens, as well as some Crimeans. A number were refugees from the 

Russian crackdown on the Imam Shamil (or Sheikh Shamil) rebellion.328 This was the 

first major wave of migration, with several more to come.  

A particularly large influx of muhacirs arrived in the wake of the war of 1877-

1878. This war was a bitter defeat for the Ottoman Empire at the hands of the Russians, 

Bulgarians, and other Christian separatists. Most of the empire’s European territories 

were lost, as was a significant portion of the sultan’s Caucasian holdings. Many Muslims, 

as well as some Jews, were expelled by the victorious parties and driven into the 

                                                
discusses the importance of muhacirs in the formation of the Turkish Republic. Ellinor Morack's recently 
published monograph based on her dissertation is mainly concerned with the Republican period, but also 
includes a background chapter on late Ottoman migration Ellinor Morack, The Dowry of the State?: The 
Politics of Abandoned Property and the Population Exchange in Turkey, 1921-1945 (Bamberg: University 
of Bamberg Press, 2017), 41-122. 
326 This is suggested in Tunçdilek, 199. 
327 Ibid, 202. 
328 Albek, 28. Giving refuge to members of Imam Shamil’s rebellion against the Russians in the 1850s, 
including, eventually, Shamil himself, “afforded the Ottomans the perfect opportunity to demonstrate to the 
world the legitimacy of the Ottoman State as the protector of Muslims and the Faith under the shelter of 
Islam (Islam-i Pennah) where refuge (dehalet) might be sought.” Cuthell, 134-35. There were, of course, 
also strategic reasons to support Shamil against the Russians, but Cuthell’s point, that the sultan’s 
associating with someone considered such a popular hero throughout the umma (worldwide community of 
Muslims) and, indeed, portraying himself as his and his movement’s protector had enormous and global 
propaganda value, is well taken. 
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remaining Ottoman lands.329 Imperial authorities, up to and including the sultan, urged 

locals to follow an Islamic obligation to take displaced co-religionists into the land of the 

caliphate.330 Of course, in many cases local Muslims, as well as non-Muslims, of 

Anatolia did make great efforts to come to the aid of the new arrivals. Nevertheless, the 

absorption of so many migrants was an enormous strain on already overtaxed resources. 

They generally arrived in a destitute state, needing to be fed, clothed, and sheltered.331 

Disease among the muhacirs, including smallpox and typhus, was also a serious 

concern.332 In 1860, the Muhacir Commission was formed, mainly to try to provide these 

necessities, taking over the role that had largely been performed by mosques up until 

then.333     

The problems associated with the muhacirs were particularly noticeable in points 

of entry such as port cities. These included Anatolia’s major ports, Istanbul and Izmir, as 

well as the Black Sea ports, until the overburdening of these generally much smaller 

towns caused the rerouting of ships carrying the refugees to Istanbul.334 The Muhacir 

Commission’s project of “clearing the cities” and settling people in the countryside was 

considered a success, and the original Muhacir Commission was abolished in 1865. This 

only lasted a few years before a new body called the Muhacirin İdaresi (Refugee 

Administration) was formed. Thereafter, a succession of a few different agencies with 

                                                
329 For the history of settlement of various villages and mahalles (neighborhoods) of Eskişehir by muhacirs, 
see Albek, 27-30. An estimated 1.5 million muhacirs came from the Balkans alone in the aftermath 1877-
78 war, in addition to hundreds of thousands killed. Karpat, Ottoman Population, 75. 
330  Kemal H. Karpat, The Politicization of Islam: Reconstructing Identity, State, Faith, and Community in 
the Late Ottoman State (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 343. There was great propaganda value in 
being perceived as the “refuge of Islam,” as can be seen in the Ottomans’ giving refuge to those associated 
with the Imam Shamil rebellion, as noted above.  
331 Cuinet, vol. 4, 309. 
332 Cuthell, 3. 
333 Ibid, 102.  
334 Karpat, Ottoman Population, 66; Cuthell, 102. 
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essentially the shared function of refugee settlement was in existence for the rest of the 

empire’s lifetime. The continuation of bodies that performed the same work demonstrates 

a continued need to manage settlement.335 In addition, provinces had their own similar 

agencies and much of the resettlement management was done on the local level. 

When the railroad was built, many muhacirs had been in the Ottoman Empire for 

over a decade, but were not yet permanently settled. Following the Muhacir 

Commission’s336 recommendations, many were resettled beside the railroad.337 The 

majority, it was hoped, would farm the agricultural lands in the region. Others were 

settled along the line to provide a workforce for its construction.338 In ten years alone 

30,000 were settled in this way along the railroads. The goal of using them to develop 

underused lands often paid off. In the regions of the Anatolian Railroad alone, 

agricultural production rose 174%.339  

The actual settling of migrants, beyond some general stipulations by the central 

government, such as that they be settled near the railroad, often fell to local muhacir 

commissions.340 The land upon which the muhacirs were settled by the local muhacir 

commission was a combination of unclaimed and unused land, as well as state-owned 

lands, including those of the imperial waqfs (evkaf-ı hümayun). There were also 

                                                
335 Gingeras, Sorrowful Shores, 192, n.71; Cuthell, 248-50. 
336 At that time constituted as the “High Islamic Immigration Commission,” with typical Hamidian official 
preference for Islam. The majority of muhacirs had always been Muslims, although the proportion rose 
higher as time went on. Kapat, “Hijra,” 137-38; Shaw and Shaw 116-17.  
337 BOA, Y.A.RES 54/15 (7 Şaban, 1308/March 18, 1891). I am grateful to Ella Fratantuono for pointing 
this source out to me. For more on the Muhacir Commission (Muhacir Komisyonu) see Cuthell; Ahmet 
Cevat Eren, Türkiyeʼde göç ve göçmen meseleleri, tanzimat devri, ilk kurulan Göçmen Komisyonu, 
çıkarılan tüzükler (Istanbul: Nurgök Matbaasi, 1966). 
338 Karpat, Ottoman Population, 76. 
339 Quataert, “19 yy’da demiryolları,”1631. Most of the region’s agriculture was based on cereal grains. 
340 According to Cuthell: “Primary responsibility for the care and welfare of immigrants fell on the local 
governments.” While Cuthell’s research is on the 1860s, the frequent involvement of local officials and 
bodies demonstrates that this was still largely true in the 1890s and 1900s. Cuthell, 98.  
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charitable donations, including some by large landowners, such as a Hacı Mehmed Ağa 

and an Abdullah Efendi recorded as donors of 540 dönüms between Eskişehir and 

Ankara.341 

As refugees without many local ties, the muhacirs were, by and large, among the 

least influential local residents, and were generally impoverished. Another factor 

disempowering the muhacirs was the Ottoman state policy of separating them from their 

leaders. Prominent notables or village chiefs were settled apart from the people of their 

former communities. Often a payment was given in order to sweeten the situation, 

although the state could resort to force to achieve the same goal at times. This tactic was 

used particularly frequently with the Circassians, who were always considered the most 

potentially restive of the migrants.342 Thus even when a muhacir community did have a 

few wealthy members, they were often able to exert only limited influence on local 

affairs. The government’s policy of settling them in their own villages or neighborhoods 

likely furthered their disconnection from the larger community. Even in the case of the 

relatively weak position of the muhacirs in Ottoman society, however, they were not 

completely marginalized from developments. Through petitions and attempts at 

community organization, they, too, were among the forces shaping the railroad 

neighborhood and the industrialization brought by the train.  

This growing population also heralded increased diversification and urbanization. 

While the prevailing narrative has evolved into one of the assimilation of the muhacirs 

into Turkishness, they were, in fact, an extremely diverse group. 343 Among the ethnicities 

                                                
341 Güneş and Yakut, 40.  
342 Karpat, Ottoman Population, 75. 
343 The way in which this identity was constructed, and at times more contested than is remembered, is told 
in  Gingeras, Sorrowful Shores. 
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represented by Balkan migrants were many ethnic Turks, but also Pomaks (Bulgarian-

speaking Muslims), Crimean Tatars (including many who became refugees twice over, 

having resettled from Crimea to the Bulgarian and Romanian Black Sea coastal region of 

Dobruja), Bosniaks, Muslim Roma, and Albanians. The muhacirs from the Caucasus 

were composed mainly of the dozen or so related ethnicities and sub-ethnicities which are 

commonly grouped under the label of “Circassian” (such as Adyghe, Abkhaz, 

Kabardians) as well as smaller numbers of other Muslim groups, such as Chechens and 

Karachay.344 As for railroad workers, many of the unskilled laborers came from great 

distances, often on foot, to work on the railroad. Generally, these were Turks or Kurds 

who came from elsewhere in Anatolia, but sometimes they came from as far as Central 

Iran, as in the case of Shirazis who came to Konya seeking work in 1904.345  

 

Urbanization and Land Use 
Urbanization was typified by the growth of new types of spaces and institutions. 

These included hotels, cafes, theater performances, the formation of a police department 

specifically for the train station, and the hiring of a number of post and telegraph 

workers, including two of the latter with foreign language training.346 Perhaps most 

important to Eskişehir’s increasing prominence, it would now be economically and 

culturally tied to Istanbul as never before. It went from being a place that took the better 

                                                
344 This diversity is frequently remarked upon, see, for example, Karpat, Ottoman Population, Gingeras, 
Sorrowful Shores, Antonina Zhelyazkova Akgündüz, “Islamization in the Balkans as a Historiographical 
Problem: The Southeast European Perspective,” in The Ottomans and the Balkans: A Discussion of  
Historiography, ed. Fikret Adanır and Suraiya Faroqhi (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 223–66; Isa Blumi, 
Reinstating the Ottomans: Alternative Balkan Modernities, 1800-1912 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2011).  
345 Quataert , Social Disintegration, 74. 
346 Güneş and Yakut, 10. 
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part of two weeks’ journey from the Ottoman capital over roads that were often in poor 

repair, not to mention dangerous due to rampant banditry, to one reachable within a day. 

The effects of bringing the formerly remote town into Istanbul’s orbit will be addressed 

throughout this chapter. This change was a permanent one. Eskişehir has remained 

closely tied to Istanbul to this day.  

The railroad and its surrounding buildings were bound to change the urban form 

of Eskişehir itself. While on an 1891 inspection of the railroad, the German Marshal 

Baron Colmar von der Goltz described a local dispute over siting the railroad station.347 

Those Goltz disparagingly characterized as “progressives” wanted it built downhill from 

the older town and north of the Porsuk River. This would, in the process, expand the 

urban, settled, area beyond the current city, and into the abutting pastureland. Those 

belonging to the corresponding conservative faction, towards whom Goltz was more 

sympathetic, wanted to build the station in the existing transportation quarter, among the 

hans (caravanserais). This location, however, lying between the older, upper, section of 

Eskişehir (the Odunpazarı neighborhood) and the lower, newer, section of the city, was 

not spacious enough for both the station and the repair and maintenance facility, so the 

location that would expand the city into the surrounding pastures was chosen instead.348 

As was also previously mentioned, the placement of the station altered Eskişehir’s city 

form. It also reoriented Eskişehir’s transportation axis, as the train came through this new 

                                                
347 This was the (in)famous “Goltz Paşa,” who served as an adviser for the purpose of modernizing the 
Ottoman army for three decades, and ultimately died of cholera in Iraq in 1916. Yerçil, 60-62; Edward J. 
Erickson, Ordered to Die: A History of the Ottoman Army in the First World War (Westport, Connecticut: 
Greenwood Press, 2001), 9-10.; ibid, 51. 
348 BOA, T.DMI 918/14 ( 13 Receb, 1307/March 5, 1890); Colmar von der Goltz, Anatolische Ausflüge: 
Reisebilder (Berlin: Schall & Grund, 1896), 175. Its placement at the edge of town fit a larger international 
pattern, with the European trend toward having stations at the edge of town, in contrast to the coach station 
at the center. The station could thus feel like “an alien appendage,” to quote Schivelbusch, 171.  
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district into which the town was expanding. The railroad repair and storage facility were 

the most space- intensive of the new establishments that prevented the railroad station 

from being built near the town’s existing travel hub. 

German travelers, such as Major Max Schlagintweit or Joseph Grunzel, surveyed 

the area shortly after the beginning of railroad construction. They described Eskişehir as 

quickly growing, and made a note of the established population up the hill in the old 

town, the newer muhacirs in the new town, spread along the plain, and the Europeans 

settled around the train station, also in the new town.349 Schlagintweit suggested the 

“complex demographic structure of the city was an ideal area for ethnographic 

studies.”350 He and many others also saw the role of meerschaum extraction as a reason 

for Eskişehir’s growing importance, further facilitated by the construction of the 

railroad.351 

The settling of muhacirs in the “new” part of town, that is, by the river, also 

carried the problem that a significant amount of this land was actually swampland. Apart 

from affecting the ability to grow crops, late-nineteenth century travelers referred to the 

land near the riverbank as a “wet desert,” but malaria posed a major health threat to the 

settlers.352 For these reasons, numerous villages intended for muhacirs were abandoned as 

they sought settlement elsewhere. In many cases this led to encroachment on the lands of 

existing residents, something that will be discussed in the next chapter.353 

                                                
349 Özyüksel, Berlin-Baghdad, 31-32; Ibid, 68. 
350 Cited in Ibid, 31. 
351 Ibid. 
352 Albek, 150. 
353 Tunçdilek, 205-07. 
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Figure 7: A map of Eskişehir by the Office of the Ottoman Military General Staff (Erkan-i Harbiye) from 1312 (1894-
1895). Note the area taken up by the railroad station and neighboring related buildings spreading into formerly 

undeveloped lands to the northwest of town. 354 

                                                
354 Reproduced from Albek, 313.  
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The station itself was built upon 80 dönüms (approximately 73,600 square meters) 

of land expropriated by the state for the purpose.355 The station became the anchor of an 

incipient industrial zone. In addition to the station, this parcel included a factory, a 

dormitory for station workers, and a locomotive depot.356 The development of this land 

sparked a process of pushing the physical boundaries of the city outward (which has 

continued to the present so that the railroad station, on the fringes of town in the late 

nineteenth century, is actually rather centrally-located now).  

Figure 8: Postcard of the street in front of Eskişehir’s station labeled: “Grand Rue de la Gar.”357 

In addition to local disputes over the siting of the station within Eskişehir, there 

was also some conflict between the railroad and local authorities and residents over 

property ownership. One of the terms of the Anatolian Railroad concession permitted the 

                                                
355 A Plan of the station can be found in BOA, T.DMI 1050/97 (21 Cemâziyelevvel, 1325/ July 2, 1907). 
356 Efe, Eskişehir Demiryolu, 63-64. 
357 Levend Kılıç, 7. 
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railroad company to expropriate a large amount of land. Rather than a straightforward 

imposition from above, however, we see land use becoming a field of contention. 

Doubtless many had no appeal to the plans being made for lands that they owned or used. 

In other cases, however, there was clearly some room for negotiation between a variety of 

actors and combinations thereof, including the railroad company, central and local 

officials, and residents of varying social statuses and interests. 

Some such matters were still unsettled by 1895, three years after the beginning of 

train service to Eskişehir. Local authorities and residents repeatedly complained that the 

railroad company had seized both private and public property for its own use, according 

to a letter sent from the Railroad Management Office of the Commerce and Public Works 

Ministry to the Interior Ministry. 358 The letter reminded the ministry this was contrary to 

agreements between the company and the Ottoman state. The local muhtar 

(neighborhood head) and residents petitioned the Grand Vizierate for an order that the 

railroad company cease overstepping the boundaries of the land it had expropriated. The 

disputed land included not only farmland and pastures, but also residential property and 

public and private roads. This struggle over land use reflects a multi-directional 

competition over the form that increased urbanization would take. The apparent 

difference in interpretation over the company’s land ownership reveals local people’s 

contestation of company actions. This issue was still not solved a year later, as Ottoman 

officials called for an investigation into local claims that the railroad company was once 

again appropriating land and blocking off public roads near the station.359  

                                                
358 BOA, DH.MKT 414/23 (26 Safer, 1313/August 18, 1895) 
359 BOA, ŞD 1206/54 (25 Rebîülâhir, 1314/Oct. 3, 1896). 
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These disputes were not confined to the town, as can be seen in the dispute 

between the railroad company, the state, and a landowner, Hacı Ahmed Ağa. Some of 

Hacı Ahmed’s land had already been expropriated for the railroad, but according to his 

allegations, the railroad company had trespassed beyond the land allocated to it into other 

land including some sown fields. Further complicating questions of ownership and proper 

use, the reports of the Commerce and Public Works Ministry remind that the expropriated 

land now belonged to the state, and that the railroad company used it as a tenant.360 

Disputes and ambiguities over these property issues indicate a complex negotiation 

among various actors rather than an imposition from a distant and monolithic power, 

whether it be state or the foreign railroad company, whose interests did not always 

correspond, in any case.   

During the planning and construction phases, the exact route to be followed by the 

railroad was, at times, controversial. During the earliest construction phase, in 1889 and 

1890, local residents petitioned to shift a planned railroad bridge 200 to 300 meters from 

its intended site. A man named Halil, as the chosen representative of the local residents, 

submitted the petition by telegram.361 Over a month later, various pieces of 

correspondence between the interior ministry and Hüdavendigar Vilayet indicate that 

Halil’s petition had still not been resolved.362 It appears this petition was viewed 

negatively by local officials, however, as a report (mazbata) from the Eskişehir 

Kaymakamlık (district) to the Kütahya Mutasarrıflık (sancak) issued two weeks later 

                                                
360 BOA, T.DMI 935/85 (17 Şevval, 1310/May 4, 1893). 
361 The petition is mentioned in an interior ministry document, BOA, DH.MKT 1696/11 (15 Cemâziyelâhir, 
1307/February 6, 1890). 
362 BOA, DH.MKT 1708/132 (25 Receb, 1307/March 17, 1890), BOA, T.DMI 918/29 (16 Receb, 
1307/March 8, 1890). 
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dismissed Halil and his cohort’s efforts, citing the “unnecessary” nature of the petition 

and referring to the complaint as an “annoyance,” in light of the enclosed map showing 

the best route marked by a red line.363 Despite this rejection at the local level, it is notable 

that the request of a segment of the local population for a route that was contrary to the 

officially chosen route was taken seriously at a number of government levels, including 

the Hüdavendigar Vilayet, the Interior Ministry, and the Ticaret ve Nafi’a (Commerce 

and Public Works) Ministry. Popular pressure was powerful enough to keep this issue 

one that required continued attention of multiple state departments and administrative 

levels. Such correspondence indicates that, while the building of infrastructure remained 

a top-down project, it was subject to bottom-up pressure and it was at least conceivable 

that adjustments could be made to preexisting plans to consider local needs or 

preferences. 

Many local landowners and notables also attempted to influence the route of the 

railroad so that it would be built on their property, as this entitled them to compensation. 

This was a strong enough incentive, according to Goltz, for them to give up even very 

productive land, when it would have been more practical to route the railroad through 

less fertile lands of nearby muhacir farmers. These newcomers, who had, for the most 

part, lost whatever material possessions they had in their flight, made up a largely 

impoverished and powerless social group with few local ties. Thus they were easily 

outmaneuvered by the elites who needed the compensation less and whose lands’ 

productivity was a greater loss for the agriculture of the region.364 Beneficiaries of 

                                                
363 BOA, T.DMI 918/14. Unfortunately, the map is no longer enclosed with the document at the Ottoman 
Archive.  
364 Goltz, 176. 
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Anatolian Railroad compensation funds further up the line, on their estate in the seaside 

village of Eskihisar in Gebze, included the former Grand Vizier Ibrahim Edhem Paşa, 

and his son, the well-known “Orientalist” late Ottoman painter Osman Hamdi.365 Osman 

Hamdi also served on the board of the Anatolian Railroad, doubtless a desirable position 

also secured by his own and his family’s prominence.366 Not surprisingly, then, the ability 

of Ottoman subjects to influence the route pursued by the railroad seems to have largely 

reproduced existing power relations and broader social inequalities. 

 

The Station and Industrial Spaces 

 
The Repair and Storage Facility  

Eskişehir was chosen as the site of one of the two major repair and storage 

facilities for the Anatolian Railroad. The other was at the line’s terminus at Haydarpaşa 

Station in Istanbul. This facility required a large area, as it would store locomotives and 

train cars while they needed repair, or otherwise out of use. The necessity of this large 

“footprint” upon the land was one of the main reasons for building the railroad district at 

the edge of town, rather than more centrally in the space between the lower and upper 

towns that was the existing nexus of travel and transportation via caravan and han.367 Its 

construction was crucial in bringing about the industrial transformation of Eskişehir.368 

                                                
365 Ibid, 76. Also cited in Yerçil, 155-56. 
366 Yerçil, 156-57. 
367 Goltz, 175. The “storage” facility seems to refer to both storage for the Anatolian Railroad Company 
itself (locomotives, wagons, any train related equipment), and storage of goods transported along the 
railroad, considered to be “superior facilities” compared to those at other stations. Quataert, “Limited 
Revolution,” 149, n.19. 
368 Albek, 164. 
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The Eskişehir facility, which was completed in 1894, employed 420 workers, 

about 80% of whom were Turks.369 As was the usual practice of foreign-owned Ottoman 

railroads, it was these Ottoman Muslims who overwhelmingly held the lower-paying, 

more menial positions.370 The well-known writer and journalist Refik Halid, describing 

the operation of the Anatolian Railroad during Ottoman times, claims that there were no 

Turkish managers nor officials performing functions such as inspection, station chiefs, 

telegraph operators or even ticket collectors with the sole exception of Cemal Bey in the 

Erenköy station in Istanbul. He further notes that the only visible jobs performed by 

Turks were those “unfortunates” (biçareler) who worked as signalmen or switchmen 

working in exposed positions along the tracks.371 The upper management and highly 

skilled experts were Europeans, while many middle managers were local Christians. 

Ottoman Christians and Jews were seen as more connected to Europe and more likely to 

have acquired the European languages and other specialized skills qualifying them to 

work as intermediaries. Not all Ottoman non-Muslims were in higher positions than 

Muslims, however. There were also a fair number of Ottoman Christians who performed 

                                                
369 Quataert, Social Disintegration, 79; for his sources, which give slightly different numbers but all 
approximating 80% Turks, see also the endnote, 174, n.38. These sources are a 1904 article in a British 
newspaper (The Times) and one in a 1914 German railroad publication. The approximate similarity 
suggests a stability in overall numbers and in ethnic ration of workers over at least this ten year period. Efe 
cites Quataert, but somehow gets a figure of only 98 Turks out of the 420 employees (although she also 
used the Turkish translation, which I have not examined). Efe, “Eskişehir Demiryolu,” 65.  
370 Quataert, Social Disintegration, 74-75; Peter Mentzel, “Unity and Diversity on Ottoman Railways: A 
Preliminary Report on Technology Transfer and Railway Workers in the Ottoman Empire,” in 
Multicultural Science in the Ottoman Empire, ed. Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu, Kostas Chatzis, and Efthymios 
Nicolaidis, (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepolis, 2003), 149–63. Peter Mentzel, “The ‘Ethnic Division of Labor’ 
on Ottoman Railroads: A Reevaluation,” Turcica 37 (2005): 221–41. Both of the works by Mentzel discuss 
this “ethnic division of labor” but somewhat problematize it as well.  
371 Refik Halit [Karay], Üç nesil üç hayat ([İstanbul]: S. Lûtfi Kitabevi, 1943) 111. 
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manual labor. The ethnic nature of the labor hierarchy of foreign railroads was more of a 

general tendency than a set of codified rules. 372  

Despite the majority of employees being local, the opening of the rail repair 

facility contributed significantly to the expansion of the foreign population. A relatively 

large number of foreigners were sent to Eskişehir as they possessed the expertise that was 

particularly needed for the repairs that would be done in the facility. Between 300 and 

400 additional, mainly French, Italian, Greek, and Swiss engineers, technicians, and 

laborers came to Eskişehir in order to work on the spur lines. These foreigners formed a 

mobile labor force along the railroad, being sent where they were most needed.373 While 

these foreigners were not “locals,” especially as relatively few envisioned permanently 

settling in Eskişehir (although some ended up staying “for many years”),374 they can 

nonetheless be seen as more than simple agents of the railroad company or of foreign 

nations. They contributed, in their own ways and according to their own interests, to the 

complex interplay of social factors at play in modernizing Eskişehir. By 1894 150 entire 

families of foreigners lived in Eskişehir, although this number included more than just the 

railroad employees’ families.375 Others included those who found themselves in Eskişehir 

for the purposes of running “western-style” businesses (such as hotels) or teaching in new 

                                                
372 Peter Mentzel points out that the foreign railroad companies probably had little incentive to train locals, 
and particularly Muslims, for the highly skilled and managerial jobs. Interestingly, he argues that this 
pattern may well have been subverted by a large amount of “on the job training” by foreign employees of 
the local workers. While this may not have resulted in Ottoman Muslims getting different jobs, it would 
have resulted in a broad diffusion of skills needed to run trains and railroad networks. Mentzel, “Unity and 
Diversity”; Mentzel, “Ethnic Division.” 
373 Güneş and Yakut, 33, Cuinet, vol. 4, 210. 
374 Özyüksel, Berlin-Baghdad, 38. 
375 Güneş and Yakut, 33.  
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educational institutions, as well as some German agricultural colonists, among others. 

The coming of the railroad was instrumental in this diversification of the population.376 

 

The Slaughterhouse 
The development surrounding the station was at times chaotic and poorly planned. 

Many muhacirs had recently been settled in the area. This mixed-use construction 

brought potential discord between industrial and residential development. This can be 

observed in the reports of complaints about the smell of a slaughterhouse (selhhane) in 

the residential neighborhood near the railroad station in Eskişehir.377 Residents 

complained about the smell from the assemblage of sheep and goat carcasses in a 

neighborhood filled with houses, hotels, and coffeehouses. These competing uses by 

various local actors as well as the involvement of state authorities through the residents’ 

petition demonstrate a complex and not fully predetermined urban transformation of this 

neighborhood centered on the newly-built station. 

The slaughterhouse followed the common pattern of being built outside of town 

and near a body of water, in this case the Porsuk river. Generally seen as unclean, as well 

as creating sensory nuisances of smells and sounds, slaughterhouses were usually 

separated from residential quarters.378 With the expansion of Eskişehir, much which was 

                                                
376 Ibid, 11. 
377 BOA, DH.MKT 1861/41 (15 Muharrem, 1309/August 21, 1891). The concentration of slaughterhouses 
near railroads for easy transportation, and the attending feared and real health hazards caused by smells and 
polluted water that they caused, were common nineteenth century problems that reached far beyond the 
Ottoman Empire. For comparison, see the complaints of locals against slaughterhouses in rapidly 
urbanizing nineteenth century US railroad neighborhoods in such cities as New York, Chicago, and greater 
Boston. Melanie A. Kiechle, Smell Detectives: An Olfactory History of Nineteenth-Century Urban America 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2017), 202-14. 
378 Antony Greenwood, “Istanbul’s Meat Provisioning: A Study of the Calepkeşan System” (PhD diss., 
University of Chicago, 1988), 48-49; André Raymond, “The Spatial Organization of the City,” in The City 
in the Islamic World, ed. Salma K. Jayyusi et al., vol. 1 (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 64. 
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centered around the station in the former outskirts, development also expanded around 

this slaughterhouse. Newly-built residences considered it an undesirable neighbor.  

Since the station employed 140 personnel of various types, the dormitory alone 

would have qualified it as a small neighborhood.379 In addition to the railroad workers, 

there were many muhacirs settled in this neighborhood. By 1895 these muhacirs had built 

more than eighty houses in the new neighborhood they named Hamidiye in honor of the 

sultan. They also built a neighborhood mosque (mescid) and a school.380 The overall 

population was enumerated as 319.381 They had managed to forge their own community 

in the shadow of the train station and its attendant businesses and industries. As they were 

newcomers with relatively little local clout, however, it may have been easier to build 

their neighborhood near a “bad neighbor,” such as the slaughterhouse. 

 

Economic Effects 
Railroads are often seen as exemplifying the late Ottoman state’s prioritization of 

military needs over commercial and economic ones. The Anatolian Railroad is no 

exception.382 The economic impact along the route was enormous, nonetheless, especially 

in railroad centers such as Eskişehir. The following section examines some of the 

economic consequences of railroad-driven change, specifically in agriculture and mining.  

                                                
379 Efe, Eskişehir Demiryolu, 63-64. The personnel were quite often Greek or Armenian, according to Efe. 
380 The information on the Hamidiye neighborhood comes from an Interior Ministry tezkere (memorandum) 
dated 8 Şevval 1312 (April 4, 1895). This document is cited in Cahit Bilim, “XIX Y.Y.’da Eskişehir’de Bir 
Mahalle Ad Verilmesi ve Mahallenin Demografik Yapısı,” in Tarihte Eskişehir Sempozyumu - I (2-4 Kasım 
1998) (Eskişehir: Anadolu Üniversitesi Edebiyat Fakültesi, 2001), 62.   
381 Ibid, 63-66. The document Bilim uses for this statistic is dated 18 Zilkade 1312, or April 30, 1895, only 
a few weeks later than the previous document. 
382 Quataert, “Age of Reforms,” 814. 
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Agriculture 
Agriculture had been the main livelihood of most of the area’s residents for 

centuries. Despite the economic diversification and relative industrialization brought by 

the railroad, this remained true during the period in question. Muhacirs, particularly those 

from the Balkans, brought new agricultural methods with them, including new ways of 

draining swamps for increasing agricultural lands. Agricultural loans brought new 

financial structuring and encouraged the increased farming of crops for export, rather 

than for subsistence or local markets.383 As previously mentioned, one of the main 

rationales for settling muhacirs along large portions of the Anatolian Railroad, including 

in the Eskişehir region, was to develop previously under-cultivated agricultural land. The 

products of this newly increased cultivation could then be easily transported and exported 

by the railroad. The railroad played a central role in migrant settlement, and the migrants 

were key to the socioeconomic transformation of the region.  

Eskişehir’s grain also attained greater importance during World War I. Although 

the region’s potential as a supplier of grain to the capital had already been noted, in 

particular due to the greater ease of transportation that came from being on the railroad, it 

was not until wartime exigencies created a greater demand in Istanbul for Anatolian grain 

that these internal exports hit a higher level.384 Anatolian wheat, in particular, could free 

Istanbul of dependence on imported Russian or Romanian grain, substituting local crops 

for those grown by wartime enemies.  

                                                
383 The overall growth in value of Anatolian exports during the entire Hamidian period, 1876-1908, was 
about 45%. Throughout the period the proportion of agriculture included within these export figures 
hovered around 40%. Quataert, “Reform and Agriculture,” 18-20. 
384 Kemal Yakut, “Meşrutiyet’ten Cumhuriyet’e Eskişehir’de Kurulan Anonim Şirketler,” in I. Uluslarası 
Dünden Bugüne Eskişehir Sempozyumu: Siyasal, Ekonomik, Sosyal ve Kültürel Yapı (Eskişehir: Anadolu 
Üniversitesi Edebiyat Fakültesi, 2005), 144. 
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Another major factor in the increased monetization of agriculture throughout the 

Ottoman Empire was the foundation of the Agricultural Bank (Ziraat Bankası), which 

enabled farmers to borrow toward larger-scale development, and encouraged them 

toward growing cash crops. The Agricultural Bank’s terms were not always beneficial to 

illiterate and smaller agriculturalists. In addition to unfamiliar bureaucratic paperwork 

needed from both local officials and the bank, the interest charged was such that a 

borrower finding himself in prolonged unfavorable agricultural conditions might well be 

forced to default. According to Cumberbatch, the British consul in Ankara in 1894, 

“whenever a farmer needs pecuniary assistance, the conditions are so onerous, the 

formalities so complicated, and the interest demanded so high,--ranging from 15 to 20 

p.c.,-- that in most cases his connection with the bank ends in the confiscation of his 

property.”385 These high interests rates, however, were said to be far less than those 

charged by the moneylenders who had been the only previously available source of credit 

in rural Central Anatolia.386 Before the Agricultural Bank, default was common and often 

led to the dispossession of Anatolian cultivators from their lands, either staying on as 

sharecroppers and working for the moneylenders who would have acquired the rights to 

land ownership or having to depart altogether.387  

The bank loaned over 600 million kuruş to approximately 800,000 Anatolian 

cultivators between 1889 and 1907.388 The Agricultural Bank also aided in the process of 

transforming the agricultural economy from one of local markets to empire-wide and 

                                                
385 Cited in Quataert, “Reform and Agriculture,” 136-37. 
386 Şevket Pamuk, A Monetary History of the Ottoman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 222. 
387E. Attila Aytekin, “Cultivators, Creditors and the State: Rural Indebtedness in the Nineteenth Century 
Ottoman Empire.” Journal of Peasant Studies 35, no.2 (2008): 29. 
388 Quataert, Reform and Agriculture,” 139-40; Ibid, 375-76. 
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even international ones. While on the surface the bank can be seen as representing the 

imposition of a central institution on the provinces, it is also important to note that the 

bank established over 400 branches in the administrative centers of the sancaks and even 

kazas. The local bank councils were mainly composed of the region’s wealthier 

individuals, with the exception of a centrally appointed director and assistant director. 389 

This situation gave at least the most powerful of local actors control over agricultural 

development, and thus ensured continuity of power relations between different local 

residents. While the local bank councils may have empowered certain local wealthy and 

influential personages, it did so at the expense of the less wealthy of the region, over 

whom the wealthy now had even more leverage. 

In addition to being an efficient means of exporting increasingly commercialized 

agriculture, and thus being another instrument of the same economic transformation as 

the agricultural bank, the train was also a means of importing new agricultural machinery 

and tools. In 1906, Huguenin sent a memo to a number of stations that this machinery be 

given a 50% reduction from standard railroad rates. As the junction for the equipment 

being sent to different branches of the line, the Eskişehir station was particularly 

important as a distribution point, once again proving the usefulness of its location.390  

The Anatolian Railroad Company, as was the case with some other foreign-owned 

Ottoman railroads, not only transported agricultural equipment but also acted as an agent 

for the sale and repair of some European-manufactured plows and other machines.391 

Initially, the new agricultural technology tended to be less sophisticated in the Central 

                                                
389 Ibid, 133. 
390 BOA, T.DMI 1044/2(29 Cemâziyelâhir, 1324/ August 20, 1906). 
391 Quataert, “Reform and Agriculture,” 157. For a similar arrangement involving the Izmir-Aydın and 
Izmir-Kasaba lines see ibid, 164. 
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Anatolian plateau, which Eskişehir sits on the edge of, than in the rich agricultural areas 

near the Aegean coast. Apparently, this was due to a lack of familiarity with new 

machines and tools on the part of locals, as well as less confidence by manufacturers and 

distributors in the region’s productivity. As productivity increased with the train, this 

slowly changed and even the more sophisticated machines were sold in Central 

Anatolia.392 As the muhacirs, in particular those from the Balkans, were accustomed to 

more “advanced” agricultural implements, such as iron plows, they also drove up demand 

for the importation of certain tools and machines, perhaps more than the sellers had 

expected.393 Here we can see a clear case of local demand as one of the main drivers of 

agricultural modernization, rather than an idea that had to be imported along with the 

machines that would make it possible. 

 

Minerals and Mining 
While Eskişehir’s grain exports increased, they were not as important as those of 

Ankara and Konya. For Eskişehir, mineral wealth, instead, attracted commercial 

attention. Meerschaum was the most important, though not the only, mineral extracted 

from the Eskişehir region’s soils. It was also one of the most lucrative exports.   

 Meerschaum, German for “sea foam” which it is said to resemble, is a carvable 

stone composed of magnesium silicate, best known as the most sought-after material for 

making pipes. While it occurs in various locations worldwide (including Kenya, Central 

Europe, and New Mexico) the highest-grade desirable for making meerschaum pipes is 

                                                
392 Ibid, 172. 
393 Çoruh, 73. 
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found mainly in Anatolia, particularly in the area around Eskişehir.394 In Turkish it is 

known as lületaşı, literally “pipe stone.” This stone was one of the most lucrative of 

Anatolian exports at the turn of the twentieth century. According to a British Foreign 

Office estimate of Anatolian mineral production and pricing that was conducted in 1909-

1910, meerschaum production occurred at a relatively small annual rate of 115 metric 

tons. This amount, in turn, was valued at £61,306, a rate of £533 per metric ton. This was 

far more than the next most valuable Anatolian mineral product, pandermite, which sold 

for just under £7 per metric ton.395 

 According to an 1894 estimate, a workforce of 5,000 was employed mining for 

meerschaum in the environs of Eskişehir.396 While contemporary sources describe its 

mining using “methods…unchanged for centuries” and as “the most primitive and 

arduous system,”397 the market for meerschaum was changing due to rising European 

demand and easy transportation via the railroad. The railroad connected even this most 

“traditional” of occupations to modern markets.  

 Nearly all the meerschaum bound for Europe was sent to Vienna where it was 

sold for prices based on the quality of the stone.398 The increased demand and ease of 

transportation could lead to wealth for those with Viennese connections, as evidenced by 

                                                
394 Albek, 18-19. 
395 Foreign Office figures cited in Owen, 213. 
396 Cuinet, vol. 4, 21. A similar number is given by a 1908 U.S. State Department report cited in Quataert, 
Social Disintegration, 42. The geologist Edmund Naumann, however, estimated nearly 10,000 meerschaum 
miners in the region in his account of his Anatolian Railroad Company-sponsored trip in the early 1890s, 
leaving us with quite a broad range of estimates for the size of this particular labor force. Naumann cited in 
Çoruh, 75. 
397 “Meerschaum Mining,” in Boston Daily Globe, August 12, 1906, 9. Çoruh, however, finds that 
meerschaum mining only became a significant part of the local economy toward then end of the eighteenth 
century, Çoruh, 70. This suggests the Globe’s assertion of a process unchanged for “centuries” might be 
based on nothing more than an assumption on the correspondent’s part.  
398 Cuinet, vol. 4, 23; Çoruh, 71.  
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Goltz’s comments on the opulence of a successful meerschaum trader’s home along with 

his family’s lifestyle being modeled on European high-society.399 As in many late 

Ottoman Anatolian economic sectors, the local Armenians and Greeks (Rum) were the 

main merchants to sell to the European market. They would first sell to German agents in 

Istanbul, who would in turn send it to be sold again in Vienna.400 As the means of 

conveyance of this valuable mineral, the Anatolian Railroad served as the link between 

Eskişehir and the European market. 

 While meerschaum was the best-known and most profitable mineral in the region, 

it was not the only significant one. Fuller’s clay was in demand as a cleansing agent. 

“Fulling,” now a mostly obsolete term as the process has been replaced by industrial 

means, refers to the cleansing and degreasing of textiles, in particular those made of 

wool, during their manufacture. As can be guessed from its name, fuller’s clay was 

frequently used to clean wool, but it had a number of other uses. It was also used “in the 

service of cleanliness in the homes of many Turkish ladies,” (i.e., as a household 

cleaner),401 and “as a soap throughout the whole country.”402    

The fuller’s clay in the Eskişehir region forms as a layer above magnesium 

silicate, so the same regional geochemistry that formed meerschaum also created 

conditions for the fuller’s clay deposits.403 The kaza of Mihalıççık, a part of Ankara 

Province on the boundary of Eskişehir Kaza,404 was particularly well-known for its 

                                                
399 Goltz, 176-77. 
400 Çoruh, 76. 
401 Cuinet, vol. 4, 20. 
402 Charles Texier, Asie Mineure : description géographique, historique et archéologique des provinces et 
des villes de la Chersonnèse d’Asie. (Paris: Firmin Didot frères, fils et Cie, 1862), 410. 
403 Cuinet, vol. 4, 20. 
404 Although Mihalıççık was later transferred administratively to Eskişehir, as mentioned earlier in this 
chapter. BOA, DH.MUİ 14-2/25 (29 Şevval, 1327/April 13, 1909); BOA, DH.İ.UM 45-1/7; BOA, 
DH.İ.UM 45-3/38. 
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fuller’s clay. Locals had mined the fuller’s clay there “since long ago.” They were 

generally able to dig up 10,000-12,000 liras worth of fuller’s clay annually. There was 

enough interest and enough hope for increased profits that, in 1909, the Ottoman state put 

up to bid a concession to modernize and reorganize the mining and export of fuller’s clay. 

This was necessitated by increased demand.405 Other minerals that were important to the 

region’s economy included chromium and, another magnesium-based compound, 

magnesite.406 Mineral wealth, especially meerschaum, spread the Eskişehir region’s fame 

along ever-more connected networks of communication and transportation, to even 

distant corners of the world.    

 

New Occupations in the Old City: Effects of Railroad-Driven Modernization and 
Industrialization on Making a Living in Eskişehir 

As the direct employer of hundreds in Eskişehir alone, the railroad was itself a 

major source of new occupations. Jobs in engineering, construction, repair, brakemen, 

signalmen, station attendants, railroad company managers, etc., opened new and 

previously unseen categories of employment to locals and recent transplants alike. The 

railroad was also, directly or indirectly, influential to many other professions. Some of 

the new occupations include those responsible for creating, managing, and working for 

hotels, local newspapers, cafes, and other types of modern businesses which appeared in 

the wake of, and largely due to, the arrival of the railroad. Another example concerns 

local transportation in a form that has proven extraordinarily long-lasting in Turkey, the 

dolmuş, or shared taxi. 

                                                
405 BOA, DH.İD 139/12 (29 Şevval1327/October 13, 1909. 
406 Efe, “Eskişehir’de Krom ve Magnezit.” 
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Figure 9: Advertisement from Nimet, August 16, 1912 

 

Local Transportation 
An advertisement in Nimet in 1912 sheds some light on the new transportation 

possibilities opened by the railroad beyond the train itself, and perhaps the birth of a 

Turkish public transportation institution. Offering a reasonably priced service to 

respectable people (ahali-yi muhtereme) makinist Ali Bey, the announcement states, 

drives along a number of fixed routes in his automobile, a vehicle that cannot have been 
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common in 1912 Eskişehir. Daily trips between the train station, Köprübaşı, and 

Odunpazarı were on offer. Additionally, Ali Bey provided customers with weekly service 

to various outlying parts of the kaza, Seyitgazi, Sivrihisar, and Gaziziye. On Fridays and 

Sundays, he would be available to be chartered to other destinations of the customer’s 

choice, of which some examples are listed. A chart is provided of the price list, which 

includes different prices by destination and for points in between.407 On the whole this 

roughly quarter- page announcement reads like nothing so much as the birth 

announcement of the now ubiquitous Turkish dolmuş (shared, fixed-route taxi).408 

Though not necessarily the first time such a service was offered, it may well have been 

the first time in Eskişehir someone used a motor vehicle for this purpose. The detailed 

descriptions of the nature of the services offered by makinist Ali Bey and instructions on 

acquiring and paying for these services, suggest these were not yet familiar practices to 

many people.  

It is particularly appropriate that the train station was one of the main hubs from 

which Ali Bey offered his services. With neither the financing available nor the 

prioritization of spur lines except in a couple of select cases (Kütahya, Adapazarı), it was 

up to entrepreneurs and other local actors to provide equivalent service. While the 

automobile was also an imported technology, and the shared taxi hardly a concept unique 

to this case, the way in which we see it used addresses specific local needs. With no spur 

                                                
407 “Ahali-yi muhteremeye gayet ehven bir teshilat,” Nimet 1:45 (1 Şaban 1330/August 3 1328 [Rumi 
calendar]/ August 16, 1912), 4. 
408 Sinan Yıldırmaz dates the birth of the dolmuş to the mid-twentieth century, when municipal 
transportation could no longer keep pace with the burgeoning unofficial construction (gecekondus) that the 
steady stream of migrants from the countryside were building and settling in. Sinan Yıldırmaz, Politics and 
the Peasantry in Post-War Turkey: Social History, Culture and Modernization (London: I. B. Tauris, 
2017), 101. Even if it was not the beginning of regular service, one can see Ali Bey’s enterprise filling a 
need that would continue.  



 178 

lines, other than the short line to Kütahya, which branched shortly beyond Eskişehir from 

the Konya line, and no streetcar or other mass transit system in Eskişehir, those with 

automobiles, such as makinist Ali Bey, could offer a niche solution to specific local 

requirements. With apparently good enough roads to selected destinations within the 

kaza, the station was thus connected to a number of points in the hinterland. Ali Bey’s 

services connected long-distance to local transportation. He was a guide at the interface 

between the larger world and the local one. In doing so, he demonstrates an example of 

what is sometimes referred to as “multiple mobilities.”409 Unlike much of the literature 

that contrasts “modern” and “premodern” mobilities, since clearly both the train and 

automobile were quite modern, this contrast is more along the lines of one between a 

local and long-distance one, and, complementarily, a difference between one that was 

personally, perhaps entrepreneurially, driven with one that was imposed top-down by a 

central government and an internationally-based railroad company. In contrasting these 

mobilities, we can find another example of the new technoscape being simultaneously 

and dialectically defined by forces from both above and below. 

Ali Bey’s profession is one that clearly has had great staying power in Anatolia, 

as anyone who has been to Turkey and ridden on its vast fleets of dolmuş and fixed-route 

minibuses can attest. While these continue to thrive parallel to other modes of transport in 

urban areas, in many rural areas around Turkey they are the primary means of public 

transportation, demonstrating the continued importance and practicality of this local 

adaptation. As in Ali Bey’s day, their routes are often based at, or frequently pass 

through, longer-distance transportation centers (such as bus and ferry terminals, airports, 

                                                
409 This is the primary subject of Huber; see also Varady. 
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train stations, etc.). The train station as a focal point of the town’s transportation sector 

did not always serve as the beginning or ending point for the traveler. Instead it could be 

combined with new forms of intermodal transport, such as this ancestor of the dolmuş. 

The station served as the hub to the spokes of onward transportation. In integrating new 

forms of transportation, new occupations can also be seen as contributing to the economic 

impact created by railroad-enabled modernization.   

 

Modernization and its Discontents: Threats to Existing Livelihoods, the Case of the 
Katırcıs 

With changing means of transportation there was, as could be expected, a 

displacement of those who made their living from older means of transportation. Goltz 

takes note of an exception to his depiction of the railroad as something that was almost 

universally embraced by the people of Eskişehir. The mule drivers (“katyrdjys”, i.e., 

katırcıs), according to Goltz, execrated the construction of the railroad as “the devil’s 

work.” As the mule drivers were responsible for transporting most of the freight that was 

now being sent by train, Goltz quite reasonably asks if it would not be strange to embrace 

such competition as beneficial.410 Despite evocations of the devil, the katırcıs had very 

material reasons for their opposition, namely that it greatly cut into their business.  

The relationship between the steam trains and the animal trains was, actually, 

more complex than might be supposed. One did not simply make the other obsolete in a 

single stroke. The use of animals was adapted in various ways to complement the steam 

engine and maintain the relevance of biologically powered transport in the mechanical 

future the railroad was supposed to be heralding. One of the most notable synergies 

                                                
410 Goltz, 175. 
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between the steam-powered train and biological power, and, thus, between “modern” and 

“traditional” modes of transport, was the adaptation of animal caravans and smaller 

groups of pack animals to become de facto “spur lines” between railroad stations and 

hinterlands, as will be further discussed in Chapter Five of this dissertation.411 While 

pack animals lost much of the long-distance trade, by dropping off goods at the railroad 

stations and picking up others to be distributed in the local area, they gained, at least to a 

limited extent, in short-distance trade and transportation.412 It is important to note, 

however, that this was not a simple tradeoff, but rather an uneven exchange in which the 

additional need for short-distance transport could not nearly make up for the loss of the 

long-distance trade along the railroad. The katırcıs did not make a simple tradeoff 

between two options of equal value. They were still ultimately “losers” in the railroad 

economy. However, the limited substitution of short-distance trade for their losses in 

long-distance also demonstrates that there was not a simple replacement of old 

technology with the new, but that the existing arrangement was capable of being 

recalibrated to stave off total loss.    

                                                
411 Quataert, “Limited Revolution,” 145; Similar integration of steam with animal power into new 
intermodal transport networks can be seen in the cases of the first decade and a half of the future Anatolian 
Railroad, when the line stopped at İzmit and anything shipped from that station or the nearby port (where 
this process had been going on for longer) had to be taken by camel caravan to the interior. Cemil Öztürk, 
“Tanzimat devrinde bir devletçilik teşebbüsü: Haydarpaşa-İzmit Demiryolu,” in Çağını yakalayın Osmanlı! 
Osmanlı Devleti’nde modern haberleşme ve ulaştırma teknikleri, ed. Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu and Mustafa 
Kaçar (Istanbul: IRCICA, 1995), 278. It was also the case with the two Izmir lines, that the railroad was 
integrated into existing caravan routes, so that caravans would reach to the railroad termini rather than 
going all the way to Izmir, but otherwise would be somewhat preserved until the transfer point. Akyıldız, 
‘‘İzmir-Aydın,” 267. In the Levant, caravans also transformed into “feeder lines,” which substituted their 
former role of transporting goods all the way to port cities for transporting them to the transfer points that 
were railroad stations whereupon they could be loaded onto the trains that would bring the hinterlands’ 
goods the rest of the way to the ports. Faruk Tabak, “Local Merchants in Peripheral Areas of the Empire: 
The Fertile Crescent during the Long Nineteenth Century” in Review (Fernand Braudel Center), 11, no. 2 
(1988): 207. Other synergies can be seen in the way that camels were used to transport railroad building 
materials on a number of lines including the Baghdad Railroad, and also in the way they were used to 
patrol the Suez Canal to provide security for the boats that had supposedly made them obsolete, as well as 
transport coal there that would also be used by steam ships. McMurray, 82; Ibid, 87; Huber, 2; Ibid, 23.  
412 Dalyan, 240.  
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Another strategy, this one more competitive than cooperative, was undercutting 

the railroad companies’ transportation rates. While briefly successful, the katırcıs could 

not compete in the long term with the bulk that could be moved by the train, nor its 

attending advantage in terms of economies of scale. The train was also, of course, much 

faster. The katırcıs could, however, stake a claim for the continued relevance of animal 

power, and they demonstrated attempts to find a creative solution to the effects of a 

changing technological economy.413 They were not simply supplanted.  Broadly 

speaking, however, the train was a great threat to the livelihood of katırcıs, etc. Their 

resistance can be seen as a sort of “Ottoman Luddism.”414 By “Luddism,” I do not refer to 

the term in its common colloquial use, that is as a blind, reactionary or superstitious knee-

jerk aversion to technology and “progress.” As with the original, English Luddites, I 

propose that the katırcıs bore the highly rational opposition of those who will be shortly 

put out of work.415 The katırcıs serve as an example of dissatisfaction with the project of 

                                                
413 Quataert, “Limited Revolution,” 145; Akyıldız, “Izmir-Aydın,” 266-67; McMurray, 57; Kolay, 32. 
414 The idea of Ottoman Luddism is employed in Ottoman labor history by Donald Quataert in discussing 
striking dockworkers in 1908 and 1909, Quataert, Social Disintegration, 115. See also Quataert, “Machine 
Breaking and the Changing Carpet Industry of Western Anatolia, 1860-1908,” Journal of Social History 
19:3 (1986): 473–89, for an example dealing with the Uşak carpet weavers in 1908. Gülhan Balsoy sees the 
1893 strike at the Cibali cigarette factory in Istanbul as “one of the first Luddite protests on Ottoman 
territory,” Gülhan Balsoy, “Gendering Ottoman Labor History: The Cibali Régie Factory in the Early 
Twentieth Century,” International Review of Social History 54, no. S17 (2009): 64. Yavuz Selim Karakışla, 
however describes female textile workers in Ottoman Bulgaria engaging in machine breaking as tactics of 
resistance as early as 1839 and 1851. Yavuz Selim Karakışla, “The Emergence of the Ottoman Industrial 
Working Class, 1839-1923.” In Workers and the Working Class in the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish 
Republic 1839-1950, edited by Donald Quataert and Erik Jan. Zürcher (London: I. B. Tauris, 1995), 20. 
415 As mentioned by E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York: Vintage, 
1963), 550-51. In addition to asserting that “Luddites were intelligent enough to weigh in their minds for 
themselves…the most realistic assessment of the short-term effects” of mechanization, namely that they 
would be put out of work to make way for unskilled machine operators, Thompson’s extensive analysis of 
the Luddites discusses them in terms of English social history and class formation in ways that needn’t 
concern as here, as Ottoman Anatolia was quite a different context, despite its people responding in 
somewhat similar ways to certain stimuli of mechanization. 
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“progress” that suggests a complex formation to the modernization of Eskişehir, and 

Anatolia more broadly.416  

 

Cultural Effects 
Eskişehir’s railroad-fueled growth was measured not just in a population 

explosion or economic transformation, but also in the development of the spaces and 

activities considered characteristic of modern urban life. This includes a diversifying of 

interests and entertainments, as well as of work and a growing industrialization. 

Istanbul’s cultural influences led to local novelties such as theater and a local press. The 

influence of outsiders who had come to Eskişehir with the railroad, including a number of 

Europeans, diversified the population as well as introduced new methods of education, in 

addition to such establishments as the hotels, cafes, and others mentioned above. 

 

Hospitality and Other “Modern” City Amenities: Hotels, Lokantas and More 
One of the most significant causes of new types of businesses coming to Eskişehir 

had to do with the scheduling of train service. The Anatolian Railroad did not run at 

night. Consequently, travelers had an overnight stay in Eskişehir. A number of 

establishments were founded to provide services to these temporary sojourners, most of 

whom were ultimately bound for Istanbul, Ankara, or Konya. Eskişehir’s first “European 

style” hotels were founded to provide beds for these nightlong guests. For their 

                                                
416 The parallel with the Luddites is not an exact one. I do not have substantial evidence of intentional acts 
of sabotage performed by katırcıs. My intention, instead, is to suggest an analogous rational opposition to 
technological “advancement,” that would, nevertheless, represent a potential death-blow to the group 
opposed. 
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alimentary needs, there were new eateries (lokantas).417 These types of establishments 

were quite closely associated with the same kind of modernity that the railroad brought, 

and were common effects in many railroad towns globally.418 At the same time, older 

forms persisted despite “modernization.” Those too poor to stay in hotels could stay in 

the remaining hans (urban caravanserais) or at rooms in hamams in the area of the 

station. According to Refik Halid, these were also the preference of some who could 

afford the hotels, but were not accustomed to or disliked their western style and 

alafranga (i.e., European) food.419 Thus the “modern” accommodations supplemented 

and for some time coexisted with established ones.  

Goltz’s 1891 visit to Eskişehir was not his first. He found the town transformed. 

The hans for the weary traveler were now augmented by a number of hotels near the 

railroad, all of which outshone even the new han he had stayed in, this, itself, being 

converted to a hotel, the “Hotel de Stamboul” (see figure 10). In particular, Goltz 

mentions a “first rate guesthouse,” managed by Madame Dadia (i.e. Tadia).420 While 

Goltz expressed nostalgia for Eskişehir’s past, he also complimented the European style 

and comforts of his room.421  

                                                
417 Güneş and Yakut, 96.  
418 For example, with the construction of the Constanƫa-Cernavodă line, restaurants, coffee shops and bars 
opened in Constanƫa, which had not known these sites of entertainment before. Akyıldız, “Modernizing 
Impact,” 205. 
419 Refik Halit, 110. 
420 Goltz, 174. Cuinet, who surveyed Eskişehir around the same time as Goltz reported only two hotels near 
the station, with a further two in the center of town, but it is clear from Goltz and other sources that, once 
the railroad arrived, these “European style” guest houses sprang up quickly. Cuinet, vol. 4, 210. The 
association of railroad hotels with maximal comfort was apparently in contrast to the trend in Europe 
where, despite the proliferation of such establishments, the preferable bourgeois choice was for hotels 
closer in town, in part due to the noisiness inherent in railroad hotels’ location near the station. 
Schivelbusch, 172.    
421 Although Goltz was willing to stay in hans, some Europeans were not. For example, a Times 
correspondent advised that Kütahya was a location best reserved for a day trip as there were no hotels and 
the hans were “not inviting.” “The Land of the Anatolian Railway II,” The Times, December 31, 1904. 
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Figure 10: The Hotel de Stamboul, the converted han on the Porsuk mentioned by Goltz, on the left, 1892. Photo 
featured on the cover of Servet-i Fünun.422 

Madame Tadia’s hotel, which was located diagonally from the station, was also 

mentioned in contemporary European guidebooks.423 It was one of the main hotels which 

catered to train passengers. The eponymous Tadia, also known locally as “Tadeus 

Teyze,” or by Halide Edib’s affectionate nickname “Mama Tadia,” was an Austrian or 

Bohemian widow who arrived in Eskişehir in 1891.424 She continued running the hotel 

until at least 1921, when Halide Edib stayed at her hotel during the Turkish Independence 

                                                
422 Servet-i Fünun,76, (13 August 1308 (Rumi)/ August 25, 1892). 
423 Yerçil, 181. 
424 Efe, “Eskişehir Demiryolu,” 61, n.226. “Teyze” means “aunt” in Turkish, but as it is also used as a title 
of respect for older women in general, it can be seen as synonymous with “Madame Dadia (or Tadia, or 
Tadeus). She was known by a variety of titles and spellings of her name. Duygu Yetgin and Aysel Yılmaz, 
“Eskişehir turizm tarihinde öncü bir ötel: Madam Tadia öteli,” in III. Disiplinlerarası Turizm Araştırmaları 
Kongresi: 04-05 Nisan 2014, Kuşadası. Aydın, ed. Nazmi Kozak and Osman E. Çolakoğlu (III. 
Disiplinlerarası Turizm Araştırmaları Kongresi, Ankara: Detay Yayıncılık, 2014), 264; Halide Edib Adıvar, 
The Turkish Ordeal (New York: Century Co., 1928), 239. 



 185 

War. This literary figure and member of Mustafa Kemal’s resistance movement was on a 

mission from the Turkish Red Crescent in Ankara to deliver gifts to the wounded of the 

Battle of İnönü, who were in the hospital in Eskişehir. Madame Tadia’s was able at that 

time to serve as a sort of informal local headquarters for Mustafa Kemal’s provisional 

government. It was the site of meetings between republican Turks and emissaries from 

Georgian Mensheviks, leading to an evening of what Halide Edib presumed was “the 

unfamiliar sound of French conversation in an Anatolian hotel.”425  As for the hotel itself, 

Halide Edib found it, at the time, to be a sort of oasis in her Anatolian exile. She 

complimented Tadia’s “little place” as a “clean and homelike corner.”426 While she was 

happy for Tadia’s feather bed, she had also, on the railroad journey from Ankara to 

Eskişehir, imagined a spring mattress which Tadia was not able to provide.427 Thus, while 

relatively comfortable and “homelike,” Tadia’s hotel could not restore all the hoped-for 

amenities to a member of Istanbul’s literary and cultural elite in Anatolian exile. For 

Goltz and others, however, Tadia ran a hotel that was able to import a measure of 

“Europe” to a provincial Anatolian setting.  

Two other hotels in the vicinity of the station were owned by Ottoman Greeks. 

Contemporary guidebooks mentioned Athanas Kutsani, owner of a hotel called Osmanié, 

and a Mr. Katzika whose hotel may have been the Hotel de Brousse (Bursa Hotel).428 

While it is unlikely their establishments lasted as long as Madame Tadia’s, at least under 

their ownership after the Independence War and ensuing population exchange, they are 

                                                
425 Halide Edib Adıvar, 241. 
426 Ibid, 239.  
427 Ibid, 242. 
428 Yerçil 181-82. 
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also a sign of Eskişehir’s diversifying businesses brought by greater connection to other 

areas and, of course, the overnight stop enforced upon railroad travelers.  

 

 

Figure 11: Madame Tadia’s Hotel.429 

 

Local Press, Istanbul Politics 
The birth and immediate flourishing of the local print media in Eskişehir between 

1908 and 1912 indicate a much greater connection with the rest of the world.430 To some 

                                                
429 Levend Kılıç, 22. 
430 This strengthening of informational links of communication was a common effect of railroads. William 
Cronon, for example, discusses the case of Chicago, in which the “reach of Chicago’s informational 
hinterland expanded as the time taken to deliver newspapers and mail contracted,” due to the advent of the 
railroad.  William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West, 1st ed (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 1991), 333. The same can be said for the diffusion of news from Istanbul as a center, as can clearly 
be seen from the frequent reprinting of articles from the Istanbul papers in local provincial gazettes. 
Additionally, this influence from the Istanbul press incorporated the provincial press in the wider news 
economy, as the articles they published would frequently come to embrace larger concerns, from the rest of 
the Ottoman Empire and beyond, of which there would have been far less awareness in times of more 
limited and slower communications networks.   
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extent this can be attributed to the Ottoman press boom that followed the Young Turk 

Revolution. The new government temporarily suspended the strict censorship that had 

sharply limited independent publication during Abdülhamid’s rule.431 This is an 

insufficient explanation, however, as Eskişehir’s first locally published newspaper, 

Nimet, appeared four months before the revolution.432 Nimet was the first of several new 

publications owned by the Zeytunzade family, local notables who were political allies of 

Abdülhamid. The Zeytunzades were considered to be among the principal local 

supporters of the attempted counter-coup of 1909 which aimed at restoring the sultan’s 

powers.433 However much Eskişehir may have been affected by the freer atmosphere of 

the early days of the Young Turk regime, then, this did not represent the origin, nor the 

dominant tone of the earliest newspapers, the most prominent of which the Zeytunzades 

wielded instead as instruments of the pro-Hamidian faction.  

In 1912, two brothers from the family, Zeytunzade Sadık and Zeytunzade Tevfik 

Efendi founded another newspaper, Metanet, published three times weekly, which 

quickly was branded as a leading local platform of opposition to the CUP. The 

Zeytunzades were among the prominent Eskişehir residents who were active in the local 

branch of the opposition Hürriyet ve İtilaf (Freedom and Accord) Party. By providing an 

opposition voice, their publications became embroiled in the turbulent political 

controversies of the Young Turk era. During the 1912 Albanian revolt, Nimet was 

prosecuted and its publication suspended for criticizing the government and suggesting 

                                                
431 See, for an example of the discussion on this matter, Palmira Brummett, Image and Imperialism in the 
Ottoman Revolutionary Press, 1908-1911 (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2000), 25. 
432 Güneş and Yakut, 123. 
433 Ibid, 132. 
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that the people of Eskişehir should also revolt against the CUP.434 In April 1913 Metanet 

was taken to court along with its publishers and financial backers, namely Zeytunzade 

Tevfik Bey. Metanet’s publication was suspended, but this court ruling was later 

overturned. After the assassination of the Grand Vizier, Mahmud Şevket Paşa, on June 

11, 1913, the Freedom and Accord Party was banned, bringing to an end this clique of the 

Eskişehir opposition who were using the press to disseminate their ideas. Zeytunzade 

Tevfik was let off with a promise to never again engage in opposition politics, although 

other members of the party were exiled to Sinop, on the Black Sea.435  

The railroad likely facilitated the involvement of local community leaders in 

Istanbul-based political factions. Istanbul newspapers were growing as a means of 

information dissemination from the capital, and were able to influence those in the 

provinces who could use local newspapers they owned to replicate propaganda locally. 

Eskişehir was now part of a network of interconnectivity with the rest of the world in a 

way that the relatively isolated town of previous years could not have been.  

In addition to those owned by the Zeytunzades, early publications included 

Eskişehir (founded in 1910) and its successor publication Hakikat. Billing itself the 

“voices of Anatolia,” Hakikat covered local affairs in the entire area it defined as the 

“inner west” of Anatolia, including the events of Kütahya, Afyon, Konya, and other 

regional centers in addition to Eskişehir. It is almost certainly no accident that most of 

these towns whose events they covered and in which they had correspondents were also 

                                                
434 Kemal Yakut, “II. meşrutiyet dönemi’nde Eskişehir’de siyasi muhalefet,” in Tarihte Eskişehir 
Sempozyumu - I (2-4 Kasım 1998) (Eskişehir: Anadolu Üniversitesi Edebiyat Fakültesi, 2001), 219-20. 
435 Ibid, 225-26. The Zeytunzade family’s influence in local business affairs continued despite this political 
disgrace however. In 1916 Zeytunzade Hasan and Zetunzade Şevket were among the founders of 
Eskişehir’s first joint-stock company, known as the Eskişehir Milli Ticaret ve Sanayi Anonim Şirketi 
(Eskişehir National Commerce and Industry Corporation). Yakut, "Anonim şirketler,” 144.  
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along the railroad. This would have greatly speeded up and facilitated both the reports of 

their correspondents and the distribution of the newspaper. Hakkı Tarık (Us), later to be 

one of the most prominent journalists of the early Republic, was an early contributor to 

Hakikat.436 There were also three other publications recorded, Hutbe, published from 

1910, and Tevehid-i Efkâr and Hilal-i Osmani, both of which started publication in 

1914.437 The appearance, then, of seven regularly published periodicals by 1914, in a 

society in which print media was only in its earliest days even in larger cities, speaks to 

the growing importance of the town, as well as its increased connection with the outside 

world. Eskişehir had come a long way from the relative backwater of several decades 

earlier when it was having its administrative status downgraded.  

 

Cultural Effects: The Theater 
The diversifying of entertainment included the arrival of theater to Eskişehir. As 

in Istanbul, the Armenian community pioneered this emerging art form.438 This new 

entertainment was so tied to the arrival of the railroad, in fact, that the earliest local 

performances were held by the Armenian theater club at Eskişehir station in 1910. By 

1912, the Armenian theater club was able to advertise known Istanbul actors appearing in 

their performances.439 Its existence as an Armenian-founded and named institution, 

however, does not suggest that it remained limited to one ethnicity. An advertisement for 

                                                
436 Güneş and Yakut, 123-25; Turhan Baraz, Başlangıçtan günümüze Eskişehir basını, 1908-1986: bir 
derleme çalışması (Eskişehir: Anadolu Üniversitesi Açıköğretim Fakültesi, 1988), 41-42. 
437 M. Bülent Varlık, “Eskişehir Basın Tarihi Üzerine Bibliyografik Notlar,” Kebikeç 15 (2003): 185–90. 
438 Güneş and Yakut, 54-55. Johann Strauss refers to “the domain of drama, where the dominant role of the 
Ottoman Armenians is well known.” Johann Strauss, “Who Read What in the Ottoman Empire (19th-20th 
Centuries)?” Middle Eastern Literatures, 6:1 (January 1, 2003): 54. For the heavy involvement of 
Armenians in Istanbul’s nascent theater scene see also Shaw and Shaw 129; Davison, 298-99. Armenians 
were also the most active participants in Ankara’s earliest theaters, Georgeon, 382.  
439 Güneş and Yakut, 54-55. 
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a performance in Metanet names a Salim Bey as the director of the Eskişehir Armenian 

Club’s theater committee, suggesting an integration of at least some Muslims in the 

company. The play being advertised was directed by a Reşad Bey. The troop of actors 

performing the play in the notice, on tour from Istanbul, was predominantly made up of 

people with Muslim names, although there was also a Serkisyan Bey listed. There were 

also a few women in the group: an actress, Elmasya Hanım and two singers, Şühire 

Hanım (aka minyon virjin) and Elni Hanım, again suggesting multiethnic participation in 

the theater.440  

A review in Hakikat of a production in İzmit raises some interesting points on the 

stage as a field of ethnic mixing. İzmit, of course, was also a railroad town, one closer to 

the capital and thus in its more immediate orbit. It was an important junction itself. It was 

the boundary point between the Anatolian Railroad, with its one trip daily, and the 

suburban trains that connected it to Istanbul, along the last ninety-two miles to 

Haydarpaşa Station.441 The inclusion of reviews of İzmit plays in Hakikat fulfilled that 

publication’s regionalist vision of itself, but was also likely of interest to its main 

readership further down the line in Eskişehir, which was undergoing its own similar 

cultural changes. 

 The work being reviewed was a production of the play “Akif Bey” by the “great 

patriotic” (i.e., Muslim) playwright Kemal Bey.442 Interestingly the company performing 

                                                
440 Metanet article reproduced in Baraz, 6. 
441 Albayrak, 12. 
442 Concepts of “nation,” are particularly tricky in this period. Despite increasing attention being paid to 
ethnicity, it is not clear that it was dominant over the Ottoman system of classification by religious 
community. It seems most accurate to translate milli and related terms as “Ottoman Muslim,” which Erik 
Zürcher argues was its primary meaning at least until the early republican period. Erik Jan. Zürcher, The 
Young Turk Legacy and Nation Building from the Ottoman Empire to Atatürk’s Turkey (London: I.B. 
Tauris, 2010), 148.  
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this work was another Armenian troupe- in fact the theater company of the Armenian 

Hunchak Revolutionary movement, at that point still at peace with the CUP.443 In any 

case the critic praises the acting company not only on its own merits, but also in 

distinction to the productions that İzmit had seen up to that point. While these had been 

morally corrupt in his opinion, fit only for “laying the groundwork for whorehouses” to 

arrive, this production made him hope that İzmit could develop a rich and sophisticated 

cultural life, composed of Muslims and all millets. His main reason for touting the 

dramatic skills and taste of their Armenian “fellow citizens,” who were all the same 

mildly criticized for some slight Turkish pronunciation errors, was to contrast them with 

the lack of interest among Turks, as he perceived it, whom he felt should be emulating 

the Armenians for the sake of establishing a cultured theater of their own. Thus, while the 

author’s inclusive Ottomanism is notable, particularly towards those espousing Armenian 

nationalism, and despite his characterization of them as “fellow citizens,” the purpose of 

the review is really a commentary on what the writer feels “we” (i.e., Ottoman Muslims) 

should do to become more cultured.444 

Advertisements for performances on the back pages of Hakikat suggest a 

reasonably high demand for theater in Eskişehir at this time. Not only was a local troupe 

engaged, but they performed different plays on two adjoining days, “Dirty Laundry” 

(Kirli Çamaşırlar), followed the next evening by “Two Unfortunate Shoe Shiners” (İki 

Bedbaht Lostracılar). This suggests there was enough of an audience that the public 

                                                
443 Despite the bitter and violent enmity that would arise very soon, the Young Turks and some of the 
Armenian nationalist movements worked together at times while in opposition to Abdülhamid, and 
managed to keep an uneasy truce for a few years following his overthrow. For Hunchak relations with the 
CUP and other Young Turk factions both before and after the 1908 revolution, see Hanioğlu, Preparation, 
191-97; Raymond Kévorkian, The Armenian Genocide: A Complete History (London: I.B. Tauris, 2011), 
51-58. 
444 Hakikat, no. 53, April 17, 1911, in Çoruk, 203. 
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would be willing to see this production, and then ready to see something else the next 

evening. That at least one of the plays is called “millî,” i.e., national, shows that not all 

performances at this time were adaptations of European plays. Additionally, both 

programs included music, songs, and cabaret, increasing the diversity of new 

entertainments.445 

By the time these plays were performed, there was already a cinema in Eskişehir, 

as well. Founded in 1908 by a certain Sinematografçı446 Kanȋ Bey, this most modern of 

entertainments could only arrive with the town’s greater interconnectedness to the rest of 

the world. Sinematografçı Kanȋ Bey was arrested the next year under accusation of 

spreading propaganda for the failed coup aimed at restoring the Hamidian autocracy. 

Kanî was allegedly concerned about the Young Turk regime’s turning away from the 

Shari’ah. 447 As with Hamidianism more generally, this case shows the lack of a 

necessary connection between technological modernization and such other “modern” 

developments as secularism or political pluralism.  

The advent of theater, considered a “Western” art form, was not without 

controversy, as is evident from the criticism of another Armenian theater troupe 

performing a play during Ramadan in 1911. The article in Hakikat’s theater column notes 

the ulema’s objection as well as criticizing the general level and quality of Ottoman 

theater. It warns of theater as a growing addiction, although one which during Ramadan 

turns to “looking at the doors to the theater with indifference or even disgust.” It was rare 

                                                
445 Hakikat no. 54, April 19, 1911, in Çoruk, 208; Hakikat no. 55, April 21, 1911, in Çoruk, 212; Among 
imported drama, Moliere’s plays were particularly popular. Brummett, 206. 
446 “Cinematographer,” but more likely meaning operator of a cinematograph, i.e. a projectionist, and not 
“director of photography.” 
447 Güneş and Yakut, 53; Ibid, 132; Yakut, “II. Meşrutiyet,” 213. 
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that any theater company would perform during the holy month. However, in the end the 

critic comes to the defense of this particular production, complimenting the director Ziver 

Efendi, as well as praising several of the actors, Manuk Taşcıyan Efendi, Hakkı Efendi, 

and Madam Roza. The production, unnamed in the column, is held up as a rare example 

of tasteful and high-quality theater and, therefore, the columnist seems to feel that the 

troupe should be forgiven for performing during Ramadan.448 

  

Meyhanes and Controversy 
The growth of the town, as well as the increased influence from Istanbul, likely 

helped the meyhane (“wine house,” or Ottoman tavern) industry. It should be noted that 

the existence in Eskişehir of meyhanes was not a new development. A British traveler in 

1891, just before the railroad, remarked that: “We found drunkenness everywhere in Asia 

Minor, but nowhere carrying to such an extent as Eski-Shehr,” and speculates that the 

cause is that meerschaum mining gave people a disposable income to spend on 

drinking.449 In the early 1890s Vital Cuinet, who surveyed conditions in Anatolia on 

behalf of the Ottoman Public Debt Administration, found twenty-five drinking 

establishments plus five “manufacturers of alcoholic beverages.”450 It appears that 

additional meyhanes began spreading to different parts of town, much to the 

consternation of a segment of the local population. The Islamically-oriented Istanbul 

                                                
448 “Tiyatro,” in Hakikat no. 119, September 18, 1911 (Ramazan 25, 1329), in Çoruk, 463. 
449 Henry C. Barkley, A Ride through Asia Minor and Armenia: Giving a Sketch of the Characters, 
Manners, and Customs of Both the Mussulman and Christian Inhabitants (London: Murray, 1891), 69-70. 
Barkley further finds it notable that “many of the women drank as hard as the men,” although it is not clear 
that this was done in meyhanes. 
450 Cuinet, vol.4, 209. 
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newspaper Volkan, the leading paper of the critics of the CUP,451 reported on a series of 

protests and a petition that was not acted on against a meyhane in a Muslim neighborhood 

and all the vices that, it was claimed, they would lead to (her tür edipsizliğe yol açacak). 

Volkan stressed the need to follow the shar’iah instead.452 The Volkan piece further 

blames the lax moral atmosphere of the second constitutional era and the Committee of 

Union and Progress and identifies those engaged in public immorality, allegedly caused 

by their drinking at the meyhane, as CUP supporters.453  In itself, this polemical nature of 

this article was not exceptional for Volkan. In its short run, the paper had appointed itself 

as a sort of moral watchdog for all the evils, as the writers saw them, brought by the new 

regime. An article published in the February 22, 1909 issue, for example, criticized the 

girls’ high school that was a pet project of Ahmed Rıza, the veteran Young Turk, CUP 

founder and, after the revolution, president of the newly re-convened parliament. Volkan 

was concerned that the school would “teach girls dancing, the piano, and worse: political 

ideas.”454 What is notable, and, perhaps, surprising, is the interest paid by an Istanbul 

                                                
451 Volkan was published by Derviş Vahdeti, who was also the founder of the religious, pro-Shar’iah, and 
pro-Hamidian absolutism, group İttihad-ı Muhammedi Cemiyeti and a constant critic of the CUP. Within a 
month of the article referenced above, Vahdeti was arrested after the attempted coup against the CUP, the 
“March 31 events” and executed as one of its co-conspirators. Volkan was also soon banned. Brummett, 31; 
Shaw and Shaw, 280-81. The capture, trial, and sentencing of Vahdeti and other press figures who 
supported of the coup are detailed in Aykut Kansu, Politics in Post-Revolutionary Turkey, 1908-1913 
(Leiden: Brill, 2000), 139-43. 
452 Alarm with the rise of drinking establishments in a majority-Muslim city can be compared with similar 
reactions in Tunis. Clancy-Smith, 140-47. Clancy-Smith makes the point, using the case of Istanbul, that 
Tunis was different from cities with major Christian populations in which a certain amount of drinking 
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newspaper to the quotidian developments of a provincial town, even if the intention was 

to make a larger point about conditions and wider moral threats in the empire at large. 

This attention and the immediacy of news of events there may well be an effect of the 

railroad-enabled sweeping up of Eskişehir into Istanbul’s immediate orbit. 

Although the meyhane as an institution is quite old, that these establishments 

were spreading, including into new neighborhoods, goes together well with the new 

businesses such as cafes and hotels that were springing up, as well as other “big city” 

characteristics, such as electric lighting, that had arrived in Eskişehir. On the other hand, 

a newspaper such as Volkan not only was able to elucidate Eskişehir residents’ struggles 

against immorality to a wider readership in the capital and beyond, it also tied this local 

struggle to the larger political one between the CUP and conservatives. In this way, the 

dispute over meyhanes and their proper neighborhoods from the pages of Volkan, 

demonstrates in a microcosm many of the late Ottoman negotiations shaping provincial 

Anatolia. In this example, different local factions as well as competing outside pressures 

can be seen shaping the terms of Eskişehir’s modernizing transformations. 

This mention of Eskişehir’s conflicts in Volkan came in the context of an ongoing 

dispute with the pro-CUP and also Istanbul-published Tanin. Local accounts of incidents 

linked to the prevalence of meyhanes and such issues, however, do not see in them any 

particular ties to matters of national debate. At least this is the impression one gets while 

reading the pro-CUP Hakikat. Hakikat tells of an incident involving Arab Hasan, aka 

Cıdığın Mehmed, whom we can assume was a Muslim, at the tavern owned by Hristo, 

whose name is clearly Christian. Hristo’s place may well have been Mehmed’s last stop 
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of several meyhanes. By the time he got there, it was 2:30 AM. Mehmed was refused 

service by the proprietor by reason of its being past closing time. In no mood to have his 

request for more rakı refused, Mehmed then stabbed Hristo, wounding him. Evidentially 

not a criminal mastermind, Mehmed had picked a meyhane across the street from a police 

station and was promptly apprehended.455 What is striking about this and other brief news 

items in Hakikat is how much they resemble “police log” type columns in any number of 

today’s local newspapers. As much as this anecdote illustrates recent developments of its 

time, such as a culture of going out late at night or the preponderance of local police 

stations, it has a quotidian character not present in Volkan’s account of a battle between 

Islamic morality and corruption. Local newspapers, in other words, can depict a 

provincial modernization that is not a mere reflection of the struggle of grand ideas in the 

capital. Provincial modernization was occurring, and had an existence beyond its 

usefulness to illustrate positive or negative points by Istanbul residents and other 

outsiders. 

 

Local Foreigners: Eskişehir’s Intermediaries to the Outside World 
In addition to some of the hoteliers, there was an increasing number of Europeans 

in Eskişehir. Goltz encounters other Europeans such as the Greek-born, Vienna- and 

Paris-raised young wife of a local (but well-traveled) meerschaum magnate. Goltz refers 

to her as the “lone star” of Europe in Eskişehir. He also encounters, while visiting this 

household, the Austrian nanny in their employ.456 These Europeans encountered in 

                                                
455 Hakikat no. 2, February 8, 1911, in Çoruk. 
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Eskişehir demonstrate an increased diversity, foreigners not having previously resided in 

the area in significant numbers.  

As argued above, foreigners, while not truly classifiable as locals in most cases, 

became part of the complex social fabric of Eskişehir all the same. Foreigners interact 

with, join, or sometimes form their own, local networks. As Julia Clancy-Smith asserts, 

“work is never solely about wages or gaining one’s daily bread but rather ensnares 

individuals and families in intricate networks, positioning them in the local order.”457 

They became entangled with their environment, and traces can be found of them as parts 

of their communities rather than strictly foreign. In the debut issue of Hakikat, an article 

highlighting the charitable contributions of local benefactors spoke admiringly of the 

unnamed German widow of a man named Karl Okon. Hakikat lauds her generosity in 

providing money for the very poor of her neighborhood, so they may buy the coal, wood, 

and food which, according to the newspaper, they completely lacked.458 At least part of 

Hakikat’s purpose in reporting this story appears to be to encourage, or perhaps even 

shame, local donors into contributing to the welfare of the poor in their own community. 

Even a foreigner can do it, so should they, by this logic. This Hakikat article portrays the 

widow of Karl Okon as an outsider who is perhaps not a complete outsider.  She is 

clearly a long-term resident, and has apparently chosen to remain in Eskişehir after the 

death of her husband. If she has the means to provide for the poor of an entire 

neighborhood, presumably she would have had the means to repatriate herself had she 

felt out of place in Eskişehir. Instead, she chose to be a permanent resident, and she 

clearly invested in her adopted community.  

                                                
457 Clancy-Smith, 101. 
458 Hakikat no. 1, February 7, 1911, in Çoruk, 3. 
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Many foreigners were making Eskişehir their home for greater or lesser periods of 

time, as discussed above in several places. Questions of “belonging” of “local versus 

foreign,” “insider versus outsider” are among the most historically fraught anywhere. 

Regardless of never-disappearing markers of difference, these Europeans had permeated 

the social fabric of Eskişehir and were at least as much part of that region’s narrative as 

they were of their original homelands’. 

 

Diversification of Education 
A German school for railroad workers’ children was opened, the second on the 

Anatolian Railroad after one at Haydarpaşa, indicating the integration of foreign families 

stationed in Eskişehir into the local social fabric.459 Called the Eisenbahnschule (“railroad 

school”), this school mainly served the children of railroad officers, although some other 

local Ottomans were also able to avail themselves of the school and give their children a 

valuable foreign education. The school was, not surprisingly, the institution of choice for 

foreigners, but the largest group of children came from families of Ottoman subjects who 

worked for the railroad company. Of the local children enrolled, the majority of them 

were from Christian groups, and only a relative few from Muslim families.460 According 

to enrollment statistics for 1913, of the 171 students attending the school that year, 144 

were Ottomans. Two-thirds of the remainder were German subjects with the rest, 

presumably, being the children of railroad workers of other European nationalities. 123 

boys and 48 girls were enrolled in its five classes. By religion, there were 146 Christians 

                                                
459 There were additional Eisenbahnschules on the Rumelian Railroad: one at Karaağaç, near Edirne, and 
one in Istanbul, Yediküle. Christensen, “Architecture, Expertise,” 132; Yerçil, 34.  
460 Yerçil, 116; Güneş and Yakut, 119-20. 
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(further broken down into 77 Greek Orthodox, 39 Armenian Gregorian, 19 Protestant, 9 

Roman Catholic, and 2 Armenian Catholic), 19 Jews and only 6 Muslims. 127 were 

Railroad officials’ children. 

The Eisenbahnschule was part of an effort to increase German influence through 

what might today be called “soft power,” a project in which the construction of the 

railroad., itself, played a central role.  According to a 1903 memorandum from the 

German Foreign Ministry, at least as translated by its British counterpart, German schools 

would make a concerted effort to promote the German language among locals. They 

hoped to keep the railroad “animated with the German spirit” throughout its length by 

assuring that the Ottoman railroad officials of the future would be German in their 

education and, perhaps, outlook. The German Foreign Ministry assessed their nation as 

being “not popular with the Christian races, who would welcome the supersession of 

Turkish rule by that of France, England, Russia, or any other European state, except 

Germany.” Their hope, then, was to make allies in the Muslim population, who they felt 

trusted them, and focus on educating them.461 Clearly the religious composition of the 

Eisenbahnschule students reveals a lack of success as there were only six Muslim 

enrollees, at least in 1913. This may have had to do with who the railroad company was 

hiring for its more skilled jobs, which still meant foreigners first and then local non-

Muslims, despite the German Foreign Ministry’s claims of preference for the empire’s 

Muslims.  

The proportion of children benefitting from the services of the railroad school 

reproduced the labor hierarchy of the Anatolian Railroad Company. The upper 
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management and most skilled laborers hired by the railroad, and, for that matter, by most 

foreign-owned enterprises doing business in the Ottoman Empire, were generally 

Europeans. Since they were seen as better intermediaries and more connected to co-

religionists in Europe, local Christians and, to a lesser extent, Jews, filled the middle 

ranks. They were also more predisposed to foreign education anyway, due to these ties 

and to the fact that they were not “off limits” to foreign missionaries for proselytization, 

and thus potentially more easily absorbed into missionary-run educational institutions. 

Institutions such as the Eskişehir Railroad School likely both created and reinforced this 

pattern.  

Additionally, the growing diversity, or, as it could also be considered, European 

penetration, was evidenced by the formation of Catholic schools run by French priests, 

requested by European railroad workers and their families. These were founded in 

Eskişehir, as well as in İzmit and Konya, starting in October 1891. Catholic education, 

thus, spread along the Anatolian Railroad. As with the Eisenbahnschule, enrollments 

were not limited to the expatriates for whom they were primarily founded. Local 

Christians, not only Catholics, are reported to have attended, as well as a few Jews, but 

no Muslims, at least at the time of Cuinet’s reporting.462 

The European and European-language schools can also be seen as responding to 

local needs. The rising European population created much of this demand and, indeed, 

they were its chief beneficiaries as they made up much of the student body. These schools 

would have integrated and invested Europeans into local society. Through contact with 

local elite families also sending their children to these “European-style” schools, cultural 
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changes would also have taken place, leading to the development of some degree of 

“cosmopolitanization” in Eskişehir.  

 

Modern Nightmares: Negative Encounters with the Railroad Age 
Despite the widespread image of railroads as miracles of progress and 

modernization, there were darker sides to this technology that brought new problems. We 

have seen some of these previously in this chapter as evidenced by some of the negative 

consequences of industrialization and conflicts over land use. Additionally, certain 

groups had their own problems, either with the railroad, as in the case of the katırcıs, or 

with some of the social effects indirectly tied to the railroad, such as the religiously 

observant and other residents alarmed about the proliferation of meyhanes even in 

Muslim neighborhoods.  

In this section, I will examine some of the more direct negative consequences of 

the railroad. These could take deadly and horrifying forms. These included enabling of 

the rapid spread of disease, as evidenced by the spread of cholera along the railroad, and 

the train accidents that could kill and maim people in ways inconceivable in pre-

industrial times. 

 

The Railroad as Vector for the Eskişehir Cholera Epidemic of 1893 
 While the name dates back to Ancient Greek sources, and it is mentioned by 

Hippocrates, there is no firm proof that the disease now known as cholera, caused by the 

Vibrio Cholerae microorganism, was widespread outside of India before 1817.463 

                                                
463 S. L Kotar and J. E Gessler, Cholera: A Worldwide History (Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Company, 
2014), 1; John Aberth, Plagues in World History (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2011), 102. 



 202 

Between 1817 and 1899, however, no fewer than six pandemic waves swept out of the 

Ganges plain and onto the global stage. The timing of cholera’s universalization was no 

coincidence. This was the age of increased interlinking of world regions driven largely by 

European imperialism. These powers possessed technologies of transportation and 

communication that connected distant world regions much faster than had previously 

been possible. These new technologies were also vulnerable to stowaways, such as the 

vibrio cholerae bacteria, which could now spread on a global stage. In other words, 

“cholera demonstrates…that worldwide pandemics of disease are greatly facilitated by 

modern methods of transport, such as the railways and steamship travel that were coming 

into their own during the nineteenth century.”464 Due to its short incubation period, there 

was little possibility of it spreading too far from its original home in India (particularly 

Bengal) until steam-powered travel provided the vehicle(s) for its rapid transmission to 

other regions of the globe within that incubation period.465 As the Ottoman Empire was 

part of this global network, and becoming more thoroughly and rapidly integrated with 

the rest of the world, it was not long before cholera spread and became endemic there as 

well. Poor sanitation, or course, only aggravated the disease’s spread, as it did most 

everywhere in the nineteenth century. In his study of cholera in the United States, Charles 

Rosenberg argues that the cholera pandemics of the nineteenth century were “transitory 

phenomena destined to occupy the world stage for…the period during which public 

health and medical science were catching up with urbanization and the transportation 

                                                
Different methods and standards of diagnosis and different theories of parthenogenesis in premodern 
medicine meant that what was diagnosed as “cholera” referred to a much broader category also including 
dysentery among a number of other diarrhetic diseases. Kotar and Gessler, 10-13; Aberth, 102.  
464 Aberth, 107. 
465 Headrick, 155. 
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revolution.”466 While Rosenberg’s periodization has a “first world” frame of reference, 

and the characterization of “catching up” later for other regions would lead into 

problematic territory of “delayed development” and modernization theory, there is, 

indeed, a strong correlation between underdeveloped, or destroyed, public health systems 

and incidence of cholera in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, with “India, Iraq, 

Vietnam and throughout much of Sub-Saharan Africa” being the main locations still 

prone to cholera epidemics, “largely because of poor sanitation and poor access to safe 

drinking water supplies.”467   

 As it spread along railroads and other transportation networks closely associated 

with modernization, cholera came to embody a quite negative facet of the development of 

modern transportation infrastructure. The railroad became not only a means of improving 

commerce, travel and military mobilization, but also a conduit of sickness and death. It 

was also a pathway for spreading fear and even panic. In addition to the justifiable fears 

of illness experienced by those in Eskişehir and other infected areas, there was a panic 

that the disease would spread further. The state’s biggest fear was that cholera could 

spread to Istanbul, now that the railroad reduced travel time from Eskişehir to only one 

day. As Istanbul was the empire’s largest population center as well as the seat of the 

government and the sultan and Ottoman household, the prospect of this plague arriving 

aboard the Anatolian Railroad was catastrophic.468 There were also rumors in Ankara that 

railroad workers there were infected, which the railroad company denied. This section 

investigates both the direct material effects of the outbreak, the sickness and death, that 

                                                
466 Quoted in Ibid, 154. 
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is, as well as the panic and the temporary setback to Eskişehir’s growing importance and 

economic development.  

 Eskişehir’s location, especially the location of the marshy, low-lying areas along 

the Porsuk where the railroad was being built, already made malaria a problem. Eskişehir, 

known as a town where “even the birds have malaria,”469 was used to this less deadly, 

though debilitating, disease, which was, however, a drain on the railroad workforce. 

Cholera, more immediately fatal, rapid-spreading, and a relatively new scourge to that 

area, was considered much worse.470 The outbreak of the Autumn of 1893 was one of the 

worst of several in Eskişehir in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It was 

also certainly one of those that most affected the railroad, as well as being spread by it. 

 The 1893 cholera outbreak spread across the Black Sea via steamship to Istanbul, 

where it is described as having been relatively mild. This was not the case once it 

boarded the Anatolian Railroad and disembarked in Eskişehir, burgeoning junction town 

that it was, with railroad workers and others passing through at a much greater rate than 

other Anatolian towns. In Eskişehir, cholera caused fifteen deaths within a two-day 

period in September.471 The alarming speed of its spread and its high mortality rate 

caught the attention of the Ottoman state and the railroad company alike, and forced them 

to take preventive measures such as quarantine and disinfection which greatly impacted 

travel to, from, and through Eskişehir. 

 Ernst Mackensen, the construction manager for Anatolian Railroad Company 

subcontractor Philip Holzmann, was on hand to witness the effects of the cholera 
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outbreak on the railroad. He reported on seventy-five cases among construction workers, 

of whom twenty-eight died. By the end of October, the number still under treatment was 

reduced to eighteen. The Ottoman state continued quarantine in November, to 

Mackensen’s dismay as he wanted to resume normal operations as soon as possible.472  

Quarantine measures were still in place in mid-November, according to a 

November 17, 1893 Ministry of Commerce and Public Works letter written from 

Eskişehir.473 The letter writer points to the cessation of the epidemic on the first of 

November, rumors of further cases including a fatality later in the month being 

“fortunately” ruled to have been typhoid fever instead by a Dr. Wutz, cited in the letter. 

Only eight workers were, apparently, still in the hospital or under treatment, fewer than 

two percent of an idled workforce of 500. Furthermore, the workers were eager to return 

to their work sites, and the freeze in hiring new workers due to the disease was now 

causing misery that, according to the letter, also caused a threat to public health.   

These quarantines could be quite time-consuming, with travelers being held at the 

next station from Eskişehir for ten days in the case of İnönü, the next station in the 

direction of Istanbul, and five days at Biçer, in Sivrihisar, the next station to the east in 

the direction of Ankara.474 This would have effectively negated the time advantage that 

the railroad had brought in the first place, with the one day voyage from Eskişehir to 

Istanbul reverting to a nearly two-week one. In addition, once the Eskişehir epidemic had 

become a matter of great concern to the state, and Istanbul identified as the source from 

                                                
472 Mackensen cited in Yerçil, 69-70. 
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which the cholera had used the rails to spread, three-day quarantines were imposed on 

trains departing Istanbul. These were held at stations just outside the city in various 

directions, Tuzla, Kalikratya, and Çekmece.475 In spite of the relative mildness of the 

disease’s outbreak in Istanbul compared to Eskişehir, the threat remained that the capital 

could become the source of another spread, and the state and railroad company were 

forced to cut off their modern transportation network, temporarily restoring the status quo 

ante apart from those willing and able to wait, and to risk travelling into areas where this 

terrible modern disease was undoing some of modernity’s benefits. 

 Nor was the quarantine for travelers alone. The Eskişehir to Istanbul post also 

came to a halt at İnönü, where the mail was subject to fumigation in case it had come into 

contact with an infected person and thus posed the danger of further communicating the 

disease. Despite the inconveniences to commerce, this measure was requested, in part, by 

merchants.476 Apparently, potential death was worse for business than delays in 

information and goods. In any case, the blow to commerce and communications inflicted 

by the cholera epidemic provides a further example of the unintended effects of this 

crucial segment of the modern infrastructure of rapid communication and travel. The 

railroad line served as the vector for a cholera epidemic that had to be brought under 

control. Before this was done, normal transportation and communications had to be 

suspended or greatly slowed by quarantine regimes. The time saved by the railroad was, 

therefore, temporarily wiped out by an epidemic that it had, itself, enabled to spread. In 

addition, of course, to the temporary undoing of its own advantages, it was responsible 
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476 BOA, DH.MKT 164/86 (29 Rebîülahîr, 1311/ November 8, 1893). 



 207 

for the infliction of a specifically modern horror upon its users and those who came into 

contact with them.   

 

Railroad Accidents 
 Apart from spreading disease, another major negative manifestation of technology 

was the railroad accident. Among the wonders of the industrial age were some horrors as 

well, such as new and formerly unheard of ways to die or be maimed. As Wolfgang 

Schivelbusch observes: “the more efficient the technology, the more catastrophic its 

destruction when it collapses. There is an exact ratio between the level of the technology 

with which nature is controlled, and the degree of severity of its accidents.” The severity 

of the disruptions caused by the railroad accident made it a prime “negative indicator of 

technological progress."477  

 Unfortunately, monthly incident reports for the Anatolian Railroad are only 

irregularly preserved in the Public Works Ministry Railroad Management (Demiryolu 

Idaresi) documents at the BOA. Far more is available, for example, on the Ottoman 

railroads in the Balkans. Where these reports are available, they contain brief notes on 

incidents, such as the derailment of twelve cars near Beylikköprü on March 11, 1893. 

While giving the amount of overall delay this caused the train (two hours and nineteen 

minutes), the report does not mention injuries or fatalities, which would certainly be a 

possibility with a twelve-car derailment.478 Still, these reports do, at least, show some of 

the negative aspects of the railroad, in its potential unreliability and, worse, potential for 

accident. 
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 A better source, although only available toward the end of the period studied, 

comes from local press accounts. Hakikat details the repeated troubles faced by the train 

in the winter of 1911, said to be the worst winter in years, “as if all the snow we were 

expecting for the last five or ten years fell all at once.”479 The mail between Eskişehir and 

Konya was repeatedly delayed by up to fifteen or sixteen days.480 In a sense, then, the 

snow was a worse catastrophe for the smooth functioning of commerce and 

communications (the cholera causing a delay of only ten days lost in quarantine, at most). 

Of course, it was not comparable to the human catastrophe of the cholera epidemic. Still, 

the snow, and particularly the problems it caused for the train, took a human toll as well. 

The February 18 Konya-bound postal train only got to the outskirts of Eskişehir, four 

kilometers outside town, before getting stuck in snow. After five or six hours struggle, 

railroad workers were able to dig the train out enough to free it from the snow and allow 

the passengers to disembark, but it could not proceed to Konya as the tracks ahead of it 

were still blocked by snow. This was hardly the worst of it, however. Although not 

reported in the original account in Hakikat, the next day’s paper mentioned that the train 

had apparently run over four of the men that had been working to free it. This matter 

would be subject to investigation by the government, which had been informed, once an 

inspector would be able to arrive from Istanbul.481 

 Other accidents were described in ways that conveyed the horror of the potential 

effects of railroad mishaps. An article tells of an accident at Küçükköy on the Uşak-

Afyonkarahisar line in which a freight car flipped over and was “smashed to pieces.” 
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Fortunately, the article adds, no one was injured, implicitly leaving the reader to imagine 

what would have happened in the case that a passenger car, such as the one immediately 

following the destroyed freight car, had flipped and been smashed to pieces instead.482 

Less fortunate was a railroad worker who was run over by a train at the Bozdağ rail 

junction. The terms used to describe this unfortunate man’s body afterwards, “çiğnemiş” 

(“crushed,” or even “chewed up”) and “telef etmiş” (“destroyed”) graphically evoke 

some of the negative effects of technological “progress,” doing to the human body 

destruction on a scale that was difficult to comprehend from a pre-industrial standpoint.  

 

Conclusion 
Eskişehir provided a convenient base for the railroad, as a junction town, storage 

and repair site. Together with its centrality to the railroad came urban growth, 

industrialization, and a rise to prominence among Anatolian towns. This was reflected in 

increasingly important roles as a local administrative center. As for the size and shape of 

the town itself, these were also greatly affected by the railroad. The population growth 

was mostly driven by the arrival of the muhacir refugees, large numbers of whom were 

still awaiting permanent settlement decades after their largest influx following the 

Ottoman defeat in 1878. The railroad was a convenient and largely effective tool for 

settling them. As much as the population settlement was planned for, not all the needs of 

the muhacirs or others in the neighborhood were. This could lead to improvised, and 

sometimes unauthorized, solutions for housing as well as places of worship. The shape of 

the town expanded to include the neighborhood that sprang up around the railroad. The 

railroad neighborhood also included residences, hotels, and other businesses that found it 
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useful to be located near this new major transportation node. These residences and 

establishments did not always combine well, however, as can be seen in the example of 

the undesired smells from the slaughterhouse described above. Urbanization, thus, had 

mixed results for Eskişehir and cannot be considered a completely, or even mostly, 

planned phenomenon. 

Despite the Anatolian Railroad’s notoriety as a project that prioritized military 

over economic needs, the economic changes brought to Eskişehir were considerable. As 

would be the case down the line in Ankara, exports became a much larger portion of the 

Eskişehir region’s agricultural production. This new focus also led to the increased 

commercialization of agriculture, and the credit extended by the agricultural bank further 

brought Eskişehir into the global capitalist economy. The railroad’s export-facilitation 

extended to the area’s mineral deposits as well. This mainly affected meerschaum, as 

European-driven demand caused it to undergo a substantial increase in production and it 

was transported westwards by train. One of the most immediately noticeable economic 

effects within the city of Eskişehir itself was the proliferation of new occupations. These 

included those directly tied to the railroad such as jobs in the repair facility, or in railroad 

hotels, and less directly such as the story of the chauffer for hire who based his operations 

at the station. In some of these occupations, such as the latter, we can also see local 

residents responding to new conditions in innovative ways and thus taking some portion 

of their modernization into their own hands. 

The railroad also played an important role in Eskişehir’s joining of, and 

contributing to, cultural developments in the wider Ottoman Empire. These included 

theater, as well as a local press that was fairly robust for the time and region, with at least 
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seven regular publications before World War I. These publications took sides among 

local factions, who were in many cases their owners, over issues that at least some of the 

time reflected debates in Istanbul. This was especially the case after the 1908 Young 

Turk Revolution briefly relaxed press censorship. A foreign, mostly European, 

population was introduced to Eskişehir, usually due to employment that was directly or 

indirectly tied to the railroad. They became part of the town’s social fabric. Along with 

the workers came railroad families. Among other changes, this led to a need for 

European-style, and language, schools to educate their children. Some of these outside 

cultural influences were unpopular with certain segments of the local population, as can 

be seen by the controversy over drinking establishments spreading into traditionally 

Muslim neighborhoods. The railroad also gave rise to entirely new categories of 

problems. These included, of course, the railroad accident, which could sometimes lead 

to horrific scenes. The railroad could also bring negative, even disastrous, results to 

public health, as seen in its role as a vehicle in the spread of cholera during the outbreak 

of 1893.  

All these aspects of railroad-driven modernization amount to a complex web of 

predictable, unpredictable, and semi-predictable consequences. This was true throughout 

all the towns on the railroad, of course. In Eskişehir, however, some of these examples of 

railroad-driven change seem to be especially concentrated due to its status as a railroad 

junction town.  
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Chapter Four: The Railroad and Development Between Eskişehir and Ankara 

 

Introduction 
In 1908, the Ottoman Interior Ministry requested clarification of a petition by a 

committee from the rural Haymana Kaza of Ankara. The petition sought to establish a 

municipality (belediye) in a settlement called Polatlı.483 An Anatolian Railroad station 

had been built at Polatlı thirteen years earlier, to serve as a collection and shipping point 

for the region’s agriculture. Although there were some nearby villages, including one 

called Eski (“old”) Polatlı, there had not been a significant settlement exactly at the spot 

of Polatlı Station, an area sometimes also referred to as Polatlı Çiftlığı (“Polatlı farm”), 

until the construction of the station itself.484 The ministry was seeking clarification as to 

the necessity of this municipality, as “not even a nahiye” existed there. The response of 

local officials was that the rapidly developing commerce that was engaged in at this site 

necessitated the founding of a municipality to handle the trade.485 The rural area between 

Eskişehir and Ankara was developing so quickly that the state had difficulty keeping up 

with changing needs. The railroad, as can be seen in the case of Polatlı station’s effect on 

its surroundings, played a central part in the area’s transformations.   

This chapter argues that the transformation of rural areas was crucial to Anatolian 

railroad-involved modernization. New developments did not only occur in and diffuse 

                                                
483 BOA, DH.MKT 1262/108 (23 Cemâziyelevvel 1326/ June 23, 1908). 
484 BOA, BEO 501/37557 (23 Rebîülâhir, 1312/ October 24, 1894); İhsan Seddar Kaynar, “Engürü’den 
Ankara’ya: 1892-1962 arasında Ankara’nın iktisadi değişimi” (Ph.D. Diss, Marmara University, 2016), 34. 
Despite the name, Eski Polatlı was only a few decades old, having been founded as a settlement site for 
Tatar refugees from the Crimean War (1853-1856). Abdülkerim Erdoğan, Polatlı: Tarih ve kültür atlası 
(Polatlı, Ankara: Polatlı Belediyesi Yayınları, 2013), 165. 
485 BOA, DH.MKT 1262/108. A nahiye was a unit of settlement roughly equivalent to a township.  
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from the cities and larger towns. In fact, towns and their rural hinterlands were mutually 

interdependent on each other. This interconnection became even more pronounced when 

railroad towns became the distribution points for goods from Istanbul and the wider 

world. Agricultural and other rural products could be sold to markets much more distant 

than ever before. Relatively large towns such as Eskişehir or Ankara became ever more 

crucial trade links between urban and rural Anatolia.486 Additionally, smaller settlements 

were also urbanizing, that is, towns were forming from villages or formerly uninhabited 

areas. This was the case with Polatlı, for example, a new community whose development 

was very closely tied to the railroad.  

The region between Eskişehir and Ankara was overwhelmingly agricultural. The 

state and the railroad company, as well as merchants and others who stood to gain, were 

interested in using the railroad to increase the production and domestic and international 

export of Anatolian grains. This chapter focuses on three kazas in Eskişehir and Ankara 

Sancaks: Eskişehir Kaza (excluding the more urban center, covered in the last chapter), 

Mihalıççık and Haymana (see figures 12 and 13 for details on the region and its 

subdivisions). 

While much in this chapter deals with the transformations that occurred in relation 

to the railroads, they were by no means the sole catalysts of change. They played a 

crucial role in the changing environment, but were not fully responsible for its creation. I 

am not arguing for a technology-driven history of the region, but one in which the social 

and the technological are symbiotically bound together in the modernizing process. While 

the train clearly made the settling of muhacirs, the increase in trade and other 

                                                
486 Selahattin Önder and Engin Kırlı, “Osmanlı döneminde Eskişehir’e göçler,” Eskişehir Osmangazi 
Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler Dergisi 6, no. 1 (2005): 130. 
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transformations much more important, and, indeed, possible on a larger scale than 

previously, we can just as easily argue that the construction of the railroad occurred due 

to the necessity of settling migrants, the pressure from the emerging world capitalist 

system to boost and commercialize trade, etc. We cannot truly say that technology drives 

or is driven by social, political, or economic factors, so I argue, instead, that all these 

factors are linked in a complex network in which all can be considered cause, effect, or 

both, depending on the perspective taken.487  

 

                                                
487 One of the principle differences between Actor Network Theory and the Social Construction of 
Technology is that the latter argues that society drives technology as much as the other way around, and 
ANT maintains that this is too “stable” a view of the categories, and the entire technology-society 
distinction is a false dichotomy. Latour, Reassembling, 10-11. 
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Figure 12: Hüdavendigar (Bursa) Province in the 1890s (including Eskişehir Kaza).488 The alternating black and white 
line represents the Anatolian Railroad. 

                                                
488 Cuinet, vol. 4, facing page 1. 
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Figure 13: Ankara Province in the 1890s.489 The alternating black and white line represents the Anatolian Railroad 

 

Geographic and Agricultural Profile of the Region 
While united in its primarily rural and agricultural status, even this small region 

displayed a variety of environmental and economic features. Starting in the west, 

Eskişehir Kaza grew various grains, such as wheat, corn, barley, rye, and millet, as well 

as peas, opium poppies, tobacco, sunflowers, and fruit such as melons, pears, and grapes 

among other crops. Sericulture methods introduced from Bursa were used to produce silk 

in the region beginning in the late nineteenth century.490  

                                                
489 Cuinet, vol. 1, facing page 246. 
490 Cuinet, vol. 4, 214; Albek, 17. Of the grains, rye and corn were less common in Central Anatolia. Ertem, 
58. For centuries Bursa silk had been renowned for its quality. 
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As the railroad made its way east, it moved away from partially forested areas, 

and into the Central Anatolian steppe. Cultivation in these areas approaching Ankara was 

even more heavily focused on grain production. Vital Cuinet cited the figure of 90% for 

the portion of the vilayet’s population engaged in the cultivation of cereals.491 The 

prevalence of agriculture made these lands attractive for the Ottoman state’s goal of 

resettling muhacirs, one important manifestation of the mobility of this area’s population.  

While representing the largest share of the province’s economic production, grain 

cultivation was not the only activity in Ankara Sancak. Some pasture lands also existed. 

Pastoral livelihoods went along with the remainder of a once-larger nomadic lifestyle, 

particularly in Haymana Kaza. The state was trying to convert these nomadic and semi-

settled people into fully settled populations. When these populations are added to the 

much larger number of recent settlers who came as muhacirs, it is clear the region was 

undergoing a period of flux. The railroad both enabled and accelerated this new mobility, 

although it was, ultimately, a mobility geared toward settlement, as will be explored 

below.   

 

 

Rural Conflicts, Conciliations, and Transformations 
The railroads’ opening of access to additional rural lands accelerated changes that 

were already under way throughout the nineteenth century. Many of these changes were 

driven by migration. Muhacir and nomad settlement combined with locally existing 

communities to form a diverse synthesis that was at times constructive, at times 

                                                
491 Cuinet, vol. 1, 256.  
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conflictual. The Ottoman state, with its deliberate policies of muhacir resettlement and 

the strategies behind these policies, such as security, increased export agriculture 

productivity, and demographic management and manipulation, often attempted fairly 

heavy-handed impositions of its will. Either by reaction or through simple independent 

action, the actions taken and lives fashioned by the muhacirs and others often did not 

meet the state’s plans for them. As a result, change was not imposed from above but 

rather forged with state plans as a key ingredient, and a very, sometimes overwhelmingly, 

powerful force, but drawing key components from below as well, in the not always 

controllable actions of locals.  

 

Rural Muhacir Settlement 
In all the areas examined in this chapter, the mainly rural kazas of Mihalıççık and 

Haymana, as well as the rural parts of Eskişehir Kaza, muhacirs were settled along the 

railroad line. Authorities hoped that they would become productive farmers, and that is 

certainly what happened in many cases. The settlement process could also be mishandled. 

These involved such issues as muhacirs’ prior farming experiences, or lack thereof, 

sometimes unfamiliar crops or soil conditions even among seasoned cultivators, and 

settlement in inhospitable and unfamiliar climates. For example, various populations 

from the cool mountainous pastures of the Caucasus were settled in the hot, semi-arid 

regions of Southern Anatolia and Syria. Some who settled in Central Anatolia were 

double migrants. They had deserted their original settlement points for a more suitable 

climate, as well as proximity to many of their compatriots.492 Nonetheless, there were 

                                                
492 Önder and Kırlı, 134.  
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also many successes. The settlement of the muhacirs was, among other things, intended 

as a large-scale social engineering project. The state’s goals for them included increased 

security and various demographic strategies as well as boosting agricultural 

production.493  

While inland regions are often considered more slowly changing, more 

“traditional,” and relatively less diverse than port cities or borderlands, the arrival of the 

muhacirs as well as outside influences, cultural, economic, political, shows that change 

and diversification could come to provincial regions as well. This is likely the case at any 

point in history. Caravans would constantly bring through outside influences and 

migrations of various kinds occurred frequently enough in Anatolian history. The pace of 

change may have been considerably slower in internal hinterlands at times, but this 

should not be mistaken for unchanging traditionalism. With the coming of the railroad, 

however, the discrepancy between the pace of change in coastal and internal regions was 

considerably lessened.494 The railroad stations can even be seen as inland ports, as 

demonstrated by the Ottomans themselves in their naming of, for example, the Polatlı 

station as an ihracat iskele (“export pier”).495 Again, for towns on major trading routes 

this was more a matter of increasing their prominence than of taking on completely new 

roles. Karl Polanyi refers to cities that stand at the transitions between ecological zones, 

such as at the edge of a desert, as “quasi ports.” 496 Eskişehir, at the boundary between the 

inland portion of the fertile Aegean ecological zone and the Central Anatolian steppe fits 

                                                
493 Ibid, 129-30. 
494 M. Murat Baskıcı, “XIX. Yüzyıl Sonu ve XX. Yüzyıl Başlarında Ankara’nın İktisadi Durumu,” in 
Tarihte Ankara Uluslar Arası Sempozyumu: Bildiriler, ed. Yılmaz Kurt (Ankara: Ankara Üniversitesi, 
2012), 195-96. 
495 Erdoğan, 168. 
496 Karl Polanyi, “Ports of Trade in Early Societies,” The Journal of Economic History 23, no. 1 (1963): 31. 
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this description. Citing more of a social boundary, Yonca Köksal envisions the Ankara 

region throughout much of the Ottoman period as a borderland between tribal peoples to 

the east and non-tribal peoples to the west.497 We can conceive of Ankara as a coastal city 

in which these two worlds could come together for trade, even prior to Ankara’s 

becoming one of the most important Anatolian railroad towns. Caravan and then railroad 

towns served as distribution centers of not only goods, but also ideas to their hinterlands. 

These “internal ports,” already points of interchange, also functioned as the muhacirs’ 

ports of entry to inland Anatolia. 

 

Famine, Depopulation, and Repopulation 
In order to examine the resettlement of muhacirs on West Central Anatolian 

lands, we must consider these lands’ recent history. The sparsely populated lands that 

greeted them had, not long before, been more densely populated. The principal reason for 

the desertion of these agricultural lands was a series of famines. Recovery from these 

famines would involve a revitalization of the area’s agricultural production, and thus a re-

populating of depopulated lands. 

A vast amount of land was appropriated both for railroad construction and for 

muhacir settlement. In Eskişehir Kaza, alone, the Muhacir Commission reported that, by 

1892, Muhacirs had been given 302,400 dönüms of land, or over 275 square 

kilometers.498 Although land expropriation is probably always a messy business, the 

                                                
497 Yonca Köksal, The Ottoman Empire in the Tanzimat Era: Provincial Perspectives from Ankara to 
Edirne (London: Routledge, 2019), 28. 
498 Muhacir Commission report cited in Önder and Kırlı, 135. A dönüm is equivalent to 918.667 square 
meters according to Issawi, Turkey, 375. This means 302, 400 dönüms would be 277,804,900.8 square 
meters, expressed in kilometers and rounded down for convenience. 
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relatively sparse population along most of the railroad likely minimized tensions between 

muhacirs and the established population. While there is some evidence of conflict 

between new settlers and existing users of the land, it makes up only a relatively minor 

portion of the Ottoman state documents relating to muhacir settlement in this area. The 

usual narrative is that these lands were either uninhabited, or, at least, underused and 

therefore producing far below their potential. The amount of conflict was likely to have 

been underreported, perhaps vastly so. However, it is clear that vacant land was plentiful. 

A depopulation, then, occurred before this repopulation by the muhacirs.  

In the late nineteenth century Central Anatolian suffered a series of famines. 

These included the “great famine” of 1873 to 1875, as well as a few famines in the 1880s 

that were not on the same scale, but still locally devastating.499 The grain crops failed 

over three consecutive years, from 1873 to 1875, through a combination of droughts and 

the disastrously harsh winter of 1873-1874, which was described as the most severe in 

living memory. Spring floods added to the misery in 1874, and destroyed any prospect 

for an agricultural recovery that year.500 The result of this compounded disaster, as is 

often the case, was large numbers of rural agriculturalists leaving their unproductive 

lands and seeking refuge in the cities where, no matter how poor, they at least had a 

better chance of not starving. Food distribution was often better in population centers, 

especially so before the railroad made the rural areas more connected and the distribution 

of food to distant regions far more feasible. The famine refugees made their way to local 

centers, including Ankara, as well as Istanbul.501 As a result of this flight to the better-

                                                
499 Ertem. 
500 Davison, Reform, 302. 
501 Edgar Wittaker, ed., The Famine in Asia-Minor: Its History Compiled from the Levant Herald. 
(Constantinople, 1875), 7-8.  
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provisioned cities, the agricultural land in the Ankara area underwent a process of large-

scale abandonment. I will examine this issue of depopulation by famine in the following 

section, as it was a salient influence on the sparse settlement of the rural areas of the 

Ankara region, among others, that explains the condition of the lands along the railroad, 

and those not far from the railroad corridor, where the muhacirs were settled. 

Famines had been a recurring feature throughout Anatolian history. While hunger 

and scarcity due to droughts, natural disasters and other natural conditions were 

mainstays of pre-modern peasant life, some scholars have asserted that full-blown 

famines are generally the result of natural conditions aggravated by human actions.502 In 

particular, it has been argued, these worsening famines have been a hallmark of the 

conversion to a capitalist economy.503 Among some of the contributing factors to the 

“great Anatolian famine” of 1873 to 1875 were the lack of adequate transportation 

infrastructure,504 the projected Anatolian Railroad having only reached İzmit by 1873, 

where it would remain due to lack of financial backing for nearly two decades until 

revived into the entity that is the focus of this dissertation, the failure of administrative 

adaptation to Tanzimat reforms, as well as, perhaps, indifference to a region that was still 

perceived as something of a backwater.505 Some local officials were also alleged to have 

stolen relief supplies and funds. Derviş Paşa, the governor of Ankara, was replaced due to 

                                                
502 Mike Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts: El Niño, Famines and the Making of the Third World (London: 
Verso, 2002); Watts, Silent Violence; Ertem. 
503 While not discounting the role of crop failure, Karl Polanyi stated that “the actual source of famine in 
the past fifty years was the free marketing of grain combined with local failure in incomes.” As he wrote 
these words in 1944, he is discussing, worldwide, the period starting around the time under study in this 
dissertation. Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1957),167. Also cited in M. 
Davis, 9. 
504 Davison, Reform, 305; Yener Bayar, “1873-1875 Orta Anadolu kıtlığı” (master's thesis, Marmara 
University, 2013). 
505 Ibid, 166. 
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his ineffectiveness in dealing with the famine, which he underestimated the impact of and 

wanted to keep the government out of, claiming that charity alone could ease the crisis.506 

In this attitude that government help would worsen the crisis and that dealing with the 

famine was something best left to private or religious charity, or even to the victims 

fending for themselves, Derviş, whether knowingly or not, was in perfect accord with 

liberal economic understandings of the nineteenth century. One can even compare it to 

the 1876-1878 famine in British India, where colonial rulers such as the “laissez-faire 

fanatic” viceroy, Lord Lytton, felt that aiding the Indians would hurt their productivity 

and work ethic, and habituate them to handouts.507 They are both cases of humans 

aggravating scarcity and provoking full-blown famine. 

Edgar Wittaker, the editor of Istanbul’s leading newspaper for foreigners, the 

English and French-language Levant Herald, saw complications arising from the 

Tanzimat as responsible for a great deal of the misery. Wittaker laid the blame for 

inefficient communication on the Tanzimat’s patron Sultan Mahmud II (r. 1808-1839) 

“the great reformer who waged such ruthless war against the institutions of the country.” 

According to Wittaker, in his zeal to rid Anatolia of derebeys and other local power 

holders, Mahmud essentially abolished systems of mobilization of the local population 

and left nothing in their place. What he terms “the abrupt subversion of the feudal system 

dislocated the whole system of the Empire.”508 While the reference to the Ottoman 

Empire as “feudal” is a case of Eurocentric over-simplification, it is clear that what 

                                                
506 Davison, Reform, 302; Ertem, 119-24. 
507 M. Davis, 33. In the replication of Ottoman state behavior toward the provinces mirroring that of 
colonial metropoles and their colonies, perhaps this is an Anatolian example of the kind of internal 
colonialism described by Makdisi, “Ottoman Orientalism."  
508 Wittaker, “Preface.”  
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Wittaker witnessed, was the disorganized result of the so-called organization (the literal 

meaning of Tanzimat) leading to chaos in many cases.509  

In any case, human action and inaction contributed to the disastrous effects of the 

“great Anatolian famine.” As mentioned in chapter two, increased bandit activity also led 

to further depopulation. The famine may also have been a factor in the relative slowness 

of the commercialization of agriculture in the Anatolian interior, which did not occur on a 

large-scale until the railroad arrived in the 1890s, a few decades later than in coastal 

Anatolia.510 Rail transportation’s establishment of quicker and efficient connections to 

distant regions is widely seen as a crucial factor in the economic shift away from 

subsistence agriculture. Another important effect of these connections, however, was that 

they aided greatly in alleviating, or even completely breaking, the cycle of famine that 

periodically threatened Central Anatolia.511 Positing severe famines as caused by human 

(in)actions plus drought or other naturally-caused food shortage allows us to examine 

famine as a complex actor-network, as is, more benignly, the arrival of a train plus food 

aid.  

                                                
509 While earlier scholarship often saw the Tanzimat, at least in theory, as a rationalizing and “ordering” 
process, leading to “modernization,” and “westernization,” a fair amount of work has now examined the 
messy, chaotic, and frequently unpopular realities of implementing Tanzimat changes. Among the better-
known examples of works espousing the earlier view are Bernard Lewis as well as Berkes. Of the 
numerous works examining the more negative impacts, see Carter Vaughan Findley, Turkey, Islam, 
Nationalism, and Modernity: A History, 1789-2007 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 132; 
Ussama Makdisi, The Culture of Sectarianism: Community, History, and Violence in Nineteenth-Century 
Ottoman Lebanon (Berkeley: Univeristy of California Press, 2000), 59-62, which discusses the rejection of 
the Tanzimat by even the non-Muslim miliets who were its supposed beneficiaries; Kemal H. Karpat,  “The 
Land Regime, Social Structure, and Modernization in the Ottoman Empire,” in Studies on Ottoman Social 
and Political History: Selected Articles and Essays (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 345-46 discusses its destabilizing 
impact upon land ownership and property, despite those being among the rights conferred by Tanzimat 
reforms.  
510 Ertem, 21. 
511 Ertem 57; Pamuk, European Capitalism, 68-71; Quataert, Social Disintegration, 9. 
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Of course, the relative ease of transportation would have also helped coastal areas 

and their immediate hinterlands in the first place before the arrival of the railroad. The 

problems in communication and transportation, as relevant as they were to exports, were 

even more grave during times of famine in their complicating the distribution of relief 

supplies to afflicted areas. While it is impossible to know the outcome of a hypothetical 

situation, the fact that the Anatolian Railroad had not been built beyond İzmit at this point 

clearly hurt food distribution and cost a number of lives that one can imagine would have 

not been the case had it reached farther into the Central Anatolian interior at the time. 

This flaw was perceived and would certainly have spurred efforts to get the railroad built 

in order to prevent, or at least ameliorate, future famines.512 

Even after the building of the railroad, the memories of recent famines were 

immediate and painful to ensure food security was still a constant concern. While the 

railroad could not reduce chances of bad harvests, it could reduce the danger of 

catastrophic failures in food distribution as a result. This was true in peacetime, of course, 

although World War I and the Turkish Independence War of Independence severely 

tested food supply as well as the survival of all Anatolians in general. Frequent service 

interruptions, especially of the Anatolian Railroad during the Independence War, as well 

as the very frequent appropriation of trains for transporting food for the army, 

transporting the army itself, and deporting Armenians from 1915 on. Wartime 

demonstrated vulnerabilities in the system of railroad-provisioning when military use 

overwhelmed civilian needs.   

 

                                                
512 Bayar, 3. 
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Land Conflicts, Occasional or Otherwise 
Much of the land on which muhacirs were settled was owned by the sultan 

himself (miri lands, or emlak-ı senniye, “imperial property”). The relative 

underpopulation meant that the agricultural problems of nineteenth century Anatolia 

stemmed from a labor shortage, not a shortage of farmable lands.513 Despite the 

mitigating influence of plentiful land, however, these conflicts sometimes occurred.  

This can be observed in a dispute that was investigated by the Police Ministry 

(Zabtiye Nezareti) in 1907. Residents of the Eskişehir Kaza villages of Parsbey and 

Beylik Ahırı were in the midst of a land dispute with muhacirs from Rahimiye village.514 

All these villages were situated along the line of the Anatolian Railroad. Beylik Ahırı was 

the site of a station, and Rahimiye was very close to the line. This proximity 

demonstrates the railroad-dependent pattern in which the muhacirs were settled. It also, 

perhaps, suggests the value of the land near the railroad, in that it was seen as worth 

fighting over. To the extent that non-state owned land had to be expropriated for railroad 

construction, those compensated were local landowners, not the newly-arrived muhacirs. 

Many of the most productive lands were already in the hands of local landowners. Thus, 

the muhacirs, although settled near the railroad, may have been relatively marginalized 

compared to the already-settled villagers. This situation, one imagines, could easily be 

perceived as unjust, and thus have led to increased tension and conflict. Still, these 

incidents were surprisingly rare, or, in any case, their being reported to authorities 

appears to be rare, judging from the available archival documents.  

                                                
513 In Carter Findley’s words: “Abundant land but inadequate labor and capital characterized the 
agricultural sector.” Findley, “The Tanzimat,” 33. Quataert gives the figure of only eleven people per 
kilometer in the Central Anatolian Plateau. Quataert, “Limited Revolution,” 141. 
514 BOA, ZB 59/62 (19 Mayıs, 1323 [Rumi]/ June 1, 1907). 
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Of course, there remains the possibility that conflicts were more common than 

can easily be gleaned from archival research. The state may, in an attempt to project the 

image of control, have downplayed the number or severity of conflicts. Local authorities 

also may also have not found all these incidents notable enough to record, much less send 

to Istanbul. Lastly, as is often the case, involved parties might have found alternative 

sources of redress, as state power was frequently not seen as being on the peasants’ side, 

and, of course, these alternatives (mediation by community leaders, reference to 

customary ways of dealing with problems, etc.) had long been in existence parallel to, or 

in some cases, instead of, the state. Still, the relative plentitude of land is likely to have 

contributed to decreasing tensions.  

 

State Settlement Strategy and Muhacir Response 
At times the statement gave special treatment to muhacirs settled near the 

railroad. For example, in discussing loans for settlers from the agricultural bank (Ziraat 

Bankası), the council of ministers (meclis-i vükela) specified that these loans were for 

those muhacirs settled along the railroad.515 These were not, in other words, available for 

non-muhacir farmers. Of course, the muhacirs presented their own challenges as they 

were new to the region, and often were able to bring little, if anything, with them. On the 

other hand, local residents often faced great need as well, particularly as the whole region 

was recovering from famine. Additionally, as some of the population was recently settled 

or even still semi-nomadic, some of the same settlement issues would have come up. The 

muhacirs, thus, can be seen as a category that the government expressly took charge of as 

                                                
515 BOA, MV 71/68 (11 Rebîülevvel, 1310/October 3, 1892) 
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their own responsibility, as well as a population they could use instrumentally on some 

occasions. The Ottoman state engaged in various strategies in order to attempt to mold a 

muhacir population to its liking.   

One strategy had to do with selecting areas of settlement. While some community 

leaders, elders, and other influential muhacirs were resettled away from the rest of their 

group, particularly when elements in the state feared they might challenge and provide a 

counterweight to their centralizing authority, it was otherwise the usual pattern to settle 

ethnic groups together, and sometimes even those coming from the same pre-migration 

village in the Balkans, Crimea or the Caucasus. State documents often document the 

muhacirs by their ethnicity.516 A muhacir village in Sivrihisar Kaza in Ankara Sancak 

could, for example, be identified as a “Bosnian village.”517 The document that refers to 

these villagers as such also speaks of them refounding their village, for at least the second 

time since migration to Anatolia. Since these are the same villagers that are reestablishing 

their community repeatedly, we can see them as a group that shares mobility but also has 

a measure of self-cohesion throughout its travels. As they were Bosnian they were sharers 

of an ethnic or geographical identity (the document could easily be referring to them as 

either or both). While it cannot be said with certainty that they looked upon this identity 

as central, it is the state, after all, that finds this word (Boşnak) the most relevant 

descriptor, they were staying together as a group. Thus, the process of muhacir settlement 

sometimes consisted of village transplantation. The state established or moved a village 

with its more or less homogenous inhabitants to a suitable, convenient, and/or strategic 

                                                
516 The identification of muhacirs by ethnic origin is particularly interesting given that much energy was 
devoted in subsequent decades to assimilate the various Muslim muhacirs into the category of “Turk.” 
Gingeras, Sorrowful Shores.   
517 BOA, Y.PRK.TNF 7/9 (15 Cemâziyelevvel, 1319/August 30, 1901) 
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site. This was not always a seamless process. The need for resettlement beyond the initial 

migration indicates that the needs of the population were not always satisfied, and thus 

the arrangements made for them had to change. The transformations occurring were 

resolved through a process of dialectical negotiation rather than through government fiat, 

or any other sort of imposition from above.  

The transplantation of entire muhacir communities also provided social 

continuities. In an 1894 letter to the Grand Vizierate, Hüdavendigar vali (governor) 

Münir reports on an investigation of a complaint concerning the denial of rights to land 

and property among Circassian muhacirs in Uzunçayır in Eskişehir Kaza. In the process 

of the investigation, authorities discovered a muhacir family that had been living as 

slaves of another Circassian, Islam Bey, and his sister for thirty years. They had been 

slaves since before migration to Anatolia, thus the land and property allotted to them had 

been taken by their “master.” This incident demonstrates that the regulation of muhacir 

settlement and society were not processes that were within the state’s full control.518      

 

From Eskişehir Kaza to Eskişehir Sancak 
 Eskişehir was undergoing a largely railroad-fueled growth, as discussed in the 

previous chapter. We have seen some of the effects upon the urbanization of the center. 

This section examines a rural hinterland that was undergoing its own rapid growth and 

transformation. Obviously, there are differences in rural and urban change, even when 

largely due to the same phenomena, in this case, the construction of the Anatolian 

                                                
518 BOA, BEO 353/26452 (11 Şaban, 1311/ February 17, 1894). Circassians were very much a slave society 
upon their arrival in the Ottoman Empire, with estimates that as many as 150,000 of the Circassian 
migrants entered as slaves. Besleney, 53-54. 
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Railroad. For one thing, railroad stations, especially larger ones such as Eskişehir and 

Ankara, became collection and onward shipping points for products from the countryside. 

They became, even more than they had been with caravan routes, the hubs of onward 

distribution to the more rural areas’ spokes. Rather than a simple dichotomy between the 

rural and urban areas, however, the areas around even the more minor stations became 

more urbanized. The railroad line did not just bring greater activity and growth to cities, 

but also caused villages to grow into towns and towns into small cities. In some areas, 

such as Polatlı, towns arose where there had been only very sparse settlement. With this 

urbanization of even the countryside, administrative adaptations had to be made to adjust 

to new realities of the diminishing rural nature of the affected regions, even as the rural 

areas adjusted to the possibilities of the railroad.  

As stated in the previous chapter, Eskişehir’s newly acquired commercial 

importance and population growth also led to the elevation of its administrative level. 

While it had been the center of a sancak prior to 1867, with Tanzimat-era provincial 

administrative reform, it was assigned to Kütahya Sancak as a kaza. In 1910, it once 

again became the center of a sancak within Hüdavendigar Province, and gained 

Mihalıççık, Nallıhan, and Sivrihisar Kazas re-assigned from Ankara Province’s central 

sancak.519 As the center to which these other localities was tied, Eskişehir gained political 

importance as well. 

Much of the population growth of this kaza, and then sancak, was a result of 

muhacir resettlement. In some cases, abandoned villages and towns were repopulated by 

                                                
519 Güneş and Yakut, 10-11. The kazas in question were transferred a few years later. BOA, BEO 
4347/326006 (20 Cemâziyelevvel, 1333/April 5, 1915); BOA, DH.I.UM 45-1/7 (21 Cemâziyelevvel 
1333/April 6, 1915). 
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muhacirs, as in the case of Sultanönü, settled by 154 muhacirs from Plovdiv (Filibe).520 

In a number of other cases, new villages or neighborhoods were founded specifically to 

settle muhacirs.521  

 

The Railroad-Influenced Development of Mihalıççık Kaza  
Going east from Eskişehir Kaza the railroad followed the course of the Porsuk 

River and crossed into what, for most of our period, was the province of Ankara. The 

river also formed the boundary between the kazas of Mihalıççık (to the north) and 

Sivrihisar (to the south). This section will examine the effect of the railroad and other 

related transformations on Mihalıççık.  

As with the entire railroad area, Mihalıççık received a large number of muhacirs. 

The settlement process began before the railroad, however the railroad made it more 

efficient. As they were in other areas, many of the muhacirs were quite impoverished, 

and they suffered greatly during the 1887 famine, as the cost of grain from such regions 

as Yozgat or Karahisar soared due to shortage and what was then considered a great 

distance, in the pre-railroad age. 522  Despite state orders, there were many logistical 

problems in transporting provisions from other provinces, some of which, in any case, 

were having their own troubles with food insecurity.523 The railroad could, at least, play a 

                                                
520 Önder and Kırlı, 139.  
521 Suzan Albek provides quite an extensive list of Eskişehir villages settled by muhacirs, mentioning also 
the ethnic groups in each village. Albek, 29. 
522 BOA, DH.MKT 1441/57 (2 Zilhicce, 1304/August 22, 1887); BOA, Y.PRK.ML 8/19 (14 Şaban, 
1305/April 26, 1888). 
523 BOA, DH.MKT 1440/47(27 Zilkade, 1304/August 17, 1887); BOA, DH.MKT 1445/39 (19 Zilhicce, 
1304/September 8, 1887); BOA, DH.MKT 1446/52 (24 Zilhicce, 1304/September 13, 1887); BOA, 
DH.MKT 1447.20 (26 Zilhicce, 1304/September 15, 1887); BOA, DH.MKT 1449.120 (4 Muharrem, 
1305/September 22, 1887). 
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role in the more rapid delivery of supplies to alleviate Central Anatolia’s periodic 

famines.  

The majority, and eventually the vast majority of muhacirs were Muslim. Despite 

a declaration of equal acceptance of refugees of all religions,524 the migration of non-

Muslims to the empire was far less common525 than of Muslims seeking refuge in the 

Ottoman caliphate, styling itself, as it did, as the protector of Muslims worldwide.526 

There does seem to have been a certain amount of Balkan Jewish settlement. One 

estimate gives the figure of 4,000 in the few years after 1878.527 A community of 

Romanian Jews were resettled in Mihalıççık, as evidenced by correspondence from the 

Ottoman foreign ministry to the Romanian Embassy discussing the citizenship of Yusuf 

Vladimir, a Romanian Jew being resettled among a community of 400 Jewish families in 

Mihalıççık.528 The Ottoman documents claimed he had Ottoman citizenship and noted 

that he had arrived in hicri 1316 (1898 or 1899). Unfortunately, the available documents 

are not clear on the Romanian Embassy’s reasons for inquiring. His being settled there 

was no doubt facilitated by the train, as it had been bringing muhacirs to the region for 

nearly a decade at this point.   

Muhacirs did not always find their interactions with the state to be positive. This 

appears to be the case in a complaint involving Bosnian migrants and local officials in 

                                                
524 As seen in instructions given to the governor of Silistre province as far back as May 3, 1856, in BOA 
İrade Defter, Dahiliye, 22622 (1272/1856), reproduced in Eren, 41-45. 
525 There were exceptions triggered by specific circumstances or events as with the flight of a number of 
Hungarians to the Ottoman Empire in 1849, following the unsuccessful revolution of the year before. Eren, 
40.   
526 A role gradually taken on by the Ottoman sultan-caliphs in the nineteenth century, Karpat, 
Politicization, 66; Cuthell, 165. 
527 Polatlı 60. Yılda (Ankara: Ajans-Türk Matbaacılık Sanayii, 1987), 87.  
528 BOA, HR/ID 17/5 (September 4, 1906). Karpat characterizes the muhacirs as “overwhelmingly Muslim, 
except for some Jews.” Karpat, Politicization, 343. Many were Russian Jews, fleeing persecution. Karpat, 
Politicization, 186.     
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1909 in the Mihalıççık village of Lütfiye.529 According to a petition signed by the muhtar 

(village head), by the name of Berk, on behalf of all the villagers, they were being 

oppressed by local officials. The village of Lütfiye, itself, was on state property, that is, 

emlak-ı senniye. According to the petition, money and other items that were due to the 

villagers were not being distributed by officials. The brief descriptions given in these 

documents show that, while the state may have intended one policy, its agents were quite 

capable of hijacking state intentions for their own personal enrichment. Thus the “state” 

itself was no monolith, but instead consisted of a multitude of different agents each of 

whom was a different “moving part” in the formation of the state-muhacir population on 

the ground. The muhacirs themselves were cognizant of this, and sought out other, 

higher, state agents for the redress of their complaints.      

 

Mineral Resources and the Railroad 
Compared to other kazas examined, Mihalıççık had a somewhat more diversified 

economy. In addition to agricultural resources, Mihalıççık had significant mineral 

resources. Much of these consisted of the same meerschaum that the Eskişehir region was 

so well known for, but the kaza included large deposits of fuller’s clay accompanying the 

meerschaum deposits. This material was in demand as a cleanser, both locally and, after 

export through Izmir, in Europe, where was also used medicinally. According to Vital 

Cuinet, fuller’s clay could be found ten meters underground, in an even layer one meter 

thick.  

                                                
529 BOA, BEO 3489/261602 (18 Muharrem, 1327/February 9, 1909); BOA, BEO 3496/262196 (1 Safer, 
1327/February 22, 1909). 
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The fuller’s clay, itself, was a valuable resource. By 1914, fuller’s clay was worth 

between 14,000 and 15,000 Lira per year, according to a provincial inspection report.530 

It was not, however, where the region’s true mineral wealth lay. Under the layer of 

fuller’s clay, miners got to the larger prize, meerschaum (magnesium silicate).531 The 

Eskişehir region’s meerschaum deposits were described by a roughly contemporary 

French mining report described as “inexhaustible.”532 This estimate is echoed by the 

German geologist Edmund Naumann, who states that the region’s meerschaum deposits 

were so great that smokers, i.e., those who use the pipes, cigarette holders, and nargiles 

(hookah) crafted from it, would never be lacking. According to Naumann, the entire 

supply of exported meerschaum comes “without fail” from the Eskişehir region as the 

rest of the world’s deposits lack either the necessary quantity or quality to be usable 

sources.533 While Eskişehir and neighboring regions along the course of the Porsuk, such 

as Mihalıççık, remained the source for the overwhelming majority of meerschaum, even 

later in the same decade there is evidence that observers were less sanguine about the 

meerschaum’s inexhaustibility. By the late 1890s there were reports that the meerschaum 

                                                
530 BOA, DH.ID 139/12 (23 Rebîülevvel, 1332/Feb. 14, 1914) 
531 Cuinet, vol. 1, 290. 
532 “Charbonnages de Zonguldak et autre annexes: Annexe au Rapport Economique du trimestre dècembre, 
1919-février, 1920,” Translated and reproduced as “Industry: Selection 10. Mining, 1900-1914,” in Issawi, 
Turkey, 293.  
533 Edmund Naumann, Vom Goldenen Horn zu den quellen des Euphrat. Reisebriefe, tagebuchblätter und 
studien über die Asiatische Türkei und die Anatolische bahn. (München und Leipzig: R. Oldenbourg, 
1893), 123-24. On the matter of the quality of Eskişehir meerschaum, it is nearly universally described as 
the best, see, in addition to Naumann, see Albek, 18-19, among a number of sources. Even today, the origin 
point of the top vendors that come up in a google search for “Meerschaum pipes,” cite their Eskişehir 
provenance as a selling point and indicator of high quality. Meerschaum Market, “About,” accessed May 
15, 2018, http://www.meerschaummarket.com/about/; Smoking Pipes, “Meerschaum Pipes,” accessed May 
15, 2018, https://www.smokingpipes.com/meerschaum-pipes.cfm. The report cited above as 
“Charbonnages de Zonguldak,” is an outlier, as it claims that the quantity is the main attraction to the 
Eskişehir meerschaum supply, and claims that Greek and Hungarian meerschaum is of higher quality. 
“Charbonnages de Zonguldak,” 293. Given the nearly unanimous contradiction of this by other 
sources, it seems clear that Eskişehir meerschaum, then as now, was known for its high quality as well as 
its quantity.   
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pits were only producing half of the former 240 metric tons of meerschaum annually as, 

“all the best pits have been flooded.”534 By 1906, three quarters of the pits active a 

quarter century earlier were said to have been abandoned.535 Regardless, meerschaum 

remained a crucial part of the local export economy, especially given the ease of its 

transportation due to the construction of the Anatolian Railroad. 

The “meerschaum road” ran along the railroad to Vienna, eventually, where it was 

carved into decorative pipes and cigarette holders in an industry large enough to have 

thirty factories. According to the French mining report, the prewar portion of the 

Eskişehir region’s meerschaum that made its way to Vienna was 90%.536 The importance 

of the railroad to this trade was not lost on rival European powers, as can be seen in the 

French consular report that specifies the source of meerschaum as being “Eskişehir on the 

German railway,” alongside other reports of European commercial competition for 

Anatolian resources.537 Other contemporary sources also highlight Eskişehir’s situation 

on the Anatolian Railroad.538 A report on the geographical features of Anatolia that was 

made slightly later than the period covered by this dissertation, but is quite relevant to the 

construction being done at the time, mentions that, in general, Anatolian mines were 

“located on or near lines of communication to the coast.” It gives as reasons that, firstly, 

minerals were more likely to be discovered in accessible places, and secondly that 

exploiting minerals in regions that relied on lines of transportation that were too distant or 

                                                
534 “Turkey,” The Mineral Industry: Its Statistics, Technology and Trade, 6 (1897), 845. 
535 “Meerschaum Mining: Methods in Turkey Unchanged for Centuries- It is Found in a Red Clay, Worked 
from Pits,” Boston Daily Globe, August 12, 1906, SM9. 
536 “Charbonnages de Zonguldak,” 293. Naumann also mentions the Thuringian town of Ruhla as a site of 
meerschaum crafting, however. Naumann, 123. 
537 Ministère des Affaires Etrangères, Correspondance Commerciale, Brousse. Translated and reproduced 
as “Industry: Selection 9. Mining in Bursa Region, 1901,” in Issawi, Turkey, 288. 
538 “Turkey,” The Mineral Industry, 6 (1897), 845.  
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too slow to serve as an efficient means of transportation to bring items to the coast for 

export (little being used locally, according to the author), were far less likely to be 

economically viable.539 This meerschaum (rail)road, to Istanbul via İzmit and then from 

Istanbul to Europe, was, itself, a continuation of the caravan route by which this stone 

had been exiting since the turn of the nineteenth century when it achieved widespread 

popularity in Europe.540 While the railroad-exported meerschaum represented the 

continuation of an existing trade, it is also notable to the development of the meerschaum 

trade that the railroad allowed much faster and larger-scale export of this mineral, thus 

encouraging greater production. 

The railroad was useful for the transportation of other resources as well. 

Mihalıççık was a source of another valuable commodity in Central Anatolia- lumber. A 

document from a few decades before the railroad mentions Mihalıççık in this context, 

that is, as a source of lumber, and highlights the difficulty of its transportation.541 As a 

crucial building material, and as a source of kindling for the fires needed to make it 

through the harsh Central Anatolian winters, the train could help distribute a good that 

was necessary to the continued survival of the population.   

 

Transfer of Mihalıççık from Ankara to Eskişehir 
As mentioned previously in this chapter, Mihalıççık was one of the kazas, along 

with Sivrihisar and Nalıhan, transferred from Ankara Sancak to Eskişehir Sancak in 

1913. A number of Ottoman state documents deal with this transfer, including some 

                                                
539 Merriam, 86–107.  
540 Çoruh, 76-78. 
541 BOA, A.MKT.NZD 24/46 (14 Rebîülevvel, 1267/January 18, 1851). 
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written a few years later, suggesting this must have been a somewhat complex process 

that could not be achieved all at once.542 The war was an obstacle that slowed down a 

matter as mundane as an administrative transfer. While there are a number of reasons for 

administrative adjustments such as this, Mihalıççık’s being approximately twice as far 

from Ankara merkez (Ankara center- the city of Ankara proper) as from Eskişehir, greater 

interconnection following the construction of the Anatolian Railroad was clearly an 

important factor. Cuinet observed that Mihalıççık’s meerschaum and fuller’s clay was 

sent to Eskişehir to be sold, although he mentions both having been traded in Mihalıççık 

itself earlier in the nineteenth century.543 Just as cities and larger towns became more 

directly economically, culturally and politically connected to other towns and cities, so 

too did more rural areas such as Mihalıççık find themselves connected to the broader 

world by the railroad. With Mihalıççık being more directly economically linked to 

Eskişehir, a link that was aided by the train, it was logical that it should be 

administratively linked to this larger meerschaum distribution point as well. What was 

once a very local enterprise, such as the sale of meerschaum in Mihalıççık, became more 

of a regional trade, with the main market being the regional center of Eskişehir. It is 

likely that this greater economic connection, largely a result of the meerschaum trade was 

a significant reason for Mihalıççık’s administrative reassignment although proximity also 

played an important role.   

                                                
542 BOA, BEO 4347/326006; BOA, DH.İ.UM 45-1/7; BOA, DH.MB.HPS 74/18 (26 Cemâziyelâhir, 
1333/May 11, 1915). 
543 Cuinet, Vol. 4, 20. 
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Ankara Sancak- The Rural Hinterland of the Central Town 
Following the Anatolian Railroad further into Ankara Sancak, elevations rose as 

one got higher onto the Anatolian plateau. This was a region with relatively fewer 

wooded lands and more grasslands. Given the specific agricultural possibilities, and 

limitations, of this land, the economy was based primarily on cereal grains and 

pastoralism. The railroad brought about great change in the urban center of Ankara, 

which at a population of only about 20,000 at the beginning of its age of railroad 

development, was still one of the larger population centers of Central Anatolia. This 

section deals with the villages, pastures and agricultural land between Mihalıççık and 

Ankara merkezi (Central Ankara). The railroad ran along the boundary between Haymana 

and Ayaş Kazas, then through Zir,544 before entering, and terminating, in Central Ankara 

(see Ankara Vilayet map, figure 13, above). In the following section I will look at 

Haymana Kaza, which ran south of the railroad. This kaza, which also included Polatlı 

during the period under study, was a largely rural mix of pastureland and fields of wheat 

and other grains.  

 

Haymana: A District of Wanderers to Be Settled 
Haymana, the next kaza eastward on the line, had a somewhat different social 

composition than the other parts of this region discussed. The first of two main 

differences was that many people in it were, or had, relatively recently sedentarized. 

Some, in fact, still weren’t by the turn of the twentieth century, and this district had a 

significant number of nomadic or transhumant people living in it. The second was an 

                                                
544 This kaza had formerly been known as İstanos, as in the name of a town within that still bore it, and 
earlier the two fairly typical names of Yenikent (“new city”) and Kasaba (“town”). Erdoğan, 161; Sezen, 
257. 
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ethnic difference. The two main groups in the kaza at the time of the railroads’ 

construction were Kurds and Tatar muhacirs.545 A number of Kurdish tribes had migrated 

from what is now Eastern and Southeastern Turkey and Northern Syria in the eighteenth 

century. Interestingly, they replaced what had been a population largely made up of 

Turkmen pastoralists who had, themselves, migrated elsewhere.546 This suggests a 

continuity, until the late nineteenth century, of pastoralism, albeit with different 

pastoralists. This idea of constant mobility being a feature of the place is reflected in the 

way that the name became synonymous for this. “Haymana,” named after the Haymana 

Plateau, also carries the meanings of any pasture in which animals are allowed to roam 

free in pasture, as well as the nomads, pastoralists and “free cultivators…not tied to the 

land” living off and using these lands.547 

 

Settling Tribes and Nomads in Haymana 
To this day Haymana forms one of the larger demographic islands of Kurdish 

settlement of Central Anatolia. The Haymana Kurds, and those in Ankara province more 

generally, predominantly originated from nine tribes along with many subgroups.548 They 

were largely settled, often by state coercion, yet they retained the importance of tribal 

ties, and many remained pastoralists.549 They spoke Kurdish, with a number of Turkish 

                                                
545 Erdoğan, 153. 
546 Ibid, 149. 
547 Halil Berktay, “The Search for the Peasant in Western and Turkish History/Historiography,” Journal of 
Peasant Studies 18, no. 3–4 (1991): 135; Kubbealtı Lugatı, “Haymana,” accessed April 18, 2018. 
http://lugatim.com/s/haymana. 
548 Cuinet vol. 1, 252-53.   
549 For the centuries-long relationship between the Ottoman state and mobile peoples, and the evolution of 
this relationship to a point in which it mandated settlement by the nineteenth century, see Reşat Kasaba, A 
Moveable Empire: Ottoman Nomads, Migrants, and Refugees (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 
2009); The utility of the railroad in this project is mentioned in Quataert, "Age of Reforms," 812.  
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influences, as well as Turkish, although according to Cuinet they spoke it with “a very 

pronounced accent, sometimes difficult to understand.”550  

The leaders of Kurdish tribes could be locally powerful figures, which could be 

problematic for state authorities such as in the case of the legal complaints regarding the 

leader of the Mikailli tribe, Alişir Bey.551 A petition bearing the seal of a local resident 

named İbrahim spurred an investigation into the alleged misbehavior of local Kurds of 

the Mikailli tribe for various attacks and illegal acts on locals. Specifically, they were 

accused of stealing from the sheep and livestock tax (Agnam) and other funds and hiding 

them. The petition placed responsibility on Alişir Bey, who was not only a leader of the 

Mikailli, but also a member of the local governmental council (İdare Meclisi).552 This 

petition demonstrates two important elements of the time. One is, of course, the tensions 

that existed between different groups. Another is that, by being on the local 

administrative council, this tribal leader of a group of semi-nomadic people was being 

brought into the regional Ottoman power structure. This episode demonstrates the 

negotiations, not always peaceful, between different groups in a recently changed 

governmental environment, which had its analogs in other types of environments (social, 

cultural, technological, etc.) in which the local peoples found themselves.  

 

                                                
550 The nine tribes were, in Cuinet’s transliteration, the Richvan, Chikhbizinli, Badillis, Terkianli, Mikäilli, 
Yambeki, Köibanli, Seïfanli, and Atinali, each with numerous subdivisions. Cuinet, vol. 1, 252-53. The 
1882-1883 Salname for Hüdavendigar Province also mentions the Mikailli, but also Mudanlı and Tokalılı 
as living in Haymana. Whether these are alternative names for some of the tribes Cuinet mentions, the 
names of subgroups, or tribes that escaped his notice, is unclear. Salname cited in Erdoğan, 152. 
551 BOA, DH.MKT 138.23 (13 Rebîülevvel, 1311/ September 24, 1893).  
552 Among the provisions in the administrative reforms of 1864 was one for the creation of local councils at 
the vilayet, sancak, and kaza levels. While these councils were not democratic- only notables tended to 
serve- they were somewhat representative in that members of different communities residing in the 
administrative unit would be represented on it. Davison, Reform, 147-48.  
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Settling Muhacirs in Haymana 
In addition to the challenges that arose from having a recently-settled, semi-

settled, and unsettled population, Haymana had to absorb many muhacirs. As has been 

mentioned above, the largest group of these were Tatars. These muhacirs entered an 

environment in which there were a number of existing settlement-related conflicts. In 

addition, they faced the same challenges as muhacirs elsewhere in the Central Anatolian 

region. Food supplies had to be insured. Despite the agricultural vocation which most of 

the muhacirs were expected to practice, Central Anatolian food supplies were never fully 

secure, as discussed in the earlier section on the famines of the 1870s and 1880s.  

Disappointing harvests and distribution problems caused by the rising 

prioritization of export cash crops over crops for local consumption could lead to 

problems. The collection and distribution of food aid during periods of agricultural 

shortfall could also be a significant logistical undertaking. Some of muhacirs’ food 

supply problems may have been due to starting up new communities, or, perhaps, 

farming new crops, being new to farming, or other difficulties in adjusting to their new 

lives and livelihoods working soils of varying productivity. Thus, we have such accounts 

as decisions by the Meclis-i Vükela (council of ministers) to provide food and financial 

aid to muhacirs from Bulgaria in the village of Karakaya in Haymana in 1894 and a 

community of Tatar muhacirs also in Haymana in 1899.553 In both cases, it is clear that, 

while the council decides to give aid, they are concerned with repayment. In particular, in 

the case of the Tatar migrants in 1899, it is specified that in exchange for foodstuffs and 

seeds to be donated at the time, the villagers would repay, either in ready cash or as an 

                                                
553 BOA, MV 81/104 (17 Rebîülâhir, 1312/October 18, 1894); BOA, MV 96/94 (13 Ramazan, 
1316/January 25, 1899).   
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exchange in kind, once the harvest arrived. This document is also notable in that it is 

clearly discussing an already established community of forty-nine people in six 

households (which, perhaps, reveals something about crowding among muhacirs). 

Therefore, food insecurity cannot simply be seen as a problem of adjustment to 

resettlement. The vicissitudes of Anatolian agriculture were still in effect, and as much as 

the railroad could help, technology did not provide a simple cure.  

Seed and food supply problems lasted at least as late as 1908. A report on the 

necessary distribution of these to a number of locations in three provinces makes clear the 

need to guarantee that seeds be appropriate for the land and climate and also emphasizes 

the need for the agriculturalists’ eventual repayment of the loans.554 The report repeatedly 

refers to the railroad and the need to coordinate the delivery of the seeds and foodstuffs 

with the railroad company’s trade division (umur-u ticariye müdiriyyet, literally 

translated as the directorate of matters of commerce).555 This report demonstrates the 

utility of the railroad to food supply management, as well as the commercialization of the 

region’s agriculture.  

While newly-built muhacir villages were intended, to some extent, as planned 

settlements, the eventual form taken by these communities was formed through a process 

of negotiation between different actors. Among the most important of these actors were 

the muhacirs themselves. In keeping with the state’s plans, many of the muhacir 

settlements were near the railroad line and its stations. There was clearly a very large 

demand for muhacir housing, as a 1901 document discusses a ceremony to mark the 

laying of the first foundations for what was planned to be over 700 houses in the areas 

                                                
554 BOA, DH.MKT 1305/2 (21 Zilkade, 1326/January 15, 1908). 
555 Ibid.  
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near railroad stations in Haymana Kaza.556 The fact that the ground breaking was 

celebrated with an official ceremony may well be evidence of the state reinforcing its 

legitimacy as the “protector,” and, quite literally in this case, “shelterer” of the muhacirs 

and, more generally, the world’s Muslims.  

In some cases, the Haymana muhacirs drew the concern of the state when they 

engaged in their own independent construction and settlement. In the case of some 

Romanian migrants, Yunusoğlu Yusuf and his family, they had left the lands assigned to 

them as muhacirs in Haymana, and had taken other lands. A petition by these muhacirs to 

retain their lands explains having left their assigned plot due to agricultural hardships and 

the family’s resulting poverty.557 This incident demonstrates the concerns of the state to 

control muhacir settlement, but also the ability of those who have been settled to seek out 

their own solutions to the problems with the state-selected lands. In this case these 

solutions involved moving off that land and settling other land. In this way, we can see 

the newly settled areas as not just a government project, but also as new environments 

being forged by the settlers themselves. 

 

Crime and Security in Haymana 
Probably not too surprisingly for a kaza whose name was, in one of its meanings, 

synonymous with “wild,” keeping order in Haymana appears to have been somewhat 

challenging.558 Problems that are mentioned in archival sources include the need to 

                                                
556 BOA, DH.MKT 2504/6 (10 Rebîülevvel, 1319/June 27, 1901). 
557 BOA, DH.MKT 2802/53 (14 Rebîülâhir, 1327/July 3, 1909). 
558İ. S. Kaynar, 30. 
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protect infrastructure, the sort of banditry and smuggling that occurred in other parts of 

the railroad line, as discussed in a previous chapter, as well as other matters.   

As was often the case in rural Anatolia, smuggling was a concern for the state, as 

it was for the railroad company. It appears that Haymana was a stop along the tobacco 

smuggling route.559 A smuggling gang led by two men recorded as having Armenian 

names, Krikor and Nersis, but described as being dressed as “Circassians and Georgians,” 

were active in Haymana, as well as a number of other locations in Central and Western 

Anatolia. They smuggled their illicit non-Régie tobacco through a variety of local 

regions, including Eskişehir, Akşehir, Adapazarı and Aziziye in Karahisar Sancak.560 

They were described as a band of forty or fifty men, including some horsemen, armed 

with Martini rifles and known to attack travelers.561 Once again we see new mobilities 

and new technologies of this age could be exploited by bandits and smugglers, and not 

only used as intended by the state. 

 

 

                                                
559 For an account of the Régie, the tobacco monopoly, which was European owned following the Ottoman 
bankruptcy of 1875, and the smuggling that arose as a reaction to it, see chapter II, “The Régie, Smugglers, 
and the Government,” in Quataert, Social Disintegration, 13-40.  
560 On Aziziye and its relevance to the Ottoman Anatolian Railroad see Cuinet, vol. 4, 234; Ali Osman 
Akalan, “Bir Kurum Olarak Türkiye Cumhuriyeti Devlet Demiryolları Tarih”  PhD diss., (Hacettepe 
University, 2010), 68. With its railroad prominence already planned, Aziziye was among the places whose 
available land the state was attempting to settle muhacirs on by the early 1890s. BOA, DH.MKT 1901/46 
(12 Cemazîyelevvel, 1309/ December 14, 1891). 
561 BOA, DH.TMIK.M 5/30 (13 Zilhicce, 1313/May 26, 1896). 
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Polatlı: A Station in Need of a Town 

 
Figure 14: Camels loaded with goods at Polatlı Station562 

 

Polatlı is, today, a medium sized city with a population of over 100,000.563 It is 

the second largest town in Ankara Province after the national capital. Before the 

construction of the Anatolian Railroad, however, what is now Polatlı was part of 

Haymana Kaza, and not an especially prominent part at that. There was no identifiable 

center to it before the construction of the station. There were, instead, a few villages 

within the area of what became Polatlı. The central town of Haymana Kaza was Yaban 

Hamamı, six hours’ travel time and 4,000 feet higher above sea level from the station.564 

                                                
562 Erdoğan, 169. 
563 Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu/ Turkish Statistical Institute, “Adrese Dayalı Nüfus Kayıt Sistemi 
Sonuçları/Address Based Population System Results,” 2013, 34. 
564 Polatlı station was built at approximately 8,000 meters above sea level, while the district’s central town 
(kasaba) of Yaban Hamamı was at 12,000. Erdoğan, 154. By contrast, Yaban Hamamı was twelve hour’s 
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The station itself became the most important station between Eskişehir and Ankara. It 

was a convenient median point, lying in between, 168 kilometers east of the former and 

87 kilometers west of the latter.565 

Due, at least in part, to a petition sent one year prior by local muhtars for a station 

or, at least, a railroad switch site, Polatlı station was established in 1895. As stated in the 

petition, it was felt to be necessary mainly as a collection point for cereal grains to be 

shipped along the railroad.566 The economy of the Polatlı region, according to a later local 

history, “first came to life with the founding of Polatlı station on the Ankara-Istanbul 

line” (i.e., the Anatolian Railroad).567 With the station founded, Polatlı became a 

collection point for the cereal grains and other agricultural produce of the region. Wheat, 

barley, and other agricultural products, were brought to the station, in a trade apparently 

in the hands of local Greek Orthodox (Rum) and Armenian merchants, for further 

transshipment to Istanbul or other destinations. The products of Haymana, Ayaş 

Mihalıççık, Nallıhan, and Beypazarı Kazas were all concentrated upon Polatlı to be 

picked up by the train.568   

While this depiction of Polatlı station is in keeping with its status as an export 

center, as described above, in times of scarcity and need this role could, of course, be 

                                                
distance from the station at Ankara itself, making Polatlı a more attractive option for transportation out of 
the kaza’s central town. İ. S. Kaynar, 32. Yaban Hamamı’s name, meaning “wild baths” or “wilderness 
baths,” perhaps especially suitable given that two of the things Haymana appears to have been known for 
was its rural character and the hot springs that people came from various locations to bathe in for their 
medicinal qualities. Erdoğan, 152-53. The springs and their therapeutic value are also mentioned by the 
Turkish industrialist Vahbi Koç, in the section of his autobiography describing his Ankara childhood. 
Vehbi Koç, My Life Story: The Autobiography of a Turkish Businessman (Istanbul: Vehbi Koç Foundation, 
1977), 15. 
565 Polatlı 60.Yılda, 66.  
566 BOA, BEO 501/37557; Erdoğan, 169. 
567 Polatlı 60.Yılda, 87  
568 Polatlı 60.Yılda, 87; Mustafa Özçelik, Sakarya’nın destan olduğu yer: Polatlı (Polatlı, Ankara: Polatlı 
Belediyesi Kültür Yayınları, 2008), 30; İ. S. Kaynar, 29. 
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reversed and the station could become a center of importation. During a period in 1909 in 

which grain had to be imported from Romania, Polatlı station was identified as the main 

offloading point, although all stations between Polatlı and Ankara would receive some 

wheat and other grains such as barley and rye, in both mature and seed form.569 While 

built as a center of distribution outward, in the optimistic hope that production would 

exceed consumption in this region of uncertain crop yields, the railroad was also 

available as a tool to reverse this and import grain even to the grain-producing center of 

Anatolia, and, hopefully, stave off disaster.    

One problem with the establishment of Polatlı station was the lack of a coherent 

center in the area. There were a few small villages in the area, but none were considered 

regional centers.570 How this more or less decentered part of a rural and still mainly 

transient district became a local focal point and the largest center between Eskişehir and 

Ankara was a function of the arrival of the railroad, as well as the attendant 

commercialization of the local grain-based agricultural economy. 

One of the earliest concerns was how to administer a station located in such an 

until recently remote region. This remained the case for some time after the construction 

of the station. In 1908, Ankara Vilayet formed a committee for the purpose of 

establishing a separate municipality centered on the station. In the committee’s request to 

the Interior Ministry for this administrative change, it cited the area’s rapid development 

as a distribution point for railroad-transported goods. 571 As described in the episode with 

which this chapter opened, the Interior Ministry replied with an enquiry as to why this 

                                                
569 BOA, DH.MUİ 1-3/56 (28 Ramazan, 1327/October 13, 1909). 
570 Özçelik, 29. 
571 Erdoğan, 172. 
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would be justified in an area with “not even a nahiye.” In any case, the ministry declared 

that there was not any money in the budget to carry out the requested change in that 

year.572 The response given by the provincial officials was that the large amount of 

commerce in mohair, other wool, and grain that occurred at the station in both spring and 

fall needed to be regulated and organized, and that forming an additional municipality 

would be the best way to accomplish this. Once the allegations of irregularities 

concerning the funds allocated to the committee to look into setting up a belediye, 

apparently only about half of the funds were accounted for, the case for immediately 

incorporating a belediye was even less tenable, including by the vilayet itself.573 With 

pressure from the grand vizier, Kamil Paşa, a decision was made, ultimately a negative 

one, at least for the time being.574 In the end, however, Polatlı did become a separate 

belediye, but approval was not given until 1915 for the municipality of Polatlı to be 

established in 1918. Apparently, however, the problem of corruption had not been solved, 

as the belediye committee was, once again, investigated for embezzlement even as the 

belediye was being established.575 As the perceived need to form a new belediye 

demonstrated the growing importance of Polatlı station as a distribution center and engine 

of the local economy, the alleged corruption of those attempting to set up the belediye 

also demonstrates the temptations of the increasing money brought by the railroad. Thus, 

we cannot say that the arrival of the railroad was solely an improvement to the Polatlı 

region. As in other areas of the Anatolian Railroad, we see the behavior of local people as 

shaping the ways that the railroad and the economy that it anchored was put to use.   

                                                
572 DH.MKT 1262/108. 
573 BOA, ŞD 1360/7 (30 Zilhicce, 1326/January 23, 1909). 
574 BOA, DH.MKT 2731/49 (15 Muharrem, 1326/ February 6, 1909). 
575 BOA, DH.İ.UM 83-2/1-29 (6 Zilkade, 1333/ September 15, 1915).  
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Conclusion 
Far from influencing only existing or rapidly being established urban centers, the 

construction of the Ottoman Anatolian Railroad brought, or, rather, coincided with and 

was an important element in, the transformation of rural areas as well. We cannot depict 

the railroad as a simple transformative agent, as not all the changes were directly brought 

by the railroad. In some respects, the railroad was extended to the area due to the 

influence of previous developments. The commercialization and export orientation of the 

local agricultural economy, for example, necessitated the railroad for its efficient 

transportation. The need to collect this grain from the surrounding countryside in a 

transshipment point was the reason for the construction of stations, and, by extension, 

towns like Polatlı. Likewise, the European demand for meerschaum certainly influenced 

the line’s being built through districts such as Mihalıççık. The demand for a railroad was 

also created by an opposite flow, the muhacirs needing to be settled. As we have seen 

elsewhere, the transformation of the region was caused by a dialectical relationship 

between the new technology and other social, economic, political, and cultural factors. 

In these rural areas, the railroad provided connection to the relative centers of 

Eskişehir and Ankara, as well as the world beyond. While, as I have argued, the railroad 

was an effect as well as a cause of this greater connection, there is no doubt that it was a 

central instrument in it. With the railroad, the export crops of grain and tobacco from 

Haymana and Polatlı could be distributed to important domestic markets, especially 

Istanbul, and exported worldwide. The muhacirs, refugees that were a consequence of the 
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Ottoman Empire’s current international relations and the loss of large parts of the empire, 

could be more efficiently settled throughout Anatolia.  
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Chapter Five: Recentering Anatolia: The Railroad and the Further Rise of Ankara 

 

Figure 15: The first train arrives in Ankara576 

 

The Arrival of a Train 
 On November 27, 1892, after several delays, the first steam locomotive rumbled 

across the Anatolian Plateau to the regional center of Ankara. While Ankara was more 

relevant in Ottoman times than much of the later Turkish Republican historiography 

might suggest, in a few decades it would reach even greater prominence as the capital of 

                                                
576 Servet-i Fünun, cover, vol. 2 (no:4), 17 Kanunuevvel, 1308 (December 29, 1892). 



 252 

a new nation. Ankara was the end of the northern branch of the Anatolian Railroad, at 

least during Ottoman times. The southern branch, by contrast, was extended to Konya in 

1896, and from there eastward as the Baghdad Railroad, forming the trunk line that had 

long been dreamed of by Ottomans and foreigners alike. It did not extend to Baghdad 

until 1930, with delays caused by the logistical difficulties of tunneling through the 

Taurus Mountains followed by World War I and, finally, the complexity caused by the 

region’s division into several states. While various plans to expand the Ankara line had 

been discussed, including extensions to Kayseri, Sivas, and points further east, these had 

to wait to be taken up by the Turkish Republic.577  

                                                
577 As early as 1859, when the first foreigner, British subject James Landon, made an attempt to gain a 
concession to build a railroad through Anatolia, Sivas was one of the planned termini. BOA, A.DVN.MKL 
2/18 (20 Cemâziyelâhir, 1276/January 4, 1860). Landon’s enclosed letter is dated December 17, 1859. For 
more on Landon’s ultimately unsuccessful attempt at securing a concession, see Çoruh. Numerous 
proposals to extend farther than Ankara date back to the original bidding for the Anatolian Railroad 
Concession, including Kallua’s successful bid on behalf of the Deutsche Bank, While the Anatolian 
Railroad Company was never able to do more than preliminary work on this expansion beyond Ankara, the 
state had already made plans for assigning military details to protect the proposed Ankara-Sivas segment 
while under construction. BOA, DH.MKT 1874/55 (1 Rebîülevvel, 1309/ October 5, 1891); BOA, Y.MTV 
56/70 (28 Rebîülâhir, 1309/ December 1, 1891) Discussion of these plans continued for the remaining 
decades of the empire’s existence. BOA, Y.PRK.BŞK 76/124 (29 Muharrem, 1325/ March 14, 1907). 
Despite running the railroad up to Ankara, it was not a certainty that the Anatolian Railroad Company 
would be awarded the concession, as can be seen in the French engineer P. Latalle’s bid. BOA, 
Y.PRK.MYD 15/66 (20 Rebîülâhir, 1312/ October 21, 1894). The route itself would have been very useful 
for transporting the Ottoman Fourth Army (the same troops assigned to guard the construction). 
Y.PRK.ASK 93/3 (1310/ 1892-1893). Planning for an eastward extension from Ankara can also be seen in 
a number of other sources, such as BOA, A.DVN.MKL 25/16 (1300/1882-1883); BOA, DH. MKT 
1874/112 (2 Rebîülevvel, 1309/ October 5, 1892); BOA, Y.PRK.AZJ 26/39 (29 Zilhicce, 1310/July 14, 
1893); BOA, BEO 119/8914 (20 Cemâziyelevvel, 1310/ January 10, 1892); BOA, Y.A.HUS 267.137 (29 
Cemâziyelevvel, 1310/ December19, 1892); BOA, Y.A.RES 62/53 (29 Cemâziyülâhir, 1310/ January 18, 
1893). Details regarding the opening dates of lines beyond Ankara and, indeed, of all rail lines built during 
the Turkish Republic, can be found on the website of the Turkish Republican State Railroads, “TCDD 
Türkiye Cumhuriyeti Devlet Demiryolları,” accessed August 28, 2018, http://www.tcdd.gov.tr/content/31. 
While Kayseri and Sivas were perhaps less objectionable, the Russian Empire also successfully pressured 
the Ottoman state and concession-holding railroad companies not to build any railroads too close to its 
borders, so as to keep the Ottomans from being able to dispatch their troops too quickly against this 
powerful and frequently threatening rival. This was also a factor in determining the southerly route of the 
Baghdad railroad, which some, including Abdülhamid, wanted to run through the eastern Armenian 
provinces before turning toward Iraq. Diplomatic pressure from Russia, including threats to build their own 
railroads on the Black Sea coast, convinced the company and the Ottoman state to extend the railroad along 
a southern route to Konya instead. The greater potential economic profit from the Konya-Baghdad route 
also influenced its selection. McMeekin, 40-41; Özyüksel, Berlin-Baghdad, 74-75. Several of the 
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 The overall construction of the Ankara branch of the Anatolian Railroad was 

accomplished in fairly good time. Construction of this line faced numerous obstacles, 

including having to import many skilled workers and materials, threats from bandits, poor 

roads and other infrastructural deficiencies, and a fair amount of difficult terrain 

(swamps, seasonal mud, hills). In spite of all these, the task of laying 486 kilometers of 

rail from İzmit to Ankara was accomplished within three years. 578   

 The last few kilometers, however, proved to be slightly more difficult to finish 

exactly on time. There had been several unsuccessful attempts to schedule ceremonies to 

mark the completion of the last segment of the Anatolian Railroad.579 One problem lay in 

the 90-kilometer stretch from Polatlı to Ankara, which was not ready for operation, nor 

even completely built. Finally, on November 27, 1892, the train arrived among great 

celebratory pomp organized by the vilayet and the Porte, as can be seen in figure 15, 

above, which reproduces the cover of Servet-i Fünun the leading Istanbul journal for 

“modern” intellectuals, in the first of several issues that discussed the train’s arrival in 

Ankara, and the ceremony that it occasioned.580 The same issue contains a feature, 

complete with two-page illustration, on the elevated railroads in New York.581 Given this 

juxtaposition, it is not difficult to make the connection between the sort of modernization 

advocated by Servet-i Fünun, the wonder-railroads of New York and the development of 

the Ottomans’ own railroads such as the one that now connected Istanbul with Ankara. 

                                                
unrealized plans for concessions to build railroads eastwards beyond Ankara are detailed in Özyüksel, 
Berlin-Baghdad, 29-30.   
578 Baskıcı, 198. 
579 Ankara gazetesi, no. 925 (11 Cemâziyelevvel, 1310, 18 Teşrinisani 1308 (Rumi), [December 1, 1892]), 
2. 
580 “Ankara’da ilk katar,” Servet-i fünun, 2 (no:4), 17 Kanunuevvel, 1308 (December 29, 1892), 4.  
581 “New York’in hava’i şimendiferleri,” in ibid, 4-7.   
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With their keen interest in modernization, the Anatolian Railroad would be the sort of 

project that would catch its editors’ and readers’ imaginations.  

 As the photo in figure 15 shows, the arrival of the first train was a major occasion 

for the state, both its local representative in the person of Abidin Paşa, the governor 

(vali), and of the sultan’s government, itself.  The photo is centered on the rail at the 

moment of the train’s first approach. In the foreground there is an imposing ceremonial 

archway over the rail. The archway is covered with symbols of the Ottoman state, such as 

flags and a large star and crescent carved into the gate’s apex. A sign gives the name of 

the locale in Ottoman as well as the most common rendering in Latin script, “Angora.” 

Rather than focusing their gazes on the momentous event of the train’s arrival, nearly all 

those photographed are looking toward the camera. Abidin Paşa, himself, can be seen to 

the right of the tracks. He is a tall man dressed in uniform, resting his hand on the hilt of 

his sword and gazing into the camera with a particular intensity. The outward-looking 

composition of the photograph, away from the “action” of the train, indicates the 

importance ascribed to being seen during this historical moment. The photo is staged to 

demonstrate the advancement and modernization of Ankara for the world to see. The 

state was well represented, with Abidin and certain other officials centrally appointed 

from Istanbul, as well as the delegation from the sultan’s government. Of the local 

residents, only the elite social stratum were invited to pose within the photographer’s 

frame, as can be judged by their clothing.   

 Abidin, himself, despite allegedly being disappointed with his posting there, made 

great efforts at being Ankara’s modernizing governor, leading to comparisons with 
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Midhat Paşa and Rüşdü Paşa as a “model Tanzimat paşa.”582 His actions on behalf of the 

sultan to improve transportation and communications networks played a large role in this 

designation. As governor of Adana in the early 1880s, Abidin had promoted and worked 

toward the modernization of road and, especially, rail networks in order to benefit the 

local, and imperial, economy.583 Of course, economic development of these regions was 

an important secondary motivation, for those in charge of them such as Abidin, and for 

the central state which could now more efficiently exploit their resources.  

One of Abidin’s priorities was the reformation of the city’s appearance into one 

that was less run down. He wanted to present the center of his vilayet as a cleaner and 

more modern city, giving more of the impression of a region on the rise, and not, as was 

sometimes said, of a region forgotten by time. The old stone houses of Ankara, caked 

with centuries of dust and the seasonal mud of countless springtimes, had given it the 

nickname of “en kara,” Turkish for “the darkest.” It was even sometimes given another 

sound-alike name, “en geri” (the most backward).584 Abidin’s letters to Abdülhamid and 

other officials show that he was planning to improve the appearance of this notoriously 

dingy city within the first year of his posting there in 1886.585 The Interior Ministry did 

not take an interest in his proposals to improve Ankara’s image until less than a year 

before the railroad went into operation. With the ministry’s assent Abidin had the locals 

undertake a project of whitewashing the facades of these older, worn-out-looking 

                                                
582 İ. S. Kaynar, 44; Çadırcı, 300; Suavi Aydın et al., Küçük Asya’nın Bin Yüzü: Ankara (Ankara: Dost 
Yayınları, 2005), 202.  
583 Christopher Gratien, “The Mountains Are Ours: Ecology and Settlement in Late Ottoman and Early 
Republican Cilicia, 1856-1956,” (PhD diss., Georgetown University, 2015), 222-23. 
584 Halide Edib Adıvar, 129; Clarence K Streit, Clarence K. Streit’s The Unknown Turks: Mustafa Kemal 
Paşa, Nationalist Ankara & Daily Life in Anatolia, January - March 1921, ed. Heath W. Lowry (Istanbul: 
Bahçeşehir University Press, 2011), 53. 
585 Yerçil. 88-89. 
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dwellings in September 1892.586 As this was a mere two months before the completion of 

the railroad and time constraints only allowed for the painting of one side of Ankara’s 

buildings, they were painted on the side facing the railroad. Ankara could show its best 

face to the outside world. If considered as a “modernization” it was an early example, if 

not the first, of large-scale urban remodeling in a city that was to see far more of it in the 

coming century and a quarter to the present.  

 The photo from Servet-i Fünun (figure 15), as noted above, depicts an elite crowd. 

Some of these local notables can be seen riding on the first locomotive, which they had 

joined for the last five kilometers of the trip. The photograph probably does not give an 

accurate representation of the attendees in general. Many less wealthy members of the 

local community came to see the train as well. The weekly provincial gazette, in its 

December 1, 1892, issue, its first publication after the train’s arrival, claims a figure of 

over 20,000 locals gathered to see the train, including 250 of the region’s most prominent 

women. These numbers, if accurate, are enormous given that the overall population of 

central Ankara was not much more than 20,000 at the time. As the article makes clear, 

many came from surrounding villages. We needn’t, then, believe that every man, woman, 

and child residing in Ankara was at the station at that moment, despite the rough equality 

of the number at the station and the city’s population. Clearly, a huge proportion of the 

region’s population attended, which demonstrates the perceived importance of this 

event.587  

 This anecdote, as well as the overall first encounter with the train, took on a 

darker tone in the later memory of Osman Hoca, Hacı Doğan mosque’s imam. He had 

                                                
586 Bilâl N. Şimşir, Ankara...Ankara...: Bir başkentin doğuşu (Ankara: Bilgi Yayınevi, 2006), 38-39. 
587 Ankara gazetesi, no. 925, 2. 
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heard rumors, but had not himself seen nor necessarily believed, of some of Ankara’s 

people bringing food for the train more as an offering to appease what they understood to 

be some kind of monster, and prevent it from eating their children. In his account: 

No one knew what the train was. The number who knew was so small they could 
be counted on the fingers of one hand. This is because, in those days, no one but 
the Christians left Ankara…For this reason, everyone described the train to 
themselves as something different. Some said it was a giant, others supposed it to 
be a monster…there were rumors that a monster that walked upon iron and 
consumed in one day the amount of water that a person would drink in a year and 
eat as much as a four-horse carriage could carry… some said that the breath from 
its mouth could roast a living human. Everyone was curious. What sort of monster 
was it? Such was the great curiosity inspired by these descriptions that, despite 
their fear, thousands of people from Ankara filled the station. In front, to greet the 
monster, were horsemen, some of whom came from as far as Gazi farm which 
was then a rural area. They started waiting for the train. Nothing was coming. A 
while later, we saw, with great fear and amazement, a black mass of iron coming 
straight towards us. Some among us started to recite the Shahada. Right when the 
train arrived at the station, it blew its whistle in an attempt to greet the people, and 
this caused great panic. Those nearby when the train drew close started trampling 
over each other to escape and save their own lives. Those on the train, seeing our 
reactions, began laughing at seeing this stampede of ignorant people. After a short 
while, people started referring to the “dark train” [kara tren]. I later heard that 
some people brought the train foods such as hay and barley, as an offering so that 
the train would not eat their children. But I am not sure how true these rumors are. 
This is the manner in which we were blessed with the train.588 
 

Another eyewitness account comes from the poet Kemal Ahmet, who would have been 

about thirteen years old at the time. He describes “adults and children, women and men, 

all the people, streaming into the station.” “All” of them, according to Kemal Ahmet, had 

brought hay or other fodder, marking quite a contrast in his memory from that of Osman 

Hoca. The reason given for these gifts for the train is also at variance with Osman 

                                                
588 Quoted in Aydın et al., 232. Translation mine. Gazi farms, i.e. Gazi Çiftığı, refers, most likely, to what 
is now a neighborhood of Esenboğa, an area in Ankara best known now for being the location of the 
airport. The distance from the Gazi Çiftığı neighborhood to Ankara Castle is approximately 30 km 
according to Google Maps, maps.google.com, accessed September 21, 2018. As documented elsewhere, 
there are also, at least partially, different explanations for the image of the “kara tren” (dark train) in the 
Anatolian psyche.  
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Hoca’s, and far more benign. Curious why they had brought the food, he asked a small 

boy who answered, “Uncle, the horses that have brought the train from Istanbul to 

Ankara will be hungry, of course. We will feed them.”589 Clearly locals understood the 

train was significant. Whether it was a monster that moved of its own volition or a 

vehicle pulled by horses, they were not entirely sure. This latter assumption can be seen 

as perfectly reasonable to those who had only seen such transportation accomplished 

through biological power. It must be noted that these erroneous assumptions were not 

unique to Anatolian peasants, nor non-Westerners, but that a lack of understanding, 

sometimes including panic reactions, was common in many places when the train was 

first introduced, including Britain.590 As Osman Hoca stated, very few members of the 

Muslim population travelled to Istanbul. Vehbi Koç corroborates Osman Hoca’s claim, 

alleging that only “one or two” Muslim merchants made the journey.591 This example 

illustrates the shifting and previously unimaginable nature of the changes of which the 

arrival of the train, that very day, was so emblematic.  

Nor did the interest, and even wonder, of the railroad quickly fade. Kemal Ahmet 

mentions that even two decades later people from surrounding areas would come to 

Ankara just to see the train arrive or depart.592 In addition to its obvious uses of 

                                                
589 Ahmet Kemal Üçok, “Bir Seyyahın Defterinden (1308) de Ankara,” in Çankırı şairleri, ed. Ahmed 
Talat (Çankırı: Çankırı Matbaası, 1930), 183-84. Translations are mine. 
590 Yerçil, 91. This source also cites Ahmet Kemal’s account, although in less detail. Interestingly, neither 
mass panic nor crowds in the numbers claimed by the eyewitnesses cited above are in evidence in the 
photograph from Servet-i fünun which I have placed at the beginning of this chapter (figure 15). One 
wonders if the photograph shows the arrival of the train as purported or whether it may be a staged re-
enactment for the camera, with the train, perhaps not even in motion, placed as though it was going to come 
through the ceremonial arch. If the train were at a standstill for such a re-enactment, that would also explain 
its clarity in the image. It seems unlikely a nineteenth century photograph could so clearly capture a train in 
motion, even one that had slowed down considerably.   
591 Koç, 5. 
592 Ahmed Talat, Çankırı şairleri (Çankırı: Çankırı Matbaası, 1930), 182. 
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transporting people and goods, then, local people found another, unintended, use, that of 

spectacle. Of course, some amount of spectacle was planned, as seen in the official 

opening ceremony. Certainly, the state wished to project a modern image, even one that 

came at the hands of a European-owned company, but it does not seem that the train was 

intended to be a local tourist attraction. It would, presumably, have added to the image of 

Ankara as a modern and urbanizing town. Modern Ankara, then, was not invented when 

the Turkish Republic declared it as its capital, despite its idea that it would be a blank 

state upon which the center of a modern state could be created from scratch.  

In any case, the official opening ceremony was completely a planned spectacle, 

even if it was not meant to inspire the panic that it did. The state and local authorities 

pulled out all the stops to announce the glory of the event. Preparations made in the days 

running up to the official opening featured a rush to set up a ceremony with the proper 

pomp that the occasion was felt to warrant. The main street leading to the station was 

decorated with lights and flags, and with banners declaring “Long Live the Sultan.” 

These were also hung on nearby trees.593 The immediately previous issue of Ankara 

Gazetesi, dated Nov 17, 1892, attempted to build excitement that the construction of the 

tracks had reached within eight kilometers of their ultimate destination, Ankara station.594  

Many of the elements that went into the Ankara branch completion ceremony 

were common to the ceremonies that accompanied different milestones achieved in 

Ottoman railroad construction. Nine months later, for example, the beginning of 

construction on the Anatolian Railroad’s other major branch, that from Eskişehir to 

                                                
593 Ankara gazetesi, no. 925, 2. 
594 Ankara gazetesi, no. 924 (26 rabiülâhir 1310, 4 teşrinisani 1308 (Rumi), [Nov 17, 1892]), 2. The date of 
this weekly, it will be noted, is two weeks prior to the next issue. The claimed frequency of publication on 
Ottoman newspapers was often more aspirational than achievable. 
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Konya was described in very similar terms, from the gathering of large numbers of 

people at the Eskişehir station, to the “brilliant” illumination of the station and adjacent 

repair workshop and storage facility, to the recitation of a prayer in the sultan’s name that 

“the ways of communication may rapidly increase all over the Empire.”595 In these 

ceremonies, certainly some aspects of which reflected local culture as well as the 

ritualized expectations of the Ottoman state, we can see the construction of meaning that 

goes beyond the imposition of a standardized modernity from the outside. That the prayer 

performed by “an ulema” (sic)596 in the name of the sultan, in a very Ottoman form, for 

something considered as modern as rail and other communication throughout the empire 

shows neither a “pure” and “traditional” form, nor something completely imported, but 

rather a blending of local and global elements into a synthesized product.   

The Grand Vizier, Ahmed Cevad Paşa, in his report on the opening ceremony in 

Ankara, also hailed the railroad as a great work of progress. He certified that the 

appropriate ceremony had been conducted, including all the requisite prayers of thanks. 

Additionally, Cevad described, in positive terms, the decorations that had been made at 

the station and surrounding region to greet the first train. The lights that Ankara Gazetesi 

described, festooned around the station and the general area, are mentioned as well.597 A 

few days later, however, correspondence between Cevad and the Minister of Commerce 

and Public Works, Hüseyin Tevfik Paşa made it clear that the accomplishment that was 

celebrated was not, in fact, complete. Portions remained unfinished between Sarayköy 

and Beylikköprü, as well as parts of the segment connecting Polatlı to Ankara. In some 

                                                
595 “The Eski Sehir Koniah Railway,” The Levant Herald and Eastern Express, Saturday, September 2, 
1893, 4. 
596 Ibid. 
597 BOA, Y.A.HUS 267/26 (7 Cemâziyelevvel, 1310/November 27, 1892). 
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places, inspectors found debris and some construction materials along the tracks.598 The 

arrival of the first locomotive was after a journey of only five kilometers.599 The 

passengers, drawn mainly from the local notables, had not come from Istanbul at all, but 

from quite a bit closer than some of those who had come to see it. Had there been horses 

pulling it, as assumed by the boy and perhaps the others witnessed by Kemal Ahmet, they 

needn’t have worried that they would have worked up an appetite as large as that of 

pulling a train from Istanbul, although no doubt, pulling something as massive as a train 

even a few kilometers would have been much more strenuous than their usual carts or 

carriages. Finally, by December 30, 1892, the last section between Ankara and Polatlı 

was completed. While Ankara does not appear to have gotten a second ceremony for the 

actual completion of the line, the departure of the first train to make the entire route was 

marked at the other end, during its departure from Haydarpaşa station.600 While the space 

of time separating the official opening ceremony from the actual date of completion was 

not that great, only about a month, the need to hold an earlier opening ceremony suggests 

the symbolic importance with which the railroad was treated. Not everything went 

according to schedule, however. Despite the ceremony declaring the completion of the 

railroad, some additional construction and improvements to the line remained.  

 

Ankara’s Emergence as Anatolia’s Center 
Temporary setbacks aside, the completion of the Anatolian Railroad, and its 

termination there portended considerable change for Ankara. Great as it was, the contrast 

                                                
598 BOA, Y.A.HUS 267/38 (10 Cemâziyelevvel, 1310/November 30, 1892). 
599 Ankara gazetesi, no. 925, 2. 
600 BOA, Y.PRK.ASK 87/90 (10 Cemâziyelâhir, 1310/ December 30,1892). 
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between “Old Ankara” and “New Ankara” was sometimes overstated in Turkish 

Republican history. It was more than a “small village” before becoming the national 

capital. To the contrary, Ankara had a long history of being an important regional 

center.601 The French traveler Pitton de Tournefort, for example, considered Ankara to be 

one of the greatest towns of Anatolia when he encountered it in 1701.602 As for the period 

immediately preceding the construction of the railroad, a provincial yearbook (salname) 

published in 1891 refers to Ankara as Central Anatolia’s largest and most famous city.603 

While claims in provincial yearbooks and similar publications may be prone to local 

boosterism, the selection of Ankara as the capital and central city of an Ottoman province 

that consisted of much of Central Anatolia (see figure 16, below), is also indicative of its 

importance. Nineteenth and early twentieth century Ottoman Ankara was composed of 

regions that now form a number of Turkish provinces. These include Ankara, of course, 

Yozgat, Kırşehir, Kayseri, Kırıkkale, Çorum (after an 1894 transfer from the vilayet of 

Kastamonu), and parts of Nevşehir and Eskişehir. 

                                                
601 Timur Özkan, “Seyahatnamelerde Ankara,” in Tarihte Ankara Uluslar Arası Sempozyumu, ed. Yılmaz 
Kurt (Ankara: Ankara Üniversitesi, 2012), 259–60. İlber Ortaylı, Tanzimattan sonra mahalli idareler 
(1840-1878) (Ankara: Sevinç Matbaası, 1974), 179-80.  
602 Cited in Semavi Eyice, Ankara'nın eski bir resmi (Ankara: Turk Tarih Kurumu Basimevi, 1972), 74. 
603 Salname-yi Vilayet-i Ankara 1307 (Ankara: Matba’a-yı Vilayet, 1891), 234.  
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Figure 16: Ankara Province situated in Anatolia604 

   

For centuries Ankara was a stop along caravan trade routes. Often throughout a 

history of varying fortunes, it appears that north-south routes may have been more 

important to Ankara than the east-west commerce and transportation that would later be 

heavily incentivized by the construction of the railroad. During the Seljuk era, in fact, the 

north-south route must have been the most important, as a map purporting to show the 

main trade routes in Anatolia at that time shows a secondary route from Sinop to Konya 

via Ankara, but features no routes connecting to points east and west passing through 

Ankara. Either there were no such routes at all, or they were too insignificant to come to 

the attention of the scholar who drew the map. Instead of travelling a north-south route, 

goods from the Sinop-Ankara-Konya axis would most likely be shipped east or west from 

Konya, where the aforementioned north-south line intersected with two of the empire’s 

largest east-west caravan routes, one of which went from Istanbul to Aleppo and then 

                                                
604 Map from “Ankara Eyalet,” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ankara_Eyalet, accessed 11/7/2018. Note 
that, while this map purports to show the eyalet in 1861, that is before the local administrative reform that 
converted the eyalets to vilayets, the boundaries in Ankara’s case are largely similar. For comparison and 
for detail of what is contained within what is represented here as just a shape, see the map of Ankara 
Vilayet taken from Cuinet, in the previous chapter. 
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points further south, the other connected Antalya with Erzurum, and beyond that Iran, via 

Konya and Sivas.605  

By the eighteenth century, Ankara’s trade route orientation had not changed. It is 

not mentioned in a list of the three main East-West routes for the Ottoman era up to and 

including the eighteenth century. The middle branch of three important caravan routes 

that started in Istanbul would have come closest to Ankara, but passed instead to the 

north through Bolu and Tosya, near Kastamonu. The southernmost branch actually was 

along a route very like that of the Konya branch of the Anatolian Railroad, from Istanbul 

to Eskişehir, then south to Konya and, beyond.  

During other periods in its history, Ankara was an important stop on a route to 

Iran. Merchants picked up goods from other points in Western Anatolia and, via the ports 

of Izmir or Istanbul, from the world beyond. This route proceeded through Ankara and 

Tokat before joining the rest of the Iran trade in Erzurum.606 By the nineteenth century, 

Ankara was also on a route from Istanbul to Baghdad via İznik, Ankara, Sivas, 

Diyarbakır, Mardin, and Mosul.607 

Despite continuities with the past, the train also changed Ankara’s trade 

orientation, as well as importance, within Anatolia. While the East-West route continued 

in its technologically augmented form, it became the primary route along which things 

traveled at the expense of the important north-south routes. The goods carried from Black 

Sea ports, primarily Sinop, met up with routes from the Mediterranean port of Adana in 

Ankara. The north-south routes, while they continued to be serviced by animal trains, 

                                                
605 The map inspected for these routes is in Acun, 14. Acun credits Çağatay Uluçay with having made the 
map. 
606 Dalyan, 75. 
607 Ibid, 77. 
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became relatively less important to Ankara than the East-West railroad. Goods from 

Ankara that traveled to Istanbul or onward were now much more likely to be sent along 

the train than to be taken by pack animal to Sinop and shipped from there. 

 The recorded history of Ottoman Ankara (and dating back to ancient times, for 

that matter) does not bear out the claim that pre-Republican Ankara was of little 

significance. While the population was modest by some measures, hovering between 

20,000-30,000 during most of the nineteenth century until the arrival of the railroad, it 

remained an important regional center.608 The French archaeologist Georges Perrot, 

visiting in 1861, estimated the population of the city to be around 45,000, although it is 

not clear what his figure is based on, if not his own estimate.609 This larger population 

may well represent the number of inhabitants before the Great Anatolian Famine of 1873 

to 1875, meaning that on the eve of the railroad, the local population had not recovered to 

an amount much greater than half of its pre-famine population. This still made it a large 

population center by contemporary inland Anatolian standards. Of the provincial 

Anatolian cities, only the major port of Izmir, which was estimated to have about 200,000 

inhabitants610 in the early 1890s, and Bursa, with a population of about 75,000,611 

                                                
608 See the tables in Kemal H. Karpat, Population, 1830-1914, 109-90; François Georgeon estimates that at 
the end of the sixteenth century Ankara had a population of 30,000, but that between 1785 and 1840, the 
population was between 20,000 and 23,000 (citing Rifat Özdemir), Georgeon, 374. This may appear to 
contradict Karpat's reproduced census data from 1830-31 which lists the population of the city of Ankara 
proper as only 6,338, Karpat, Population, 110. One problem with Ottoman population figures, however, is 
a changing definition of who gets counted. Karpat refers to the 1830-1831 census as the "first modern style 
census," its main purposes, conscription of Muslims and taxation of non-Muslims. Certain people, in fact 
many people, were not needed for this count. Those left out included "women, orphans, Christians below 
the age of puberty, the mentally or physically incapacitated, high ranking officials" and others as they were 
not "obligated to pay personal taxes or do military service." Karpat, Population, 9. The exclusion of so 
many categories is bound to result in only a fraction of the total population being counted, so Gerogeon and 
Özdemir's numbers may not be far off from the results of the census.     
609 Georges Perrot, Souvenirs d’un voyage en Asie Mineure (Paris: Michel Lévy Frères, 1864), 302. 
610 Vital Cuinet, La Turquie d’Asie: Géographie administrative statistique descriptive et raisonée de 
chaque province de l’Asie-Mineure, vol. 3 (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1894), 439-40. 
611 Cuinet, vol. 4, 120. 
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contained significantly greater populations within their urban centers. After the arrival of 

the railroad, Ankara underwent a population boom. By the end of the period under study, 

1914, the Central Anatolian town with a population of 20,000, or, at most, 30,000 

inhabitants that had not fluctuated more than that for the previous century or more, was 

shown by that year’s census to have increased to 84,665.612  

 

The Station Neighborhood: Recentering Ankara 
 As was also the case in Eskişehir, the railroad station sparked the development of 

new neighborhoods. In so doing, it played a role in altering Ankara’s urban form, as it 

expanded, since the railroad station became an important focal point. Ankara station was 

built at what were then the fringes of the town. It was placed at the base of the steep hill 

atop which Ankara Castle sat. At that time Ankara, as throughout its history, mainly 

revolved around this hill. As can be seen in Figure 17, below, the station is in a relatively 

sparsely populated area in front of the more densely populated and built upon part of 

town, starting about one third of the way up and stretching up the hill to the castle, just 

visible, at the top. As with Eskişehir, again, railroad workers found it convenient to settle 

near their worksite. Soon, a neighborhood referred to locally as the “European village,” 

due to the large numbers of foreign railroad workers living there, sprang up near the 

station.613 This was just the beginning of development around the station which is now, 

due to more than a century of urban growth around it, centrally located in a sprawling 

metropolis of over five million inhabitants. 

                                                
612 Karpat, Population, 170-71. 
613 Şimşir, 38-39. 
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Figure 17: View of Ankara from the station614 

 

                                                
614 Angora. Vue de la ville de la station, n.d. Postcard. İBB Atatürk Kitaplığı, Kartpostallar, Accession 
Number: Krt_000409. 
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Figure 18: A Map of the Historical Development of Ankara, up to 1930. Each color represents parts built in different 
eras, from the Hittites (Green) to the Ottomans (red), as well as some construction from the early Republican Period 

(marked by green hatch marks). The station, itself, is represented with red hatch marks and labeled “1892,” the date of 
its construction. It is clearly at the edge of the built-up area.615 

                                                
615 Aydın, et al., map #12. 
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Figure 19: Ankara today. The train station is marked by the lower yellow star pin on a train icon. The other pin of this 
type is very nearby on the Turkish State Railroads General Directorate building. This map is roughly along the same 

orientation as the one in Figure 18, so clearly the train station is now surrounded by urban construction on all sides.616 

The railroad station became an important fixture of the town, the hub of trade as 

well as the arrival and departure points for all who had business in the town or any of 

Central Anatolia that was within its orbit. As Ankara expanded, it did so, to a large 

extent, around the station. A large number of warehouses were built in the immediate 

vicinity for storage of goods transported to and from Ankara via the railroad. Vehbi Koç 

gives his account of Ankara’s railroad station warehouses shortly before the outbreak of 

World War I: “Numerous warehouses were rented out at the railway station, Goods were 

stored there, and whenever railway cars were available they were dispatched to Istanbul 

and thence to Europe. We were at the mercy of Yorgiadis Efendi, the director of the 

                                                
616 Google Maps, https://www.google.com/maps/@39.9349741,32.8426684,2978m/data=!3m1!1e3, 
accessed October 20, 2018 
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station warehouses, for the railway cars we needed.”617 This account is based on his 

memories as the child of a family, then known as the Koçzades, that was locally 

prominent and prosperous, though far less so than the business empire he was to found. 

His feeling of being “at the mercy of Yorgiadis Efendi,” who had a characteristically 

Greek name, is part of a noticeable pattern of emphasizing the wealth of the non-

Muslims.  

 Koç’s account details the mechanics of the grain trade at the point of its being 

loaded onto the trains that would bring it to Istanbul and other locations. In his 

description:  

 The peasants brought the grain to At Pazarı in two-wheeled carts and there 
opened a corner of the sack for a sample to be taken. Buyers made their bids, and 
after they agreed on a price the peasants carried their sacks to the merchant’s store 
and unloaded them on the floor. The bargaining was carried out by a measure 
called a yarımlağ, which was a sheet-metal container that held fifteen kilograms. 
The peasants measured out the grain and were paid for it by means of this 
measure. The merchant then shoveled the wheat into sacks and carried them to the 
storage depot at the railway station in four-wheeled carts called Tartar wagons. If 
the dispatcher had any railway cars ready they loaded it into them.618 
 

According to Koç, then, the At Pazarı (“horse market,” a market and neighborhood very 

near the railroad station) was the site of local bargaining between cereal growers and 

merchant middlemen for access to the railroad (when space was available) and the 

markets beyond. Of course, this was one of the railroad’s main intended purposes, but 

seeing it as portrayed by Koç brings local actors into focus.    

 

 

 

                                                
617 Koç, 21. 
618 Ibid, 12. 
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Grains and Goats: Ankara’s Exports in a Time of Change 
 Although the grain trade had become Ankara’s greatest exportable resource, other 

products were also shipped to markets via rail. Until recently, Ankara’s most important 

export product had been mohair, the wool of the Angora goat. Europeans, particularly the 

British and French, had long been interested in this textile for its combined softness, 

durability, and brilliant white color.619 The English had been involved since 1583, when 

Queen Elizabeth I chartered the Levant Company for the purpose of engaging in the 

mohair trade.620 Alone among the European powers, Britain kept a permanent consulate 

in Ankara, beginning in 1879 with the appointment of Gavin Gatheral as vice-consul 

(answering to the consul in Istanbul).621 This was, in large part, due to their interests in 

mohair. Many of the commercial reports produced by this consulate were about this 

wool.622 Various attempts were made to replicate the Central Anatolian success in mohair 

production by raising the goats in other regions. In 1787, by order of Louis XVI, the 

President of the Royal Agricultural Society of France, M. de la Tour had some Angora 

Goats imported to the Alps.623 Other unsuccessful attempts were made in Spain, The 

United States, Australia, Britain and Russia.624 The goats did not produce wool of the 

same quality in any of these locations as in their Central Anatolian home, not even in 

                                                
619 Georgeon, 373. 
620 Ömür Bakırer and Emre Madran, “Ankara kent merkezinde özellikle hanlar ve bedestenin ortaya çıkışı 
ve gelişimi,” in Tarih İçinde Ankara: Eylül 1981 seminer bildirileri, ed. Erdal Yavuz and Ümit Nevzat 
Gürel (Ankara: Orta Doğu Teknik Üniversitesi, 1984), 109. 
621 Şimşir, 26. 
622 Mohair production and trade feature prominently in British annual trade reports of the region, for 
example, H.B.M.’s Vice-Consulate, Angora to Hugh Windham Esq. H.M. Chargé d’affaires, 
Constantinople, “Annual Report Upon the Trade and Commerce of the Province of Ankara, 1882,” 16 
March, 1883. TNA FO 195/1454; H.M. Vice Consul Henry D. Barnham to Hugh Wyndham, Esq., 24 
March, 1885. TNA FO 195/1518; Several documents from 1885 are included in TNA FO 195/1684, 
including the dispute of a Mr. Fox whose mohair was seized by Ottoman officials, among others.   
623 Gary Leiser, “Travellers’ Accounts of Mohair Production in Ankara from the Fifteenth through the 
Nineteenth Century,” The Textile Museum Journal 32–33 (1994 1993), 8. 
624 Ibid, 18. 
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those with similar climates. For mohair connoisseurs, small variations in climate and diet 

could make a large difference. Even within Ankara, some claimed that the quality of the 

wool varied depending on which part of the province the goats were grazed in.  

In recent decades, however, Ankara had lost its unique advantage, as the British 

finally found success with goats they had imported to South Africa. Starting in the early 

1860s, these South African Angora goats produced high enough quality mohair to break 

Ankara’s monopoly on the highest quality wool.625 Still, the extraordinary goat hair 

remained in some demand from its original homeland (Vital Cuinet estimated over one 

million Angora goats were being raised in Ankara province) and was another important 

product that could be shipped out by train.626 Nevertheless, Cuinet remarks on the poor 

state of the wool market compared to previous times. Apparently, this decrease created 

enough of a surplus of Angora goats that “thousands” ended up being butchered like 

common goats rather than being raised for wool.627 As mentioned above, the British 

began permanent consular representation in 1879. With the mohair trade as one of their 

principal commercial interests in the region, it is clear that the wool remained important 

to the British, in spite of the new competition from the Southern Hemisphere. 

                                                
625 Şimşir, 25; .S.C. Cornwright Schreiner, The Angora Goat (Published under the Auspices of the South 
African Goat Breeders’ Association) and a Paper on the Ostrich (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 
1898). 
626 Cuinet, vol. 1, 257; Baskıcı, 195-96.   
627 Ibid, 289. 
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Figure 20: Angora goats with their famous fleeces.628 

 Apart from cereal grains and mohair, Ankara exported somewhat smaller 

quantities of opium and leather, among other commodities. In turn, the railroad brought 

various goods to Ankara. These included sugar, cotton textiles, oil, and other items.629 In 

1890, Ankara’s first steam-powered flour mill was built. The factory was one of the first 

modern industrial sites in Ankara. In 1906, a second one was built. This one was built 

near the railroad station, since that had become the main transportation hub for goods 

being exported from the city, something that had not happened yet in 1890.630 Given the 

                                                
628 Source: http://tiftikbirlik.com.tr/slayt/DSCF0454.JPG, accessed 10/15/2018. 
629 Baskıcı, 193-94. 
630 Y. Güler, 145. 
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convenience that the flour mill’s proximity to the station afforded, ground flour joined 

cereal grains as one of Ankara’s exports. 

 Further signs of connection to the outside world and its institutions emerged, if 

not always due to the train, as part of a package with it. These include the first insurance 

companies, which were indicators of the increased volume of trade, and the opening of a 

branch of the Imperial Ottoman Bank in 1893.631 These financial services tied the local 

economy to emerging global capitalism, just as the train did, so the two can be seen as 

intertwined parts of a larger phenomenon. Along with the repurposing of camel trains and 

the shifting of their trade routes, to be discussed in the next section, these emerging 

institutions in the existing environment of nineteenth-century Central Anatolia 

demonstrate how the various actors were involved in combining and modifying old and 

new technologies (including technologies of finance). The new patterns that emerged 

would produce transformations in the regional economy which, in turn, were held as 

having modernized that economy.  

  

The Camel and the Rail: Adaptation of Trade Routes in Central Anatolia  
 By 1905, up to 1,000 camels arrived daily at the Ankara railroad station. These 

camels were not part of a long-distance, trans-Anatolian caravan as they would have been 

in previous times. Instead they were coming from Ankara’s more immediate hinterland, 

bringing goods from local and regional agriculturalists for loading on trains bound for 

Istanbul, or for further export beyond Ottoman borders.632 Considering the total number 

                                                
631 Baskıcı, 201; Ortaylı, 216.  
632 “The Land of the Anatolian Railway III,” The Times, Jan. 6, 1905, 13.This article is also cited in Donald 
Quataert, "Agricultural Trends and Government Policy in Ottoman Anatolia," in Workers, Peasants and 
Economic Change in the Ottoman Empire 1730-1914 (Istanbul: ISIS Press, 1993) 24-25. Longer-distance 
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of camels annually imported into Anatolia from Syria and Arabia in the early twentieth 

century is estimated at 8,000 to 10,000, this was a significant number being used for this 

purpose at this one railroad terminus.633 Camels were serving the same function with the 

Izmir-Kasaba and Izmir-Aydın railroads in Western Anatolia. In fact, the number of 

camels meeting the railroad was significantly more than the annual traffic in the pre-

railroad 1860s of 48,000 camels along the Trabzon-Bayezit road, “perhaps the best and 

most traveled trade route in late-nineteenth-century Anatolia.” Ankara’s busy days thus 

demanded slightly more camels than the weekly average for this much-used road.634 

 The continued heavy reliance on camels contradicts the narrative of modern 

technology replacing older. Before the train, huge caravans of many thousands of camels 

would bring grain from Ankara and other points in Central Anatolia to Istanbul. The 

expenses involved in this method assured that the price of the grain tripled by the time it 

reached the capital. Although caravan drivers attempted to keep their business with short 

term price-cuts by as much as half of their rates, they could not compete with the scale, 

speed, or efficiency of the train, which took over much of the long distance commercial 

transportation.635 Nevertheless, the Anatolia Railroad has often been found lacking in 

economic development due to its lack of spur lines, compared to the transcontinental 

                                                
transportation via camel caravan to and from the regional hub of Ankara was a centuries-old pattern. 
Ortaylı, 217. 
633 Bulliet, 232; Robert Irwin, Camel (London: Reaktion Books, 2010), 30. The camel’s life-span is about 
forty years, but Irwin notes that the camel is not mature until the age of nine. He does not mention whether 
or not elderly camels were normally still put to work. Even without a camel retirement plan, we can assume 
that a camel’s working life is probably closer to thirty years, although not working at peak efficiency the 
entire time.  
634 The quote is from Quataert, “Limited Revolution,” 145. The 48,000 camels figure is in Fulya Özkan, “A 
Road in Rebellion, a History on the Move: The Social History of the Trabzon-Bayezid Road and the 
Formation of the Modern State in the Late Ottoman World,” (PhD diss., State University of New York at 
Binghamton, 2012), 10. 
635 Yavuz, 201. 
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lines in the United States which were large trunk lines like the Anatolian Railroad, but 

which also had numerous spur lines which allowed economic development of the 

agricultural hinterlands of the mainline railroad cities and towns by bringing produce and 

other goods to the main railroad line for transshipment throughout the nation and, indeed, 

the world.636 What we see here instead, I argue, is the transformation of the routes taken 

by camels and other pack animals into spur lines. Rather than a demonstration of the 

inferiority of older technology, this adaptation reveals the flexibility of technological use 

in ways that combine the old with the new. While the camels did, eventually, get replaced 

by trucks, the use of pack animals for decades after the completion of the railroad 

demonstrates the co-existence of old and new in constantly re-combining patterns.   

 

Agriculture and Industry 
 In the run-up to Ankara’s entering the railroad age, the province’s residents were 

overwhelmingly agricultural. Cuinet claims that 90% of the people were involved in 

cereal production.637 The arrival of the railroad to Central Anatolia placed a major 

industrial corridor in the midst of this important agricultural region. Apart from the 

railroad itself and the two steam powered flour factories there remained surprisingly little 

modern industry in Ankara until after it became the Republican capital. Even the flour 

factories served to refine the region’s wheat and, placed near the railroad, essentially 

prepared the same product for the outside world as the grain loaded on the train, only in a 

form readier for use. 

                                                
636 Quataert, “Limited Revolution,” 145; Quataert, “Age of Reforms,” 821. 
637 Cuinet, vol. 1, 256. 
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 It is not entirely clear how Ankara compares to Eskişehir in terms of overall 

industrialization. Sources, however, seem to emphasize industrialization, largely due to 

the train, in Eskişehir more than in Ankara, the larger city. Perhaps the train and its 

associated industries gave Eskişehir, which had been relatively obscure in recent 

centuries, a character that it had formerly lacked in the public consciousness. Eskişehir 

now became known as the quintessential Ottoman railroad town, despite the fact that its 

region, like Ankara’s remained predominantly, even overwhelmingly, agricultural. As for 

Ankara, perhaps its important agricultural production, made more profitable by the export 

possibilities of the train, did not need to develop other industries especially quickly. The 

usefulness of the “modern” train may have, in fact, encouraged the continuation of a 

mainly agricultural economy, despite this being less associate with the railroad, in 

general, than industrialization. 

 This does not mean that agriculture was “traditional” whereas industry was 

“modern.” That agriculture also figured in modernization efforts can be seen, among 

other places, in the founding in Ankara of a model farm and a shepherding school. 638 

These schools demonstrate an interest in the latest methods of agriculture. The products 

of this “modern” agriculture could then be transported via the train, the most modern and 

latest mode of transportation available in the region. These schools, as well as their 

relationships with the train, also demonstrated how the latter could facilitate the exchange 

of tools and ideas with the outside world. Some of these were brought by the muhacirs 

but, of course, many of the muhacirs were brought by train. All this reveals a complex 

network of actors involved in the modernization of agriculture. It is important to mention 

                                                
638 Baskıcı, 200-01. 
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this, as agriculture is often portrayed as a “traditional” counterpoint to the “modernizing” 

urban(izing) regions. This tendency can be seen in many modernization narratives, and is 

not unique to studies of Ottoman modernization or railroads.     

 

Kara Tren: War, Loss, Deportation, and the Railroad 
As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Osman Hoca explained that the image of the 

dark train, the “kara tren,” an image in Turkish folklore that has found its way into well-

known folk songs (türküs) among other references, came from the fear with which the 

locals regarded the “monster” that they heard would arrive in their town. It is certainly 

possible that the incident recounted by Osman, the first arrival of the train and people’s 

resulting panic, was the ultimate origin of this phrase. Doubtlessly what engraved it into 

the public consciousness, however, was the role of the train in the transportation of 

locally conscripted young men to the wars fought in the last years of the Ottoman 

Empire, in particular the Balkan Wars (1912-1913) and World War I (1914-1918).639 

Although mass-conscription and mass-mobilization had been implemented earlier (the 

British consulate estimated as many as 179,000 soldiers from Ankara province were 

called up to the 1877-1878 war)640 the greater efficiency with which they were mustered 

onto the train and the manner in which the youth of an entire town could be taken away 

by it en masse must have made quite an impression. Large numbers of the region’s 

young men did not come home from these wars.  

The railroad was an important military asset. The Anatolian Railroad mobilized 

conscripted soldiers from Central Anatolia during the 1897 war with Greece. The 

                                                
639 Mass-conscription and mass-mobilization was not   
640 Cited in Şimşir, 25. 
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railroads were given much of the credit for the resulting Ottoman military victory.641 

One of its main intended uses was to move soldiers, certainly including those newly 

conscripted, and to take them away from their families, in many cases forever. The “dark 

train” came to represent general separation of friends and loved ones from each other, 

with the mobilization of young men as soldiers likely being the most poignant due to the 

strong possibility of never being on a return train.642 

This trope reveals another negative aspect of the train. The same technology that 

allowed the efficient transportation of goods and passengers to and from the region 

could be used to extract large numbers of local boys and send them to faraway front 

lines in the Balkans, or Libya, or the Caucasus. The nature of the slaughter caused by 

industrial warfare, with machine guns, tanks and other weapons of twentieth century 

total war, meant that the number of local sons lost was far greater than in previous wars. 

In addition to the large, previously inconceivable, numbers of dead, many were never 

accounted for. The Ankara region was hit particularly hard by wartime loss.  

 

Invention of the Death Train: Use of the Anatolian and Baghdad Railroads in the 
Armenian Deportations and Genocide 

Although not strictly in the timeframe of this dissertation, the role the Anatolian 

and Baghdad Railroads played in the Armenian genocide demands attention. Generally, 

those deported from the traditionally Armenian provinces, that is the “six provinces” of 

Van, Diyarbakır, Bitlis, Mamuret el-Aziz (also known, at the time, as Harput and known 

                                                
641 Mobilization of troops for this war from areas of Central Anatolia including Ankara, Yozgat, Çorum, 
and Beypazarı, often involving the railroad, is mentioned in BOA, Y.PRK.UM 36/111 (14 Ramazan, 1314/ 
February 24, 1897). 
642 Ali Yıldırım, “Edebiyat ve kültürümüzde tren,” [Electronic] Turkish Studies 9, no. 6 (2014): 1156-57. 
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today as Elazığ), Bitlis and Erzurum,643 were expelled on foot (i.e., death-marched). 

Armenians from the large Central and Western Anatolian minority populations were 

frequently deported via train. They were packed into trains in terrible conditions, 

generally in freight cars or sheep cars. While the Ottoman military also sometimes found 

it necessary to use this type of car to transport soldiers, the cars carried them up to a 

capacity of thirty-six men. Presumably, these were not the most comfortable of 

conditions, but were safe enough. The Armenians averaged eighty-eight in these same 

cars.644 The author Ahmed Refik (Altınay) was in the army at the time and witnessed 

Armenian deportations from Eskişehir. He describes thousands, growing to tens of 

thousands of Armenians, women, children, and the elderly, being brought to the station 

in train after train. They had been deported from Ankara as well as from Kayseri, Bursa, 

Adapazarı and other locations, but did not yet include the local Armenian population in 

Eskişehir. Ahmed Refik describes these latter as being very concerned about their 

compatriots, but largely unable to come to their aid. From Eskişehir Station, the 

deportees were supposed to have been transferred to Konya. As Konya was the site of a 

large prison camp for Armenian deportees, before being sent to Syria, this is a logical 

destination for the deportees at the Eskişehir station. For a time, these many thousands 

were stranded as the railroad company refused to transport them further without 

payment.645 This obstacle to further transportation might have been motivated by more 

than just profit. There is controversy over the role of railroad officials as well as other 

                                                
643 Bruce Masters, “Armenia,” ed. Gábor Ágoston and Bruce Masters, Encyclopedia of the Ottoman Empire 
(New York: Infobase, 2009), 52. 
644 Hilmar Kaiser, “The Baghdad Railway and the Armenian Genocide, 1915-1916: A Case Study in 
German Resistance and Complicity,” in Remembrance and Denial: The Case of the Armenian Genocide, 
ed. Richard G. Hovannisian (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1999), 75. 
645 Refik Halit, 25-28; Kaiser, 75. 
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Germans, such as military officers and diplomats, in the genocide. While some turned a 

blind eye or even aided in the actions of their Ottoman allies, others protested. Franz 

Günther, Deutsche Bank’s head of the General Directorate of the Baghdad Railroad in 

Istanbul, was concerned that so much of the deportation was taking place via his 

railroad. Whether motivated by humanitarian impulses, worries about the liability to 

which the company could be held, or a combination of the two, he wrote Deutsche Bank 

Director Arthur Gwinner in Germany to warn him of the use of the railroad and to opine 

that this was not the business that they had gotten into. In a darkly sardonic comment, he 

sent Gwinner a photograph of a deportation train, stating that it showed the Anatolian 

Railway as “an upholder of civilization in Turkey.”646 In any case, Günther’s argument 

for ending the railroad’s involvement did not prevail.  

As with other institutions, the Baghdad Railroad Company, by this time also 

encompassing the Anatolian Railroad, was not monolithic and the railroad could be 

proposed to be used as a tool serving different purposes. Neither was the Ottoman state 

monolithic, as evidenced by the provincial governors who refused to deport their 

Armenian populations. The more pliable officials that Istanbul replaced them with did 

not have such a problem. The railroad company, too, argued that it needed its Armenian 

workers in order for the normal functioning of the Anatolian and Baghdad Railroads. As 

the war made keeping the railroads running a critical need of the Ottoman state, some of 

the Armenian employees were allowed to stay for a time, as were some new hires. 647 

Some of these latter were lacking in the skills and experience for the jobs for which they 

                                                
646 Kaiser, 75. 
647 Ibid, 80. 
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had been hired, so it is likely they were hired as a means of protecting them.648 Their 

families, however, were deported ahead of them, and, eventually in June, 1916, 

reasoning that the company had hired replacements for Armenian employees, as they 

had been commanded to, Talat Paşa ordered the deportation of the remaining railroad 

Armenian railroad employees. They were deported, mainly to their deaths, along the 

very railroad they had helped to build and operate. 

As social constructivist and user-centered histories of technology posit, a 

technology is not just defined by its inventors but by its users as well. In this case, the 

Ottoman state may have the dubious distinction of having used the railroad to invent the 

“death train.”649 Obviously one needs a train first, but a train transporting freight, 

passengers or soldiers with the speed and efficiency enabled by steam power is not 

exactly the same tool as one used to transport people to their deaths.  

 

Conclusion 
 The first train’s arrival on November 27, 1892, was an important event, at least 

somewhat deserving of the pomp with which it was greeted. Its treatment as a “great 

event” signified both the state’s investment in modernization, as well as the excitement 

the train had created among the locals who had gathered in quite large numbers. 

 Among the key effects of the railroad was to re-arrange and re-prioritize the trade 

routes in Anatolia, as well as the roles and relative importance of its cities. In Ankara, the 

                                                
648 Ibid, 86-87. 
649 More famous, of course, as a feature of the Nazi holocaust. The use of railroads in both genocides, and 
thus the possible influence of the earlier one upon the later, has been remarked upon. See, for example 
McMurray, 133, n.25. 
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east-west trade route that the train ran along became the main artery of trade whereas 

formerly, the north-south routes had been dominant. Ankara, as the terminus of the 

railroad also grew in importance. Rather than one among several of the most important 

towns in Anatolia, Ankara became the central one, perhaps rivaled only by Konya among 

inland cities. At the same time the station developed a new center for Ankara, at the base 

of the hill rather than the top. This helped start a massive expansion that would occur in 

the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, and is still continuing. 

 As for the caravans, once they were challenged by the train in their status as the 

main form of inland overland transportation, some, although far from all, were able to 

adapt and be used as a system of shorter distance transportation, from the stations to the 

hinterlands which had no rails. In the transformation of camel trains into feeder lines 

when the railroad had very few, one can see an ingenious example of the novel use of 

technology to match local circumstances “on the ground.”   

 The train also affected trade. At the same time, it influenced the route of the train. 

One of the main incentives to build a railroad to Ankara was for the export of wheat, 

which was especially important for the provisioning of Istanbul, as well as mohair and 

other products for which the region was known. Once the Ankara area was producing 

foodstuffs for export, and only a decreasing amount for local markets, Anatolian 

agriculture became incorporated into the global economy. As much as the train was a 

product of modern industrialism, the success of export agriculture may have kept Ankara 

more agricultural and less industrialized for a time.  

 Among the most memorable effects of the train for ordinary people was probably 

its use in taking away young men for military conscription. Many would never come 
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home, thus giving rise to the cultural symbolism of the train as “kara tren,” or the “dark 

train.” This image of sorrow and of a train of ill-augury has given rise to multiple songs 

and poetry, and become an Anatolian cultural trope. The use of trains in deporting 

Armenians during the genocide would also have made them a symbol of doom, at least 

for Armenians. The Anatolian and Baghdad railroads were the main lines used for this 

purpose. The railroad tracks had been firmly laid across the Anatolian soil, for better and 

for worse the train was now an inextricable part of the Anatolia’s physical landscape, as 

well as, metaphorically, its cultural, economic, political, and social landscapes.      
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Conclusion: The Train that Co-Created History 

 A work of popular history referred to the Baghdad Railroad, including the 

Anatolian Railroad, as “the train that disappeared into history.” Partly this claim was 

meant to reflect that, post-World War I, the railroad company was dismembered into 

several different entities across newly-made borders. Mainly, it refers to the 

disappearance of relevance of this railroad to European great power politics in the 

aftermath of World War I. 650 The author’s conclusions in this regard are based on a 

tradition of seeing this railroad’s importance as lying in its effects on relations between 

foreign powers, and not for its effects on the Ottoman lands it passed through. This was 

largely the view from Europe at the time of the railroad’s construction, but it was further 

codified in the immediate post-war era. Edward Meade Earle’s widely-cited Turkey, the 

Great Powers, and The Baghdad Railway, published in 1924, is often seen as having set 

the tone for histories of the railroad and their emphasis on the great power struggle, 

particularly the German-British rivalry.651  

 This primacy given to European politics is unsurprising for several reasons. In 

addition to the common Eurocentric historiography that has arrogated the central place in 

world history to the “West” and the fact that European financing and expertise were 

necessary for most of the rail projects in Ottoman territory, railroad technology has 

generally been seen as inherently “European” or “western.” Certainly, the site of a 

technology’s invention and that of the company responsible for building and managing it 

are very important considerations in analyzing its history. They do not tell the whole 

                                                
650 Kathie Somerwil-Ayrton, The Train That Disappeared into History: The Berlin-to-Bagdad Railway and 
How It Led to the Great War (Soesterberg, Netherland: Uitgeverij Aspekt, 2007). 
651 Earle.  
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story, however. The use to which technologies are put and the environment in which they 

are found are at least as important. From the early planning stages onward, inhabitants of 

Anatolia were interacting actively with the train. 

  While recent historiography has questioned the equation of Ottoman 

modernization with political, economic, or cultural westernization, this is less the case 

with the history of Ottoman technology. Many historians still portray inherently western 

technology whose diffusion allowed the rest of the world to “catch up” in reaching 

technological modernity.652 Even contributions to volumes on science and technology in 

the “Muslim world” can resort to metaphors for technology transfer as transplantation 

into “foreign soil.”653 Western exceptionalism is never applied, however, to the many 

technologies that the west acquired from elsewhere before becoming globally hegemonic 

(gunpowder, paper-making, nautical technology to cite just a few of the many examples). 

Theorizations of technology in use argue that a technology “belongs” not just to its 

inventors but to all its users and, more broadly, all those who live with its consequences. 

This approach is useful in order to de-couple the idea of modernization from a particular 

regional or civilizational context. Furthermore, the idea of a passive non-west needing to 

receive innovation from outside is one of the central tropes of Orientalism as criticized by 

Edward Said.654  

                                                
652 Even Donald Quataert, whose work has done so much to inspire a closer look at the local effects of the 
railroads on Ottoman subjects states that, in some places, railroads can be “alien transplants,” thus implying 
their belonging to the west, even as he is attempting to argue against Eurocentrism. Quataert “Limited 
Revolution,” 141.  
653 Yakov M. Rabkin, “Conceptual Issues in the History of Science in Nonwestern Societies,” in Transfer 
of Modern Science and Technology to the Muslim World: Proceedings of the International Symposium on 
“Modern Sciences and the Muslim World" (Istanbul 2-4 September 1987), ed. Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu 
(Istanbul: IRCICA, 1992), 59–66. 
654 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 1978). 
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Actor Network Theory argues for the non-permanence of any ontological stability 

of such concepts as “technology” or “society,” as well as rejecting any radical separation 

between such interacting categories. “Technology in society” is a concept that goes 

beyond “technology + society.”655 Using these theories, this dissertation has argued that 

Ottoman provincial modernity can best be seen as having been formed by the interaction 

of multiple variables in a manner that was not necessarily conscious or deliberate. Rather 

than a modernity imposed from outside or above, these theoretical lenses allow us to 

argue for a modernity co-created between different factors that were networked together. 

This approach allows us to construct a more complex and dynamic approach to the 

techno-social transformations of the last few Ottoman decades in provincial Anatolia.   

This dissertation is concerned with changes on the ground in the areas through 

which the Anatolian Railroad passed. Adding the local scale to the more widely written-

about international and Ottoman state narratives allows us to expand the actors we can 

consider participants in the modernization of their own society. This dissertation argues 

for a broad field of agents exerting multidirectional pressures and influences on each 

other, and that the true re-shaping of the late Ottoman world was formed through these 

interactions.  

                                                
655 A parallel can be found in a recently published edited collection on “the lives of guns,” most of whose 
chapters are clearly ANT-influenced. In answering the hot-button question of whether people or guns kill 
people, the editors argue that the combination of the two is more than a simple augmentation of one by the 
other, as each opens attribute-changing possibilities. Jonathan Obert, Andrew Poe, and Austin Sarat, “The 
Lives of Guns: An Introduction,” in The Lives of Guns, ed. Jonathan Obert, Andrew Poe, and Austin Sarat 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 2-4. Other ANT-influenced formulations for expressing the 
non-separateness between what are normally considered different elements include Callon’s critique of the 
concept of technological systems as existing apart from their environments. Callon, 99-100. Shamir refers, 
more narrowly, to the political and the technical, although he also uses the terms “science” and “society.” 
Shamir, 5-6.    
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 The preceding chapters have demonstrated that the train, widely considered the 

epitome of modernity, was available for use by more than just the state or the Anatolian 

Railroad Company, its intended users. Anatolian bandits, often considered pre-modern or 

anti-modern social elements, were able to adapt their kidnapping and extortion to the 

train. Sources, including archival correspondence between the provinces and the 

government and foreign and local newspapers, reveal a spike in kidnappings and other 

bandit activity in Ertuğrul Sancak in the summer of 1890. This period would have been 

just as railroad construction began in that region. Noticing this pattern has allowed me to 

argue that the bandits were participants in the new technologically modernized 

environment. This runs counter to their image as pre-modern remnants who were chased 

away by the train and other modern forms of securing the countryside. That these modern 

forms of security may have been successful in getting rid of banditry is beside the point. 

This dissertation argues that the arrival of modernity was a complex process in which it is 

inaccurate to portray certain groups as modern and others as not so when all were, in fact, 

simultaneously engaged in processes of adapting to it, and adapting it to themselves.  

 One effect of the railroad was the conversion of settlements such as Eskişehir into 

railroad towns. Eskişehir would not have evolved in the same way if it had not become an 

important railroad junction. This does not mean, however, that the railroad was the single 

cause of its modernization. Rather, we can see a number of elements of a latent 

modernity that the arrival of the railroad and, in particular, the much closer connection to 

Istanbul would greatly accelerate. While competing factions of notables clashed in 

Eskişehir, each faction’s ownership of a printing press allowed it to efficiently 

disseminate its views. The rapid connection to Istanbul meant that local politics could be 
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tied to those of the capital. Many other cultural and economic changes were centered on 

Eskişehir. Eskişehir greatly increased in population and importance. New establishments 

were created as a result of it now being a railroad town, including some that were 

controversial and considered undesirable by some of the population, such as an increase 

in the number of meyhanes (taverns). In Eskişehir, as in the entire region, much of the 

population growth was due to the large-scale settlement of muhacirs, the mostly-Muslim 

refugees from recently-lost Ottoman lands. While they were settled throughout the 

empire, the railroads were a convenient means of moving them inland, and in the process 

making the lands around the railroad less remote and therefore more secure. The 

settlements could be planned to a greater or lesser extent, and even those that were 

planned did not guarantee that the muhacirs would follow those plans. They, too, were 

involved in their own negotiations toward modernization.   

 Not only were some railroad effects difficult to control, but they could lead to 

disaster. This was the case with the more rapid spread of diseases, such as cholera, and 

with railroad accidents. Nonhuman agents, although quite often enabled by or in 

accidental collaboration with humans, introduced some of the most negative effects of 

modernization. It is quite difficult to automatically equate modernity with progress when 

faced with derailments and cholera, nonexistent problems in the pre-railroad age. 

Similarly, a negative form of modernization was seen in the eyes of many locals in the 

railroad’s ability to efficiently take away larger numbers of conscripts to fight and, 

frequently, die in wars such as the Balkan Wars and World War I. The train was not 

responsible for the state’s conscription project, but it certainly made it more achievable. 

Of course, for the state, being able to use the train for military mobilization counted as a 
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positive effect. Thus, we can see that ideas such as what benefits a train can bring depend 

on whose perspective they are being considered from. 

 Railroad transformation did not only affect urban spaces, but also came to rural 

areas. As with urban areas it can be argued that forms of modernization were coming 

regardless, but the railroad certainly influenced the final form that it took. For their part, 

rural areas, such as that between Eskişehir and Ankara, influenced railroad construction 

and use. The Anatolian and Baghdad Railroads are often said to have been built primarily 

for military considerations and only secondarily for economic purposes. While it may be 

true that the state’s first consideration was security, my research shows that economic 

considerations were extremely important as well. This explains the railroad’s 

construction through the Ankara region, the grain basket of Anatolia. In some cases, such 

as in Polatlı, the success of the railroad for cereal grain transshipment was so great that 

locals wanted to form a new town, something that the state had, apparently, not 

anticipated. Ultimately, however, Polatlı became one of the largest towns in Ankara 

Province (apart from Ankara, of course). 

 Ankara, itself, was another case of urbanization which took on a train-influenced 

form. Its importance to the railroad, in fact, helped it become the center of Anatolia to a 

greater degree than before, when it had been one of several regionally important towns. 

Within thirty years, Ankara’s centrality, together with certain other factors such as the 

allied occupation of Istanbul after World War I and the Greek advances from the coast, 

helped Ankara become, first, the center of operations for Mustafa Kemal’s National 

Forces, and then the capital of the new Turkish Republic. It is difficult to imagine this 

being possible without Ankara’s recently-attained greater importance or without the 
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Anatolian Railroad at least reaching from Ankara to Eskişehir within the territory 

controlled by the National Forces.    

 The Anatolian Railroad, and its successor the Baghdad Railroad, far from 

disappearing into history, left many traces. Not least of these, of course, is the still-

operating routes which include all of the original Anatolian Railroad, now incorporated 

into the Turkish State Railroad Company, TCDD’s High Speed Train system. Slightly 

over a century ago, this railroad was a crucial part of the considerable transformations 

occurring in the Anatolian provinces. While the meanings of these changes varied among 

the involved parties, all were affected. This railroad has largely been treated as a 

diplomatic matter. Such an approach runs the risk of ignoring the Ottoman Empire and its 

subjects except as they relate to the European powers. Most of the other studies look at 

the economic effects of the railroad. While this approach can, potentially, deal more 

effectively with the internal circumstances of the Ottoman economy, it still can leave out 

the microlevel stories of people “on the ground.” 

 I argue for examining the interactions of the railroad, and modernization in 

general, with local people and their surroundings. Influenced by histories of socially 

constructed technology and by Actor Network Theory, I argue that all elements of the 

region at the time, such as Anatolian bandits, agriculturalists, townspeople throughout the 

region, muhacirs, nonhuman elements including cholera, camels and the train itself 

interacting in their contingent and ever-evolving networks must be considered as a 

complex matrix of modernization of which the train serves as a convenient entry point as 

well as an element in its own right.  
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