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Reading a bureaucratic career backwards: how did H€useyin
Hilmi Pasha become the Inspector-General of Rumelia?

Sena Hatip Dinçy€urek

Department of History, Bilkent University, Ankara, Turkey

In the final days of November 1902, as a result of the ongoing European pressure for the
implementation of reforms in Ottoman Macedonia, Sultan Abd€ulhamid II issued a decree
called ‘the Ordinance on the Rumelian Provinces’ (Rumeli Vilâyâtı Hakkında Talimâtnâme).
This document was a milestone for the Macedonian Question and brought with it a num-
ber of institutions, the most important of which was the General Inspectorate of Rumelia
(Vilâyât-ı Selâse Umûm M€ufettişli�gi). H€useyin Hilmi Pasha was appointed as the inspector
general (m€ufettiş-i umûmi), and all the administrative units of the Three Provinces (Vilâyât-
ı Selâse) – Salonica, Manastır (Bitola) and Kosovo – were entrusted to his supervision.1

There was indeed something peculiar in the appointment of H€useyin Hilmi Pasha to
this post. His position can be described as an extraordinary governor above the Three
Provinces, with an overriding authority over the provincial governors (vâlis). That is why
his appointment to the inspectorate of Rumelia immediately raised certain rumours and
questions among his contemporaries. Fazlı Necip, a journalist and the publisher of the
daily Asır, was one of them. He wrote:

We Macedonians were following all these developments with a nervous excitement. The
Istanbul papers could not speak of this issue. However, all through Macedonia the news of
the enterprise was learned of in detail from foreign papers. It was at this time that one day we
received the news of H€useyin Hilmi Pasha’s appointment as Inspector General of the Rumelian
Provinces. We asked each other, ‘Who is this H€useyin Pasha?’ He was not a famed dignitary. He
had never been to Rumelia. People talked about it everywhere for days in order to compre-
hend the characteristics of this inspector who was to rule the great territory of Rumelia as a
semi-autonomous prince.2

The General Inspectorate of Rumelia was not the highest state position that H€useyin Hilmi
Pasha ever reached. Later in his career, he not only served as Minister of the Interior
(1908–09) and Minister of Justice (1912), but he also held the seal of the grand vizierate
twice (1909 and 1910). However, once the pasha had achieved a position as high as the
inspectorate, such high-ranking subsequent appointments can be seen as not so surpris-
ing. As such, this article aims primarily to find an answer to the question raised by Fazlı
Necip, and, second, to reconstruct and understand the path that led H€useyin Hilmi to one
of the most significant positions to be specifically created under the special conditions of
the empire in the early years of the twentieth century.

CONTACT Sena Hatip Dinçy€urek ssena@bilkent.edu.tr

© 2016 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES, 2017
VOL. 53, NO. 3, 386–405
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00263206.2016.1241245

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

B
ilk

en
t U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 0
1:

10
 0

6 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
17

 

mailto:ssena@bilkent.edu.tr
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00263206.2016.1241245
http://www.tandfonline.com


This article is therefore a biographical study that examines H€useyin Hilmi Pasha as a
prominent statesman with the aim of discovering whether his example can be portrayed
as a good example of the Hamidian way of governing. It is within this context that he
made a very fortunate start to his career in government service, after which his profes-
sional career moulded him into an expert in ‘crisis management’. He served in different
parts of the empire that had similar problems. At first glance, it may seem bizarre to see a
governor who had always been deployed in the eastern provinces – particularly in south-
ern Anatolia, Syria and Yemen – being appointed to Ottoman Macedonia at a time of seri-
ous political and diplomatic crisis. However, a deeper analysis of his career path will help
us understand the logic behind the rise of this Ottoman statesman during the reign of
Abd€ulhamid II.

In the mid-1870s, when H€useyin Hilmi’s bureaucratic career began, most high officials
were products of the Tanzimat system, and quite a few were graduates of ‘modern’
schools. However, this was not the case for H€useyin Hilmi, who came from a humble back-
ground. In a partial autobiographical account, he wrote that he was born on a Thursday
on 13 Rebi€ulevvel 1273 (11 November 1856) in Sarlıca, a village on the island of Midilli
(Lesbos). He gives details concerning his family and identifies himself as a Muslim on both
the paternal and the maternal side. His paternal grandfather had previously migrated to
Midilli from K€utahya, while his maternal grandfather had been a palace servant.3 As he
was often ‘blamed’ for being of Greek origin, which was perhaps a general attitude held
by the wider public toward those born on the Aegean islands, it is not surprising to see
that he wanted to elucidate his family roots. He first attended the local sıbyan mektebi (pri-
mary school) and then received an education in a madrasa in Midilli. He obtained a first-
class diploma as an attorney (dava vekili) in 1882.4 According to his Sicill-i Ahvâl record
(official personal record), he could read Turkish, Arabic and French, and was familiar with
Greek as well. H€useyin Hilmi ‘Efendi’5 began his professional training (m€ulâzemet, or
internship) for civil officialdom in the secretariat of Midilli (Midilli Tahrirat Kalemi) in 1874.6

As he was an Ottoman civil servant or bureaucrat not from a well-known family, it is not
always possible to obtain detailed information or find reliable sources on his early years.
In the case of H€useyin Hilmi, we are extremely lucky to have written primary documents
from the pen of Namık Kemal, one of the most renowned men of letters of the time in the
empire.7

Namık Kemal was ‘kindly distanced’ – not to say exiled – from Istanbul by Abd€ulhamid II
on 19 July 1877, and he headed to Midilli for his ‘mandatory residence’ (ikâmete memûr)
due to his political stance.8 In fact, two and a half years later, Namık Kemal was to become
the mutasarrıf or district governor of the island.9 It would not be wrong to presume that
this was around the time when young H€useyin Hilmi met Namık Kemal, a critical acquain-
tance that was to change his entire life.

Many sources refer to H€useyin Hilmi as Namık Kemal’s personal scribe during the lat-
ter’s governorate in Midilli. However, his official record reveals that by the time Namık
Kemal arrived on the island (late July/early August 1877), Hilmi Efendi had already been in
state service for two years, serving as the chief scribe in the Tahr̂ır-i Emlâk Kalemi (Land
Registry Office) since June 1876.10 Nevertheless, it is very likely that Hilmi Efendi served
Namık Kemal as a de facto personal clerk as well.11 The name ‘H€useyin Hilmi’ would appear
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in Namık Kemal’s letters to third parties from 1878 onwards.12 A recent publication by Ali
Akyıldız and Azmi €Ozcan has revealed a closer and deeper relationship between these
two men.13 Namık Kemal’s hitherto unpublished personal letters, of which a great majority
are addressed to H€useyin Hilmi, shed significant light on their intimacy. Moreover, an
examination of their relationship shows that it fits perfectly into the concept as well as the
common practice of intisâb.14 It was this door opened before H€useyin Hilmi that enabled
him to build a career which would finally lead him to the grand vizierate.

On 9 May 1881, H€useyin Hilmi Efendi became Midilli Tahr̂ırât M€ud€ur€u (chief clerk of offi-
cial correspondences). Namık Kemal had been themutasarrıf since December 1879; hence,
this promotion must have been his initiative.15 H€useyin Hilmi served in this position until
his appointment to the province of Aydın on 12 August 1883.16 The last four years of his
service under Namık Kemal appears to have laid the foundations of H€useyin Hilmi’s career
as a bureaucrat. H€useyin Hilmi – together with another young official, Tevfik Bey – became
Namık Kemal’s indispensable companions. In addition to his other duties, he played the
role of a courier for his superior’s letters and packages between the island and Istanbul.17

This must have been a great opportunity for him to get to know the Ottoman capital and
its circles.

During the years that H€useyin Hilmi served Namık Kemal, he must have learned quite a
deal from him in terms of bureaucratic manners and correspondence, and in any case it
would be a mistake to presume that a public intellectual and important literary figure like
Namık Kemal, who influenced generations of Ottomans, had no intellectual impact on
H€useyin Hilmi. In a letter to Ziya Pasha, Namık Kemal added a note at the end explaining,
in a sarcastic tone, how his clerks – probably referring to H€useyin Hilmi – valued his writ-
ings and were keen to make fair copies, not even letting him write down his own letters.18

At the same time, Namık Kemal did seem rather fond of his young companions on the
island. In 1881, hearing rumours that Tevfik and H€useyin Hilmi would be replaced, he did

Figure 1. Map of H€useyin Hilmi Pasha’s career up to the General Inspectorate of Rumelia.
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not refrain from threatening to resign from his post should that happen.19 In the end, the
course of events showed that Namık Kemal would not avoid doing whatever was neces-
sary to open doors before H€useyin Hilmi and attempt to ensure his promotion.

In May 1883, Namık Kemal wrote to the Ministry of the Interior and elaborately praised
H€useyin Hilmi Efendi as he nominated him for the vilâyet mektupçulu�gu (chief provincial
secretary) of the Province of the Islands of the Archipelago (Vilâyet-i Cezair-i Bahr-i
Sef̂ıd).20 Two months later, on 14 July 1883, Namık Kemal penned another ‘reference let-
ter’ for his prot�eg�e, this time addressed to the governor Naşid Pasha, who had recently
been transferred from the governorship of the Archipelago to Aydın. In his carefully
worded letter, Namık Kemal asked for H€useyin Hilmi Efendi’s promotion. He articulated
the fact that relinquishing H€useyin Hilmi’s company would be a great loss on his part;
however, he would never hinder, for his own comfort, the bright future (feyz) that
awaited H€useyin Hilmi. He praised his disciple’s efforts at self-improvement, and particu-
larly stressed how he overcame the handicaps of his childhood environment.21 When
Namık Kemal later received the telegram informing him of the imperial edict for the
appointment of H€useyin Hilmi Efendi as chief provincial secretary of Aydın, his message
of congratulations to Hilmi adopted a fatherly tone: ‘I congratulate your tenure, on the
condition that it is the beginning of your prosperity’.22 The appointment to the province
of Aydın was a huge step forward in H€useyin Hilmi’s bureaucratic career. On 12 August
1883, H€useyin Hilmi left his home and the island for the first time to embrace the larger
empire.

Izmir, a cosmopolitan city with a population of around 200,000, was the provincial capi-
tal of the province of Aydın. It was an important port city not only for the Ottoman Empire,
but also for the eastern Mediterranean as a whole: a rapidly growing commercial centre
that connected Anatolia with overseas trade ports.23 As compared to Midilli, H€useyin Hilmi
Efendi now found himself in a much more challenging environment. The governor’s office
must have been in constant contact with many European representatives who resided in
Izmir. It would not therefore be a mistake to consider these two years as H€useyin Hilmi’s
first encounter with the Europeans. Serving under the governor of Aydın, Naşid Pasha,
under such conditions at such an early phase of his career must have offered him new
opportunities.

H€useyin Hilmi’s new patron, Naşid Pasha, was an experienced governor; he was also
famous for his merciless solution to the ongoing problem of banditry in the mountains of
Izmir.24 During his post in Aydın province from 1883 to 1885, H€useyin Hilmi climbed the
first ranks of the bureaucracy and received his first state order of the fourth degree (Nişan-
ı Âl-i Osman) for his services in assisting earthquake victims in Çeşme in 1884.25 His years
in Izmir also coincided with the consolidation of Hamidian rule throughout Empire. It was
already Abd€ulhamid II’s seventh year on the throne, and H€useyin Hilmi was becoming a
part of this absolutist order as a Hamidian bureaucrat.26

It was also in Izmir that H€useyin Hilmi started a family. Some information on his per-
sonal life can be found, again, in Namık Kemal’s letters, from which we understand that
H€useyin Hilmi married Fatma Zehra Hanım, the daughter of Abdi Bey, a member of the
local council of Midilli.27 H€useyin Hilmi and Namık Kemal continued their correspondence
throughout the former’s years in Izmir, and Namık Kemal continued to contribute to his
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prot�eg�e’s progress through his letters. He openly supported his promotion in the state ser-
vice and made it clear that he expected more from him. One side of their ‘written dia-
logue’ can be traced for eight years, since Namık Kemal’s letters are preserved among
H€useyin Hilmi’s personal papers. These letters clearly show how Namık Kemal remained
H€useyin Hilmi’s mentor till the end of the former’s life.

Naşid Pasha was appointed governor of Syria in 1885 and sought to take H€useyin Hilmi
with him. Namık Kemal recommended H€useyin Hilmi to follow Naşid Pasha, while also
openly regretting the fact that H€useyin Hilmi did not openly ask for a mutasarrıflık himself.
Apparently this was a subject that was actually on the table, at least according to their cor-
respondence. Namık Kemal believed that a change of post was not likely once H€useyin
Hilmi began to serve as mektubcu in Syria, since the governor would not want to lose his
companion.28 Nonetheless, later evidence reveals that Namık Kemal was proven wrong in
his worries: some years later, Naşid Pasha did in fact nominate his subordinate for the
position of mutasarrıf of Beirut.29

Before this, however, H€useyin Hilmi Efendi was first appointed as chief provincial secre-
tary of Syria (Suriye Vilâyet Mektubcusu) on 16 September 1885, a position in which he
remained for almost six years.30 After a while, he apparently wished to change his post, at
which point Namık Kemal again stepped in and suggested he abstain from such an
attempt, perhaps thinking it was not the right time to make such a demand.31 Instead, on
25 November 1885, H€useyin Hilmi was granted a prestigious title as an addition to his cur-
rent post: ‘honorary member to the commission for the imperial estates’ (Arazi-i Seniyye
Komisyonu Fahri Azalı�gı). Records show that in September 1887 H€useyin Hilmi Efendi was
on leave for a month and went to Istanbul.32 The following month, on 6 October 1887, he
received another state order, this time a Nişan-ı Âl-i Osmani of the third degree.33 He also
received the Order of the Crown of Italy (Ordine della Corona d’Italia) in the spring of 1887,
while still serving as the chief provincial secretary of Syria.34 After the death of Naşid
Pasha in 1888, H€useyin Hilmi continued in this post for almost three more years.35

1888 must have been a difficult year for H€useyin Hilmi. On 2 December, Namık Kemal
passed away on Chios, where he had been serving as mutasarrıf since the previous year.
The only letter written by H€useyin Hilmi to Namık Kemal that is extant today is the very
last one.36 According to F. A. Tansel, the following sentence was written at the bottom of
this letter with someone else’s handwriting: “This is the letter that he [Namık Kemal] read
but was unable to understand two hours before his death.37 H€useyin Hilmi had lost his
mentor of many years, and with the termination of Namık Kemal’s dispatches, we are also
deprived of a precious source.

H€useyin Hilmi Efendi resigned from his post in Syria on 14 February 1891 and was
appointed to Ç iftlikat-ı H€umayun Mevkufat Memurlu�gu (Office of the Imperial Agricultural
Estates) in Burdur on 26 April 1891.38 A year later, while serving in Burdur, H€useyin Hilmi
received a dispatch from the Ministry of Finance informing him that he was under consid-
eration for the Administration of the Imperial Estates (Arazi-i Seniyye _Idare M€ud€url€u�g€u) in
Baghdad, as well as for membership in the Commission for the Imperial Estates (Arazi-i
Seniyye Komisyonu Azalı�gı). The reason for these potential appointments was primarily the
fact that his duty at Burdur was not to last long, owing to fiscal difficulties.39 While
expressing his gratitude in his response, however, H€useyin Hilmi asked not to be
appointed to these positions, putting forward as an excuse certain health issues, as well
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as the inadequacy of the salary.40 This was the first of many times throughout H€useyin Hil-
mi’s career that he would use his health as a justification for turning down a post.

On 10 December 1892, the governor of Adana, Abd€ulhalik Nasuhi, wrote a detailed dis-
patch to Yıldız Palace summarizing the state of affairs in Adana Province, with a special
emphasis on the Armenians of the region. The district (sancak) of Sis was the seat of the
Armenian Catholicos and had a sizeable Armenian population. Mersin, another important
port city in Adana province, also had a delicate administrative status due to the numerous
foreigners residing there, who were generally interested in the condition of the empire’s
Christian population. Local officials therefore needed to be in frequent contact with these
Europeans. Under these circumstances, the governor asked for the replacement of muta-
sarrıf Fehim Pasha with H€useyin Hilmi Efendi:

With a significant number of subjects and foreign relations that deserve special attention, it is
appropriate to deploy a servant to the mutasarrıflık of the sancak of Mersin, who, in addition
to being loyal and astute, must also be intelligent and acquainted with foreign languages and
transactions. [I therefore dare] to show the courage of asking permission of his imperial high-
ness that the current mutasarrıf, Fehim Pasha, be transferred to another suitable location and
in his place be appointed [the former secretary of Syria H€useyin Hilmi Efendi], who is known
for his competence, loyalty and acquaintance with foreign affairs, and for his sufficient experi-
ence and knowledge of several languages, and who was also nominated for such an impor-
tant mutasarrıflık as that of Beirut.41

The expected order came on 11 January 1893.42 This appointment can be regarded as the
first of many coming posts with a similar pattern: H€useyin Hilmi was assigned to a critical
place under fragile political conditions and had to struggle, as the government’s represen-
tative, with numerous counterparts.

It is difficult to evaluate the level of his success in Mersin, since only two months after
the appointment he was transferred to the sancak of Ma’an, again in the province of
Syria.43 This appointment was to be the turning point in H€useyin Hilmi’s career, since his
years in Ma’an coincided with “the establishment of a new administrative set up”44 in the
region, therefore assuring his recognition by the sultan.

As Eugene L. Rogan has described it, Ma’an was a ‘fortified oasis town on the pilgrim-
age route [to Mecca]’.45 It was located on the trade route that started in the ports of Aqaba
and Eyle on the Red Sea and headed to Amman and to Iraq.46 It was an important stop for
traditional Hajj caravans47 and was to become an important station on the Hijaz railroad
two decades later. This region was Aqaba’s hinterland and was home to intertribal con-
flicts and blood feuds. It was a traditionally autonomous area which the central govern-
ment was only interested in for its location on the pilgrimage route. However, in the late
1880s, the Hamidian regime started to pay closer attention to the area for two basic rea-
sons: first, after the British occupation of Egypt in 1882, the region was considered vulner-
able to regional British designs; and second, Abd€ulhamid II utilized Islam as a tool of
solidarity among his subjects.48 On 18 August 1892, an imperial decree was issued to
establish a mutassarrıflık in Ma’an, and the governor of Damascus, Rauf Pasha, was
assigned to make the necessary arrangements. The process was completed by March of
the following year.49 Based on the fragility of the conditions in this new administrative
unit, the governor made a formal request to the central government for authorization to
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select the mutasarrıfs and kaimakams himself, which was an exception to the existing reg-
ulations. Rauf Pasha also asked that the administrative officials to be appointed to Ma’an
be of the highest possible ranks on the payment and promotion scale.50 The central gov-
ernment seems to have responded positively to his request regarding rank and payment,
as can be observed in the correspondence concerning the promotions of H€useyin Hilmi,
who was to become the first mutasarrıf of Ma’an.51

After six months, the capital of the mutasarrıflık was transferred from Ma’an to Karak as
a result of requests by the locals as well as due to certain economic realities in the region.
The transfer, however, was not a smooth process. In October 1893, H€useyin Hilmi Efendi
set off with a battalion of infantry and a squadron of cavalry as well as administrative and
judicial personnel. Rogan narrates the subsequent events based on eyewitness accounts:

[T]he Ottoman force was greeted ‘with rifle shots’ and by ‘huge stones rolled down from
above”. From these accounts it appears that the town was in a state of siege for the better
part of a week, and that the new administration was only admitted after extensive negotia-
tions were concluded and costly gifts exchanged.52

This was an arduous mission from beginning to end, as H€useyin Hilmi was serving in an
extremely difficult environment in both geographic and socio-political terms. His personal
papers provide us with some clues regarding the issues with which he had to deal. For
instance, in the fall of 1893, the Druzes of Hauran had rebelled against the Ottoman
authorities and besieged the military barracks in the region. The siege continued for sixty
hours, but, due to resistance by the Ottoman forces, the rebels were unable to enter. The
governor of Syria and the commander of the 5th Army assigned H€useyin Hilmi to the
head of the commission that was to proceed to Hauran to peacefully end the siege and
restore order in the region. According to H€useyin Hilmi’s report – dated 21 October 1893,
right after his arrival in the city – he met with local sheiks and leaders and persuaded
them to peacefully end the siege. This crisis was thus successfully overcome, and in the
end the Druzes expressed their loyalty to the sultan.53 The ongoing conflict between the
region’s Arabs and Druzes was also an issue that the government had to resolve; in this,
H€useyin Hilmi played a mediatory role between the two parties, preventing the conflict
from escalating.54.

Apart from such issues, H€useyin Hilmi also had concerns about the presence of British
missionaries in the region and struggled against their involvement in local affairs.55 In
order to overcome these obstacles, he petitioned the sultan and the provincial govern-
ment to improve the regional infrastructure, recommending that telegraph lines be built
between the Syrian provinces and the Hijaz56 and that a steamboat be employed to expe-
dite transportation to the region.57 Abdurrahman Şeref was one of the contemporaries
who evaluated H€useyin Hilmi’s achievements in Ma’an-Karak:

He stayed in the aforementioned district [Ma’an] for almost four years and succeeded in put-
ting under proper organization and the rule of law those places where the rule of government
could not be thoroughly constituted before.58

It is rather significant that with the establishment of the new administrative structure in
Ma’an-Karak region, Ottoman rule reached the southernmost part of Syria. Even though
direct Ottoman rule was imposed by force, it was maintained by persuasion; in that sense
Ottoman officials can be regarded as influential ‘in advancing the objectives of the
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Ottoman state’.59 As a result, H€useyin Hilmi Efendi was becoming more of an expert on cri-
sis management, specializing particularly in regions where different local groups struggled
against each other, as well as in places where the central government was trying to con-
solidate its rule through new enterprises.

On 13 March 1896, after nearly three years of service in Ma’an-Karak, H€useyin Hilmi
Efendi was appointed to the sancak of Nablus in, again, the recently established Ottoman
province of Beirut.60 Nablus was also an Ottoman district that had relative autonomy, the
capital of a mountainous region as well as being a commercial centre due to its
manufacturing businesses.61 H€useyin Hilmi’s designation was not merely incidental;
rather, it was the result of a personal undertaking on the part of the governor of Beirut,
Nasuhi Bey. He had written to Yıldız Palace on 3 March 1896, expressing the need to
replace the mutasarrıf of Nablus, Cevdet Pasha, who had been unable to get along with
the community of the region. The governor believed H€useyin Hilmi, with his well-known
sophistication and competence (vukûf ve kifâyeti m€usellem), was a suitable candidate to
implement the long-awaited implementation of administration (tanẑım-i idâre).62

However, H€useyin Hilmi’s appointment to Nablus seems to have remained on paper,
since no evidence of his arrival in the city is available. Instead, he was soon appointed
back to Karak as his superiors did not want to risk the stability achieved in the district and
so insisted on not losing the architect of that order.63 Even though he was officially the
mutasarrıf of Karak from 27 April to 25 July 1896, numerous items of correspondence
prove that H€useyin Hilmi Efendi was reluctant to return to Karak, and in fact probably
never did. He was either seriously ill or else stubbornly presented his physical condition as
an excuse to remain, during the following year, in Beirut, where he had been living since
he left Karak, most likely in March 1896.64 On 6 May 1896, as a result of his own personal
request, H€useyin Hilmi Efendi obtained a medical report confirming his health problems.
A committee of doctors and sanitarians listed a number of the illnesses he suffered from,
concluding their report as follows: ‘with respect to the aforementioned conditions and ill-
nesses, to employ the said person in a coastal place with mild weather is scientifically
suitable’.65

An overview of H€useyin Hilmi’s career points to the importance of his years in Karak, as
they provided him with solid experience in administering challenging regions and firmly
integrated him into the body of the Hamidian provincial administration. In his annual
report on Turkey in 1908, the British ambassador to the Porte, Sir Gerard Lowther, asserts
that H€useyin Hilmi Efendi was recognized by the sultan for the first time through hismuta-
sarrıflık to Karak; he succeeded at improving both the region and its people.66

H€useyin Hilmi’s final appointment to a mutasarrıflık was for the sancak of S€uleymaniye
in the province of Mosul. He was ordered to take up his new post immediately on 5
November 1896;67 however, once again, he put forward health issues and submitted his
resignation by the end of the same month.68 It is very likely that H€useyin Hilmi Efendi
spent the following six months in Beirut to recover. This is how this first stage of his career
came to a close. Even so, H€useyin Hilmi Efendi had accumulated a strong administrative
repertoire in the empire’s eastern provinces, and was soon to continue serving the sultan
in the same region as his governor.
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H€useyin Hilmi Efendi had been in the civil service for 23 years before he was finally pro-
moted to the governorship of a province (vilâyet). In that time, he had repeatedly proved
himself as an able and loyal servant of the sultan. Abdulhamit Kırmızı argues that, despite
the fact that a modern education and graduation from the Mekteb-i M€ulkiye (School of the
Civil Service) had become increasingly important in appointments to high state positions
under Abd€ulhamid II, this was not at all an indispensable criterion. Both governors and
their deputies were often selected from among experienced statesmen, and especially
from among those who were knowledgeable concerning local issues.69 This appears also
to have been the case for H€useyin Hilmi Efendi: though he was not a graduate of the mod-
ern schools, his success during his mutasarrıflık paved the way for his rise and marked the
beginning of his reputation. The governor of Syria, Rauf Pasha, was the patron who intro-
duced him to Istanbul and, as Abdurrahman Şeref, puts it, ‘he was then a nominee for
governorship’ (vâlili�ge nâmzed).70

On 23 March 1897, H€useyin Hilmi Efendi received an order from the Porte informing him
of his appointment to Adana in place of Governor Faik Pasha.71 A resolution by the Special
Council of Ministers (Enc€umen-i Mahsûs-ı V€ukelâ) emphasized the need to replace Faik
Pasha with a more able and powerful statesman, owing to the increasing ‘importance and
delicacy’ of Adana Province. Among the candidate governors who were considered,
H€useyin Hilmi Efendi came to be preferred because he appeared to possess the required
qualifications. The cabinet decision was approved by the palace and implemented on 23
March 1897.72 H€useyin Hilmi Efendi was promoted to the rank of R€utbe-i Bâlâ and received
the Mecidiye Order of the first degree in the same week.73 Upon this honour, the new gov-
ernor expressed his sincere gratitude to the sultan in a private letter.74

The very first month of H€useyin Hilmi’s governorship coincided with the Ottoman-
Greek War (25 April 1897–19 May 1897). However, the particular challenge that H€useyin
Hilmi faced was not a result of the ongoing conflict with the Greeks, but was rather related
to the presence of rebellious Armenian subjects in Adana. Despite the fact that order was
largely maintained in the province throughout the crises of 1894–96,75 during which
many eastern provinces witnessed bloodshed, Adana was still considered a sensitive prov-
ince. This was a time of intensive European attention toward non-Muslim Ottomans, due
not only to the recent Armenian crises, but also to the recurrent Cretan Question.

In addition to the routine duties of a governor, H€useyin Hilmi Efendi had to deal with
the Armenian subjects so as to maintain order in the province. One piece of evidence for
this is that present among his personal papers there is a notebook consisting of the names
of and information on the rebellious Armenians in the region.76 However, his period of
service in Adana did not last long, as he was dismissed by the Council of Ministers on 17
November 1897. The reason for his dismissal from his first governorate was recorded as
‘political reasons’.77

Ottoman officials detected that the agent of Austrian Lloyd Company in Mersin, Antuan
Brazzafoli, was in fact a mediator between the Armenian committees within the empire
and the committees abroad. When Governor H€useyin Hilmi Efendi was informed concern-
ing this subject, he wanted Brazzafoli to appear before the court. However, the Porte did
not want the agent to face a trial; deportation seemed a less problematic solution,
although the subsequent course of events would prove them wrong.78 This minor
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incident was soon to evolve into a major diplomatic crisis between the Austrian Empire
and the Ottomans. Austria demanded a formal apology, which included the dismissal of
the governor of Adana as well as the mutasarrıf of Mersin.79 H€useyin Hilmi Efendi thus
appears to have been the victim of a decision made by the central government, which he
did not support from the beginning.

However, dismissing H€useyin Hilmi was not a desired move by the Porte, but rather
something they were compelled to do in order to avoid a further diplomatic crisis with
the Western powers. The governor’s administrative abilities and monitoring skills were
clearly not in doubt, as his next post was just as challenging. Less than a month after his
dismissal, he was charged with an inspection mission to the province of Basra, yet another
Ottoman province which was the scene of regional conflicts. He was ordered to proceed
to Basra, accompanied by an aide-de-camp of the sultan,80 and investigate the ‘Qatar inci-
dent’, as well as the issue of Mubarak Al-Sabah of Kuwait.81 Despite the fact that we have
documentation concerning H€useyin Hilmi’s appointment, penned in a straightforward
tone and ordering him to proceed to his new post immediately, a resolution by the Coun-
cil of Ministers dated a few days later reveals that H€useyin Hilmi Efendi again cited health
problems as a reason not to proceed to the post. His request was granted and, in his stead,
Hasan Pasha was appointed to Basra.82 The British consul in Baghdad reports that H€useyin
Hilmi Efendi was expected to arrive at Basra to enquire about the disputes between the
governor of Basra and the commander of the Basra Flotilla over the affairs in Kuwait.83

However, there are no extant documents indicating that H€useyin Hilmi ever embarked for
Basra. On the contrary, it is highly unlikely that he did, since his next duty had begun by
April 1898. But still, the Hamidian government’s preference once again shows that
H€useyin Hilmi was considered an able servant to be trusted in difficult regions.

In April 1898, we see H€useyin Hilmi Efendi appointed as the governor of Yemen, the
south-easternmost province of the Ottoman Empire. His subsequent four years of service
in Yemen is crucial for comprehension of his career path, which at this point was still on
the rise. Based on the information provided by Abdurrahman Şeref,84 S€uleyman Kani _Irtem
narrates the conditions under which H€useyin Hilmi Efendi began his new duty:

While Abd€ulhamid was quite disturbed by the affairs in Yemen, H€useyin Hilmi Efendi, who had
been dismissed [from the governorship of Adana] due to complaints by the Austrian embassy,
was present in Istanbul. Abd€ulhamid could not stand Imam Yahya, yet was unable to subdue
him by military force. This is why he came up with the idea to handle the Yemenis through
soft and gentle political measures. However, he could see no one among the ulama who
could govern Yemen well. The Arab _Izzet Pasha recommended H€useyin Hilmi Efendi, who had
been the mutasarrıf of Karak for four years and succeeded in implementing order in places
where the government had never managed to achieve order before. H€useyin Hilmi Efendi
had received a madrasah education and always been successful in the posts he had held …

[So] Abd€ulhamid assumed he would be competent in implementing his visions concerning
Yemen, and [H€useyin Hilmi] was appointed to Yemen.85

Yemen was not a popular location among governor nominees.86 Appointment to distant
regions automatically brought to mind the concept and practice of banishment by the
palace (s€urg€un). However, the course of his career and his accumulated experience reveal
that this was in fact a step forward for H€useyin Hilmi. In his comprehensive study on
H€useyin Hilmi’s governorship in Yemen, Yahya Yeşilyurt concludes that he was indeed a
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successful administrator, a fact which indicates that his appointment to this province was
made solely due to his skills in provincial administration.87

At the close of the nineteenth century, Yemen was one of the empire’s more fragile
regions, with its problems having sectarian as well as socio-political roots. Yemen had a
tribal structure, and the Zaidi sect, whose adherents did not recognize Ottoman religious
authority, was widespread among its people. As a result, Yemen was often the scene of
rebellions. Two major uprisings took place there in the years 1889 and 1895, with the first
being suppressed by the Ottoman armies while the second, led by Imam Yahya, could not
be entirely pacified.88 It was then that the idea of employing soft power against the Yem-
enis was put into practice by Sultan Abd€ulhamid.

By a decision of the Council of Ministers dated 20 April 1898, the governorship of
Yemen was to be separated from the command of the regional army (Ordu-yu H€umâyûn
M€uş̂ıriyeti) and H€useyin Hilmi Efendi was to be appointed as the new governor. So as to
establish order in the region, a reform committee was also to be sent to Yemen to work
according to an ordinance. The council’s resolution also acknowledged the lack of proper
government in Yemen and touched upon issues of maladministration, such as offending
and alienating Yemenis by engaging in corrupt practices and over taxation. The resolution
also stated the necessity to prevent all abuses, to implement public order, to persuade
the region’s people by appointing a suitable governor, and to send a reform committee
made up of able, honest and pious men.89 Not only was H€useyin Hilmi Efendi mentioned
by name, but the members of the committee were also determined at the outset.90 In this
way, the Hamidian government initiated a reform scheme in Yemen, and H€useyin Hilmi
Efendi – soon to be granted the title of pasha – was chosen as the one to put the scheme
into practice.

H€useyin Hilmi’s appointment to Yemen was, in a way, the only one of its kind. The new
governor received special instructions regarding his clothing for his new duty.91 The sul-
tan wanted the governor, as well as other officials in Yemen, to dress like ulama: they
were to wear loose gowns and wrap a turban around their head in order to impress and
win the sympathy of the locals. It is interesting that this clothing issue was the foremost
matter to appear in every account concerning H€useyin Hilmi’s governorship in Yemen.
Despite a certain degree of exaggeration, it still deserves some attention as a tool of soft
power. The orders concerning clothing immediately started to show the desired impact
on the routines of the provincial officials serving in Yemen.92 It also had such minor conse-
quences as the resignation of the mutasarrıf of Hodeida (Hudeyde), R€uşdi Pasha, who pre-
ferred to resign from his position rather than obey an order which he believed to be of no
benefit.93 The clothing policy was never abandoned during H€useyin Hilmi’s period of ser-
vice, and was even continued afterwards, during the governorship of Tevfik Pasha.94

As mentioned above, H€useyin Hilmi Efendi and the reform committee were handed an
ordinance when appointed to Yemen, instructing them with direct orders about the
expected reforms. The instructions included the prevention of local abuses, the reassign-
ment of all state officials, the implementation of law, investigation into the convenience
of Yemeni codes, tax regulations, official rewards, the improvement of trade and agricul-
ture, the construction of railways and educational institutions, and the organization of
local security forces.95 H€useyin Hilmi and the reform committee achieved improvements
in numerous areas. There are records concerning H€useyin Hilmi’s taking measures to
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pacify rebels, dismissing corrupt officials,96 contributing to infrastructure, having govern-
ment buildings constructed, establishing schools, and working on the local tax system.97

On 31 May 1899, after having served more than a year in Yemen, H€useyin Hilmi Efendi
was raised to the rank of vizierate, as well as being granted the exceptional privilege of
preserving his manner of dress.98 Thus, from the age of 44, he was allowed to use the title
pasha, the highest obtainable title in Ottoman statehood: by the time of Abd€ulhamid II,
pashas made up the majority of high Ottoman dignitaries.99 An army major from among
the sultan’s aides-de-camp, Es-Seyyid Ahmed, was employed to bring to H€useyin Hilmi
the imperial edict promoting him to the vizierate (Menşur-ı Âli). Upon his return, Es-Seyyid
Ahmed wrote a detailed report on the pasha’s achievements in the province.100 Immedi-
ately upon receiving his new rank, H€useyin Hilmi Pasha expressed his gratitude to the sul-
tan via a telegram addressed to the palace secretariat, which was penned in a highly
panegyric tone and was full of lofty expressions.101

H€useyin Hilmi Pasha was keen on ingratiating himself with the local inhabitants of
Yemen; for instance, he made a donation of 24,000 riyals to the poor of San’a, as well as
other donations to a number of other Yemeni cities. Moreover, he contributed to the
region’s educational system by establishing an administration for education, and he
always relied upon the local ulama.102 The British military attach�e Colonel J.G. Ponsonby
reported to the Ambassador Nicholas O’Connor praising H€useyin Hilmi Pasha for his hon-
esty and capability, but he also said that ‘too much was expected of him by way of institut-
ing reforms and being sensitive to Yemeni viewpoints’.103

According to S€uleyman Kani _Irtem, H€useyin Hilmi Pasha submitted a memorandum
(layiha) to Abd€ulhamid, recommending that an autonomous administration be set up in
Yemen. The revenues of the province were to be allocated to Yemeni public works. Abd€ul-
hamid, concerned about the possible outcomes, consulted his dignitaries and approved of
Halil Rıfat Pasha’s advice to instruct H€useyin Hilmi to preserve the status quo.104

Another significant consequence of H€useyin Hilmi’s service in Yemen – one related to
his efforts to implement reforms in the region – was an assassination attempt that
occurred on 6 June 1900. The reform committee had dismissed an illiterate kaimmakam,
Ahmed Baban, who laid all the blame for his dismissal on the governor and shot him on
the stairs in the governor’s mansion. H€useyin Hilmi Pasha survived his wound, however,
and the assassin was immediately shot to death by the gendarmerie.105 A suicide note
was found on the assassin’s body, which would have significant implications for the subse-
quent career of H€useyin Hilmi Pasha.

Everyone is aware that H€useyin Hilmi Pasha was Namık Bey’s servant (odacı). How did it hap-
pen that a man of such reputation was appointed with the rank of vizierate to a place with a
population of some five million? That is astounding. It is a known fact that the governor is in
cooperation with the committee in Europe and sends money to Young Turks. That is why this
man should be killed…106

The investigation into the incident was carried out by the reform committee, and, after a
series of inquiries, they came up with a list of co-conspirators and uncovered the course
of events.107 At the head of those who had instigated the incident there appeared to be a
man called Mustafa Şevket, who had previously made similar accusations concerning
H€useyin Hilmi Pasha in other places. The governor sued him for slander and sent him to
Istanbul on 14 August 1900.108
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This incident is significant for this study in two ways. First, it proves that, with the exist-
ing local power groups reluctant to lose any influence they possessed, carrying out
reforms in Yemen proved to be a difficult undertaking. H€useyin Hilmi Pasha, as the direct
implementer of those reforms, paid a very heavy personal price for his efforts. Second,
this is an early example of H€useyin Hilmi Pasha being accused of having relations with the
Young Turks, something that was to remain a question mark about him till the very end of
his career. Despite there being no solid answers in this regard as of yet, this is a crucial
phenomenon to keep in mind regarding H€useyin Hilmi’s subsequent duty in Macedonia
on the eve of the Young Turk Revolution in 1908.

H€useyin Hilmi’s final year in Yemen does not seem to have been a peaceful one for the
pasha. The ongoing disputes between the commander of the army, M€uşir Abdullah Pasha,
and the governor were as clear as day.109 In April 1902, H€useyin Hilmi received a warning
from the government regarding his failure to deal with local matters. In his response, the
pasha assumed a strangely humble attitude, accepting all the accusations. He concluded
his telegram by suggesting he be replaced in Yemen by a governor whose ability had
been proven, and asked that he be transferred to a ‘negligible region’ (gayr-i m€uhim
mahâl).110 On 1 June 1902, he continued this attempt, sending a telegram to Yıldız Palace
and asking to be deployed to Trablusgarb (Tripoli), Baghdad, Bitlis or Mamuret€u'l-aziz. He
asserted that, due to his health problems, it was impossible for him to continue in Yemen.
He also felt the need to emphasize that he was neither seeking comfort nor escaping ser-
vice; he would loyally serve anywhere upon the imperial consent.111

It was the ongoing dispute between the governor and the m€uşir that resulted in the
former’s decision to resign. As he was waiting for the approval of his resignation, he did
not go to the governor’s mansion, staying at his personal residence instead; as a result, his
continuing in the post was deemed inappropriate.112 H€useyin Hilmi Pasha was dismissed
as governor of Yemen on 16 November 1902.113

Despite his success in his attempts to implement certain institutional and infrastruc-
tural reforms, H€useyin Hilmi ultimately could not overcome Yemen’s chronic problems;
namely, those regarding tribal matters. As Farah puts it:

Hilmi was judged an excellent governor for Europe but unsuited to Yemen. He wanted to
abolish the role shaykhs played as links between the government and tribes and replace
them with Turkish officials. The shaykhs were prepared neither to lose their dignity nor be
reduced to poverty. Their exasperation, not popular discontent, had led to revolt and, they
claimed, no religious question was at stake.114

Governing Yemen while simultaneously attempting to implement reforms and struggle
against various parties was indeed a difficult task. As such, his years in Yemen undoubt-
edly made a significant contribution to H€useyin Hilmi’s skill in crisis management. H€useyin
Hilmi Pasha’s departure was lamented by the Yemenis due to the fact that ‘he was one of
the few governors who worked to improve the situation in the country’.115 On the other
hand, the next post to which he would be appointed would show that the Hamidian
regime was in fact not at all discontent with the pasha.

On 30 November 1902, H€useyin Hilmi Pasha was appointed to the newly instituted Gen-
eral Inspectorate of Rumelia.116 It was a time when regional tendencies were at their peak
and the Macedonian Question was going through a critical phase. The news provoked
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questions from contemporaries, one of which was by Fazlı Necip, quoted at the beginning
of this essay.117 On the other hand, perhaps retrospectively, this political development
does not seem to have been a great surprise to many, such as the British Consul-General
in Salonica, Sir Robert Windham Graves, who noted the following in his personal memoirs:

Recognizing the dangers of such a situation, Sultan Abdul Hamid had appointed as his repre-
sentative in Macedonia one of his most able servants, Hilmi Pasha, with the title of Inspector-
General of the Three Vilayets, namely Salonica, Monastir and Uskub, the Governors-General of
which had been placed under his orders.118

The job definition of the inspectorate, though having wider authority and power, never-
theless had much in common with H€useyin Hilmi Pasha’s recent governorship in Yemen.
For instance, both duties began with a reform scheme and sultanic ordinances, and in
both cases H€useyin Hilmi Pasha had a group of able and experienced officials to assist
him with the implementation of the reforms. At the same time, these two regions of the
empire were disparate in terms of geographic conditions and socio-cultural structures:
Rumelia was at roughly the western end of the Ottoman lands, whereas Yemen was the
southernmost edge, and their populations consisted of entirely different groups of Otto-
man subjects. However, in both cases, the local tribes, communities or parties not only
had problems with the Ottoman government, but were also in armed conflict with one
another.

In addition to his regional administrative commitments, H€useyin Hilmi Pasha also pos-
sessed diplomatic responsibilities. Yemen and Ottoman Macedonia were regions that
attracted foreign attention due to their strategic locations. Foreign powers interfered in
local internal affairs, and so H€useyin Hilmi had to compete with both elements without
causing diplomatic crises while also protecting the rights and interests of the Ottoman
government insofar as he was the highest imperial representative in the region.

Until he became the Minister of the Interior in November 1908, after the Young Turk
Revolution, H€useyin Hilmi Pasha served as the inspector general uninterruptedly for more
than six years. The details of his inspectorship are beyond the scope of this study. It is,
however, reasonable to state that his success was generally admitted by his contemporar-
ies. On several occasions he was retained in the same position much longer than would
have been anticipated. Moreover, it is crucial to be aware of the fact that he also managed
to retain his title on the eve of the Second Constitutional Period, as well as during that
period’s early days.

H€useyin Hilmi Pasha was a prominent Hamidian statesman. He proved himself an able
servant in several places and on multiple occasions. Taking into account how much Sultan
Abd€ulhamid II invested in his centralization policies, the selection of H€useyin Hilmi for par-
ticularly fragile regions cannot be mere coincidence: his loyalty was not in doubt. After all,
even if H€useyin Hilmi’s suspected ‘Young Turk connection’119 was a reality, it did not
make him any less of a Hamidian servant. Feroz Ahmad challenges _Inal on his assertion
that ‘Hilmi Pasha’s career suffered because of his modest background and education’,
making a very accurate observation: ‘the evidence hardly bears this out; he rose to high
positions under both the Palace and the constitutional regimes’.120 It appears that H€useyin
Hilmi Pasha was on good terms with the Young Turks, as he refrained from struggling
against them in Macedonia on the eve of the Second Constitutional Period, and later
became grand vizier as well. Moreover, it would not be a crucial mistake to deem H€useyin
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Hilmi a pro-constitutionalist, as he was a disciple and admirer of Namık Kemal, the prede-
cessor of the Young Turk generation and the forerunner and champion of constitutional
monarchy in the Ottoman Empire.

A closer analysis of H€useyin Hilmi Pasha’s bureaucratic career displays that the Fazlı
Necip’s basic question – why was H€useyin Hilmi Pasha appointed inspector general of
Rumelia? – was not a difficult one to respond to, and the answer was quite coherent
within itself. First of all, H€useyin Hilmi Pasha’s early years in the civil service were very
much aided by Namık Kemal’s support, and subsequently followed by the patronage of
Naşid Pasha. He consolidated his rise to higher positions through classical methods. As he
patiently rose through the ranks in his bureaucratic career, he did not refrain from making
whatever moves were necessary for advancement, whether it be writing florid letters of
thanks to his superiors, including the sultan himself, or asking to be excused from an
appointment for health issues, which usually seem to have been only nominal excuses
used to achieve a better post. Moreover, beginning with his very first appointment to the
mutasarrıflık of Mersin, H€useyin Hilmi Pasha’s career path appears to have followed a pat-
tern that allowed him to specialize in crisis management and the implementation of
administrative and institutional reforms in regions having similar local problems. H€useyin
Hilmi Pasha did not serve in Rumelia before his appointment to this high level position,121

but he did possess all the qualifications and experience necessary for the inspectorate. On
the other hand, as mentioned above, H€useyin Hilmi Pasha was to reach even higher state
positions in the near future; however, with the marks that his time as inspector general
left in the final decades of the empire, it is significant to trace all of his footsteps – from a
young clerk from Midilli all the way to the general inspectorate of Rumelia. H€useyin Hilmi
Pasha’s rise reveals the logic and methods behind the Hamidian administration in terms
of supporting the specialization of its statesmen and dealing with particularly complicated
regions, especially during times of crisis.
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mutasarrıflıkda bulunan Fehim Paşa’nın di�ger bir mahal-i m€unasibe kaldırılarak yerine kifayet
ve sadakati ve umur-ı ecnebiyede malumat ve tecarib-i kafiye ile elsine-i m€uteaddideye vukufu
malum olan ve Beyrut gibi m€uhim bir mutasarrıflı�ga tayini mukaddema Naşid Paşa tarafından
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97. Yeşilyurt, p.266–70.
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