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Efe Murat Balikcroglu

A Travel Guide to India for Ottoman Merchants: On Mehmed Emin
Efendi’s Takrir

Efe Murat Balikcioglu’

Abstract: Mehmed Emin Efendi’s Takrir is considered to be the second oldest
extant Ottoman text on India that has been found to date after Seydi ‘Al Reis’
famous travelogue Mir’atu’l-Mamalik (The Mirror of Countries). Mehmed Emin
was only twenty one years old at time of his visit to India and was accompanying
his father Yaglik¢i Yasuf Aga who later became the chief Ottoman envoy to
Mughal Empire after the chief envoy Salim Efendi passed away during the
journey. Written upon Mehmed Emin’s arrival from the Indian Subcontinent in
1749, the text itself is too packed with detailed descriptions and particularly
gives us a wide range of information about the Indian Subcontinent from daily
rules of conduct to bureacratic practices. There might be two hypotheses for
the reason why the text was written: one hypothesis is that the text might have
been written as a travel guide for Ottoman merchants who might go to India
for trading purposes. The background of Salim Efendi and Yaglik¢! Yasuf Aga as
well as the practical and informative nature of the text supports this claim.
My second hypothesis is that Mehmed Emin might have written this short Takrir
as a way to make his way into Ottoman bureacracy. This hypothesis seems
very plausible as well, simply because after coming from India, Mehmed Emin
starts working in the Scribes’ Office of the Grand Vizierate (Sadaret Mektubi
Kalemi] upon the composition of this short text. In addition, after working in
the government for twenty years, Mehmed Emin also becomes a grand vizier
between the dates of October 1768 and August 1769 for nine months during
the reign of Mustafa Ill.

Keywords: Mughal-Ottoman relations, Indian culture, Ottoman merchants,
travel guides, customs area in Surat, Hinduism with Islamic terminology.

Mehmed Emin Efendi’s Takrir, which was written upon his arrival from the Indian
Subcontinent in 1749, is one of the first treatises on the Indian Subcontinent.
The oldest Ottoman text on India that has been found to date is Seydt ‘Al
Reis’s famous travelogue Mir’atu’l-Mamalik (The Mirror of Countries) which
only became famous at the end of the nineteenth century because of Armin
Vambéry's English translation (under the title Travels and Adventures of the
Turkish Admiral Sidi Ali Reis) in 1899. The second oldest Ottoman treatise on
India is Hiseyin Beg's report. Hiuseyin Beg was sent to India as an envoy in 1655

1 Efe Murat Balik¢ioglu is a Ph.D.-candidate at a joint program in History and Middle Eastern Studies at

Harvard University in Cambridge, United States of America.
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by Mehmed IV in response to the Mughal delegate that was sent by Shah Jahan.?
After coming back to Istanbul, Huseyin Beg is reported to have written a short
treatise on India; however, even though this report was recorded in the palace
library, it still has not been found.?

In contrast to Seydi ‘Ali Reis” book, Mehmed Emin’s Takrir appears to be more
concerned about the practices of daily life in India. For instance, Seydi ‘Ali Reis’
references to Indian culture are always in the first person, but in terms of the
richness of narrative, are superficial and fail to present a coherent picture of
daily life on the Subcontinent. In this regard, it is interesting to note that, even
though Mehmed Emin lacks a cohesive narrative in his treatise, the text does
not read as a simple travelogue: the text itself is too packed with detailed
descriptions and specifically gives us a wide range of information about the
Indian Subcontinent from daily rules of conduct to bureacratic practices.

One might consider two hypotheses for the reason why Mehmed Emin wrote
the text. One hypothesis is that he has written it as a travel guide for Ottoman
merchants who might go to India for trading purposes. For instance, Salim
Efendi, the chief envoy that was initially sent by Sultan Mahmud | to Muhammad
Shah of the Mughal Empiretodiscuss the latestvictories of the newlranianruler
Nader Shah, was chosen, because he had been to India many times before for
commerce.® Similarly, Mehmed Emin’s father Yasuf Aga bore the title of yaglik¢i
(a word used for merchants in Ottoman from the Turkish word for hankerchief
[yaglikeil), which also indicates that he was a merchant. Again, ismet Miroglu
cites, in his introduction to Mehmed Emin’s text, how Yaglik¢l Yasuf Aga was
also familiar with the geography as he had been to the Subcontinent several
times before. In this regard, | will argue that the reason why Salim Efendi and
Yaglikgi Yusuf Aga were chosen as envoys was not specifically because they
were bureacrats, but rather because they were experienced merchants who
had been to India several times before for commercial purposes and who
knew the geography very well.

Similarly, when we look at the very first sections of the Takrir, we see that a
great portion of the text is devoted to very detailed descriptions of how to get
to India by the sea and what the customs process in India was like. Especially
the section on the customs area comprises nearly more than one third of
the whole text and includes very accurate descriptions of local currencies,
conversion rates, as well as the taxes that were taken from the materials
brought. Even the later sections on Hinduism and other local religions are
also very insightful and give a very accurate, yet brief description of their
main religious tenets by not using the Sanskrit or Pahlavi originals, but their
cognates in Islamic theology. This point is very significant in the sense that by
using Islamic equivalents of Hindu and Zorastrian religious and philosophical
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terminologies, not only did Mehmed Emin aim to give a coherent picture of
Hindu and Zorastrian local practices in the eyes of fellow Muslim Ottomans
who would want to know more about local religions, but also wanted to make
these obscure religions more accessible for Ottoman readers. Given these
facts, one might read Mehmed Emin’s text as a short handbook with lots of
insightful, practical information about the Subcontinent for those who would
visit India for trading purposes.

My second hypothesis is that with the intention of impressing Sultan Mahmud
I, Mehmed Emin might have written this short Takrir as a way to make his way
into Ottoman bureacracy. For instance, Mehmed Emin was only twenty-one
years old when he produced this text. As Miroglu cites from Ahmed Resmi’s
Hulasatu’l-i‘tibar, it is also known that this text garnered the attention of Sultan
Mahmud | and later made Mehmed Emin famous among his colleagues working
at the Scribes’ Office of the Grand Vizierate (Sadaret Mektubi Kalemi) as Hindr.¢
After working in the government for twenty years, Mehmed Emin also became
a grand vizier between the dates of October 1768 and August 1769 for only
nine months during the reign of Mustafa Ill. This information suggests that
Mehmed Emin might have written this text as a way to advance his carrier, as
he right away started in Sadaret Mektubi Kalemi upon his return from India.

After talking briefly about the historical context in which the text was
written, | will introduce the general themes that appear in the text in detail.
In comparison to Seydi ‘Ali Reis’ travelogue, the text is more insightful and
richer in detail. My main argument is that apart from helping Mehmed Emin to
advance his carrier into Ottoman bureacracy, the text might have been written
as a brief guide for Ottoman merchants who were doing business in the Indian
Subcontinent. In that sense, | will argue that the background of Salim Efendi
and Yaglikei Yasuf Aga as well as the practical and informative nature of the text
supports this claim.

About the Text

Instead of having a personal narrative, Mehmed Emin’s text reads as a
descriptive and objective one in which telling a particular story, or even the
reason behind the trip itself, does not seem to be the primary concern. The
text only gives straight-forward factual information about India. Of course,
one important problem with the text is that when we read to the end, we are
not sure where the text actually takes place. In the very first pages, Mehmed
Emin talks about his first impressions of the port city of Surat. However, as
the information that he gives becomes more abstract, Mehmed Emin’s account
seems to be more and more generalized to the whole Subcontinent and loses
its sense of time and place. One possible explanation for this loose sense of
place is that the text might have been again written only for those who would
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visit India for trading purposes. That is to say, if we take this hypothesis as
true, then it is understandable why Mehmed Emin only gives an account of daily
life and bureacracy in Surat and later in the text, suddenly shifts to general
descriptions. This is simply because the Ottoman merchants who would visit
India would most probably end up going to the port city of Surat, but not any
other spot in the Subcontinent.

Miroglu cites that Mehmed Emin’s text was initially recorded as Hindastan
Seyahatnamesi, by mistake, under Mehmed Salim Efendi, in palace recordings.*
The manuscript used for this essay has only one copy and was recorded under
the history section of the All Emir1 Library. The fact that other copies of the
text were not found in other collections suggests that the text itself was not
in circulation or at least not popular among a greater circle of Ottoman elites.

The text itself is only six pages long (size 14.5 x 20.5 cm]) and the copy that
is found in the Ali EmirT Library is dated 19 RabT al'Awwal 1199 (January 30,
1785); and the first person to mention the text in the Ottoman records is the
historian Ahmed Vasif.” According to the short introduction to the text, the text
was left unfinished for some unknown reason (ba’zi mevani’ zuhdriyle tekmili
muyesser olmayub) and was initially composed to give an account of what the
Ottoman delegate had encountered in India. However, the text seems to lose
this initial purpose in later sections and jumps from one detailed portrayal to
another by a way of free association without having an overarching narrative.
One reason for the fragmented nature of the text would be that Mehmed Emin
might have rushed to finish the text, as the more thoughtful language of the
very first sections is replaced by disorganized information.

The Social Context of Mehmed Emin Efendi’s Takrir

Nader Shah is known for reuniting Iran after the revolt of the Hotak? Afghans in
the eastand ultimately bringing stability notonly toIran, butatthe same time to
the whole region, especially after launching the successful Baghdad campagn
against the Ottomans and making a historically significant peace treaty with
the Russians to stop any further conflict. The Hotaki Afghans deposed the
weak Safavid emperor, Sultan Husayn, with the conquest of the capital Isfahan
in 1722, and it was not until Nader Shah, who was a powerful military figure
of the Afshar chieftains, won several victories and later conquered Kandahar,
the capital of the Hotaki Afghan tribe, that Iran would be united under a single
power. After ending the Hotaki Dynasty in 1738, Nader Shah, now the new shah
of Iran as well as the, founder of the Afsharid Dynasty, turned his attention
to the Mughal Empire of India and attacked the Mughal state by crossing the
Indus river. After the Battle of Karnal in 1739, Muhammad Shah of the Mughal
state was taken captive and, later, Nader Shah entered the capital Delhi,
seizing many of its state treasures, ranging from the famous Peacock Throne
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to precious gems such as the diamonds; Kih-e Nar and Derya-ye Nar.

As Uzuncarsili cites from Tarih-i izzi, from the end of the Safavid dynasty to
Nader Shah’s ascencion to power as the new Iranian leader, the Ottomans did
not have much contact with the Mughals, as both the sea and land routes were
either closed or extremely dangerous.® When the power of Nader Shah over
the Mughal Empire started to diminish, Muhammad Shah sent Sayyid A‘taullah
as an envoy to the Ottomans.” Apart from an early figure mentioned in Tarih-i
Rasid, who first claimed to be the Mughal envoy to the Ottomans, but was later
dismissed by the Ottoman authorities because that he did not have any official
document authenticating his identity nor proper clothes, Sayyid Ataullah was
the first delegate to visit the Ottoman court after the fall of the Safavids.™
The envoy, Sayyid A'taullah, was a Turk from Bukhara, who left his homeland to
perform Hajj, and during his stay in the city of Cihdnabad (today Delhi), he was
chosen by the Mughal Emperor Muhammad Shah as an envoy to the Ottomans
due to his command of the Turkish language."

In his seminal article on Sayyid A‘taullah’s visit to Sultan Mahmud |, Hikmet
Bayur suggests that his main mission was to prevent any future cooperation
between Nader Shah and the Ottomans.'? As Bayur cites from Tarih-i [zzi, when
Nader Shah defeated the Mughal army during his Indian campaign, one of the
main conditions that Muhammad Shah agreed to comply was to cut any further
correspondence (mikatebe) with the Ottoman Empire.” This means that by
sending Sayyid A'taullah as an envoy to Istanbul, not only did Muhammad Shah
act against the peace treaty that he had signed with Nader Shah, but also saw
the Ottomans as the last resort to stop Nader Shah in his plans of expanding
his sphere of influence both in Anatolia and the Subcontinent.

In this regard, Bayur takes note of a Takrir brought by Sayyid A'taullah Efendi
that was only registered on pages 604-605 of the eight Name Defteri in
the Bab-1 ‘Ali archives, but mentioned neither in Tarih-i ‘Izzi nor in other
historical narratives.’™ In order to provoke the Ottomans against Nader Shah's
army, Sayyid Ataullah reports in this Takrir that Nader Shah had an attempt
to buy ships from the Mughals, but when they had realized that Nader Shah
was actually going to use them against the Ottoman Empire, they stopped the
deal.”™ Moreover, when Sayyid A‘taullah was passing by the Persian Gulf, he had
seen that Nader Shah was building a huge fleet against the Ottomans with 500
skilled carpenters near the port of Abu’l-Kanad.

In reciprocation to Sayyid A‘taullah, the Ottomans sent Salim Efendi, who had
been to India many times for commerce, along with Yaglik¢i Yasuf Aga, who also
had some previous exposure to the Subcontinent, and his twenty-year-old son
Mehmed Emin Efendi."”” Salim Efendi fell terribly ill and, on the verge of death,
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he put Yaglik¢! Yasuf Aga in charge of completing the mission. The delegate was
also carrying a letter written by Sultan Mahmud | to the attention of Muhammad
Shah. According to Bayur (1987], the letter was full of references to suras and
hadiths concerning the principle of jihad, and had a specific emphasis on how
both empires belonged to the same sect within Islam (a common ground that
connects both the Ottomans and Mughals against the Shi‘ites, even though
Nader Shah was known to fight for ending the Shi‘ite-Sunni distinction within
his Empire).' Taking into account the language of Sultan Mahmud'’s letter, it
could be concluded that even though the Ottomans were to make their last
major peace treaty, namely the Treaty of Kerden, with Nader Shah in 1746, the
Ottomans, surprisingly enough, seem to be enthusiastic about a possible joint
assault with the Mughals against Nader Shah.

Upon their arrival in Istanbul from India in Rabi’ al-Akhir 1163 (March/April
1749), along with the gifts that were sent by Muhammad Shah as a courtesy to
the Ottoman Sultan, Yaglik¢i Yasuf Aga’s son Mehmed Emin Efendi composed a
short political report (Takrir) on what the Ottoman delegate had encountered
inIndia.”” One problem of the report itself is that, instead of examining India in
all of its diversity, Mehmed Emin Efendi regards India as one singular culture
and does not dwell much on the social and cultural differences within the
Mughal state.?’ That is to say, in the eyes of Mehmed Emin Efendi, India is a
monolithic culture that could be easily outlined in its entirety, as if it were a
single unit or community.

The text itself is strictly descriptive and is concerned with the challenges
that a person coming from the Ottoman state might encounter on the way
to India. It is especially interesting to note that right at the beginning of the
report, Mehmed Emin Efendi chooses to devote many pages to the logistical
aspects of the journey. The text starts with a general overview of the safest
route to India, namely the common sea routes, and specifically talks about
the main destinations one would have to stop by before actually coming to the
Subcontinent. After leaving Jeddah to the east, the first destination that one
had to stop by is the Mocha seaport, which was one of the most significant
intersection points for Indian Ocean trade. To give the exact difference
between the ports of Mocha and Jeddah, Mehmed Emin gives the distance of
fifty cam, a seventeenth century convention for measuring sea miles, and
further explains that it takes around six hours between each cam.? During the
time of Mehmed Emin’s journey, Mocha was living through its heyday due to its
enormous coffee production. However, in the coming decades after Mehmed
Emin’s journey, Mocha faced a sharp decline as coffee was also cultivated as a
significant commodity in Java.
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The Ports Visited on the Way to the Subcontinent

The Mocha port is one of the last stops that one has to make before actually
setting sail for the Indian Ocean; therefore, the ships arriving at Mocha were
also there to obtain provisions (zahire] for the rest of the journey. The port
itself is especially famous for its fruits and coffee: the most common types
of fruit that are found around Mocha are seedless crimson grapes (¢ekirdeksiz
kizil Gziim), pomegranate (nar), raisins (kuru Gziim), quince (ayval, and a type of
tasteless melon (dadsiz kavun). In terms of its famous coffee, Mehmed Emin
tells how coffee beans mostly grow up in the mountains, which are rainy both
day and night, and the local Yemenis prefer to roast not the coffee beans
themselves, but their crusts when consuming them (ehl-i Yemen kahve yerine
kahvenifi kabuguf kaynadub ani icerler].?? In terms of ethnicity, Mehmed Emin
cites how most of the locals belong to the Zaidiyyah order (Zeydiler), a Shi'a
Muslim school of thought named after Zayd ibn 'AlT, the grandson of Husayn
ibn ‘AlT; and identifies most of the merchants as well as the people working
in the port area as being Hindu infidels (banyan keferesi).?® In this regard, one
problem with Mehmed Emin’s description is that probably what he means
by banyan is Indian merchants, for it was very common in the region to call
anyone from India “Banyan merchants.”

Two of the most common products carried to the Mocha port from Ethiopia
for Indian merchants to take back to the Subcontinent were ivory (fildisi) and
rhino skin (gergedan derisi) which were turned into fancy shields in India.?

In terms of clothing, Yemeni people wore a purple hat similar to a quilted
turban (kavuk), and put a bell (can) on the neck of their horses to distinguish
themselves from others.? Interestingly enough, in addition to the description
of what local people wore, Mehmed Emin also includes a specific description
of what the soldiers that he had encountered in Mocha wore: for instance, the
Indian soldiers are only distinguished by others by their shields and swords on
the side, whereas the Yemeni soldiers look mostly like naked Bedouin Arabs
(ekser ‘askerileri ¢iplak bedevr ‘arabdir).?® These descriptions should be taken as
Mehmed Emin’s attempt to identify different kinds of soldiers that one could
encounter in the regions further from Ottoman territory, so that it would be
easier to identify which culture or domain these soldiers actually belonged to.

After Mocha, another important stop on the way to the Subcontinent are the
famous islands of Socotra, a small archipelago of four islands in the Indian
Ocean. The port itself is half as small as the Jeddah port and it takes around
150 cam to go from Mocha to the port of Surat via the Socotra route, the
commercial capital of Gujaratin northerwestern India.?’” Before explaining how
many cam it takes for a ship to go from Socotra to Surat, Mehmed Emin makes
a short digression (istidrad) to explain how master captains (bas re’7s) find
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their way on the ocean. These master captains are experts on finding out how
many cams a ship has taken already, and thus, how many hours there remain
to reach a particular destination. What they do is simply tie a piece of wood
around a rope and throw it into the sea, also activating a small hourglass (kum
s3'at7) with it, and by checking the level of the sand regularly, these master
captains find out how many cams have been taken or how many hours there
remain to the next destination.?® When the ship comes closer to the island of
Socotra, one comes across giant waves for a few days that would make people
on board dizzy and vomit (4demin anda basi dolanub elbette kusar).?’

Afterthe section on the ports of Mocha and Socotra, Mehmed Emin Efendi writes
about the journey through the Indian Ocean. Compared to the Mediterranean,
the Indian Ocean was regarded as a difficult one by the Ottomans, due to
its giant waves and harsh weather conditions. In this regard, Mehmed Emin
gives important details about the journey itself by depicting a few significant
aspects to consider on board. One of these aspects is, of course, the question
of safety. The ships travelling in the Indian Ocean generally had forty to fifty
cannonballs to protect themselves from pirates or the Portuguese armada.
Another common practice during the journey was that, in order not to make
themselves visible, people on board never made a fire on deck, but only used
the hearth in the kitchen.®® Similarly, people never lit a candle or lantern on
deck and whenever they wanted to smoke shisha (nargile), they would go
down to the kitchen area so that the shi would not be visible in the dark.?' As
the cedar tree is commonly regarded as the most suitable tree to build a ship
from in the Mediterranean, Mehmed Emin mentions how most of the ships
crossing the Indian Ocean are made from a special tree called zac agaci, which
is similar in shape to a black walnut tree (siyah koz agaci). This particular tree
is particularly very durable for strong ocean waves and never becomes wormy
(kurt yemez) or fractured (yarilmaz), or lets water inside the ship (su almaz).*?
Mehmed Emin talks specifically about how some of these ships are over a
hundred years old and still in active use.

Interms of the aja’ib wa ghara’ib that Mehmed Emin encountered on the ocean,
we see a vivid description of weird sea creatures that are very similar to the
Indian Ocean account of Seydi ‘AlT Reis in his Mir’atu’l-Mamalik.3® Both Seydi ‘Ali
Reis and Mehmed Emin talk about how they have seen snakes on the surface
of the ocean as they come closer to the coast (Hinddstan karib oldukda defiz
iizerinde yilanlar gériinir).? In addition to sea snakes, Mehmed Emin further
accounts for portly fishes with wings that look like sparrows (serce) as well as
dolphins (ydnds baligi) visible from the deck. In terms of birds, Mehmed Emin
talks about mew-like birds named kerrani, and some other variegated bird
that looks like the starling (sigircik).%
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The Customs Area

Laterinthe report, Mehmed Emin talks at length about how the customs bureau
(gimrik) works in the Surat port upon their arrival in the Subcontinent. When
the ships arrive at the Surat port, the chief captain needs to write a letter to
the authorities at the port, announcing their arrival. However, the ships need
to be approved first in order for people to set foot on the port, and therefore,
it is not until the customs official comes back to the ship, together with the
previously sent courier, that the ships are given permission to approach the
dock. Another interesting point is that the place where the ships have to
anchor initially should be around four to five hours away from the port itself.
Therefore, the whole process takes at least half a day before voyagers can
actually set foot in the Surat port.%

Security checks on the port were rather strict: first they would gather
everyone’s belongings on one side and start searching them for weapons, gold
or provisions. The guards waiting outside the customs area search not only
the turbans, waistbands, and underpants of the passengers for gold or other
hidden materials, but also unload guns to prevent any possible immediate
skirmish in the customs area.®” The most important practice in the customs
area is the commission (6sir) where the customs officials require passengers
to hand over any money or precious belongings that they carry along with
them. For instance, Mehmed Emin Efendi talks about how, after weighing the
pocket watch he was carrying with him on a balance (mizan], the customs
officials demanded a commission for it.®®

Then, in order to shed light on the currency, and other possible conversions
available in the customs area, Mehmed Emin makes another digression and
writes about how money conversion to local currencies in the customs area
works. When the customs officials count the number of akge (in this case,
the currency is ak¢e as Mehmed Emin explains the whole process from the
Ottoman point of view) that a person has, they seal the money bag with a red
cross (kirmizi hag ¢ekerler) and send it to the General Directorate of Minting
(Zzarbbane), confiscating the akge for a nine month period of redemption
(va'de).*” They use the conversion rate of nine dirhems for a riyal and convert
all akce into the local currency of rupees (rdbiyye). However, if you want to
keep your akgce with you, you had either to wait for nine months to receive
the whole sum that you gave to the customs or take it immediately at three
percent less than the total sum (for instance, this kind of a practice did not
exist in the Ottoman customs).“? Otherwise, one rupee has the conversion rate
of 3,5 dirhems or 1,5 cekirdeks.

After the process is over, some Hindu (banyan keferesinden) officials first
close the gates that open towards the port and open the ones that lead to the
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land After getting a certain amount of commission from the money that the
passengers had brought with them, the customs officials, to whom Mehmed
Emin Efendi gives the name of “the searchers” (arayicilar), come into the
picture and start looking through the materials taken out from the ships.*
For Mehmed Emin, this is the most contentious part of the process, because
the officials search through the goods and materials brought by the voyager in
a very harsh fashion and in return, this causes numerous small fights, mutual
insults and flogging by the officials (elli kerre dé§is ve bin kerre gavga ana
ata s6glisme ve degnek yeme).*?

As Mehmed Emin notes down, the officials even look through the vegetables by
breaking them apart and check to see whether there are any hidden objects
deep down inside the blankets, pillows and other pieces of clothing that the
voyagers have brought along with them.”® The description of the scene by
Mehmed Emin Efendi is very metaphorical in some places. For instance, when
he talks about how these customs officials search through the material in
a very rough manner, he uses the expression “like kneading dough” (hamir
yogurur gibi) to signify how these officials use their hands swiftly when going
through all these blankets and pillows.* Similarly, two other techniques that
Mehmed Emin talks about are as follows: first, when checking chests (sandik]
or other types of crates, the officials hit the surface of the chest with a hammer
(ceklic) to check whether there are any gold coins hidden under the lids of the
chests; and secondly, when looking through cases of honey and butter, they
insert skewers and stir them to see whether there are any coins hidden inside
the food.*®

Mehmed Emin does not find the customs area particularly appealing and writes
about how, whenever people started making noise or uproar (samata), two
hundred to three hundred soldiers, with their swords in their hands, would
come and beat the people up (kdtek ederler]) without making any comments.“
Also, the whole customs area is filled with goods and materials that have been
there for years and have corroded or decayed after being left there. For some
people, the process itself is rather short, but there are many people who are
forced to stay for weeks without any clean clothes or underwear (camasirsuz)
and who suffer through the process by not being able to sleep on a substantial
bed.*” After a long discussion of what he has encountered in the customs area,
Mehmed Emin Efendi then describes what he has seen in the port of Surat.

The First Impression of the Subcontinent: The Surat Port

As opposed to what Mehmed Emin Efendi said about the Mocha port, supposedly
there are no market places at the Surat port (¢arsasu pazari bedestani yokdur).*®
One fourth of the inhabitants are Muslim, another quarter is Zoroastrian (faris
or atesperest), and the rest is Hindu. Most of the shops are either in the hands
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of Zoroastrians or Hindus, but most of the herbalist (attar) and grocery stores
(bakkal) that sell common goods such as tobacco (tiitiin), firewood (odun),
meat (lahm), wheat (bugday), rice (pirin¢c), and many other vegetables are all
owned by the Hindus. For money, they use red coins with four or five corners,
and in some places one can even use almonds (badam) as a form of currency
as well. For instance, according to Mehmed Emin’s description,*® almonds is
equal to one Indian red coin (mangir).*’ In the market place, it is mostly the
Banyans who are craftsmen (her diirlii san‘at karisan Banyandir) and they do not
restrain themselves from making a profit or getting a certain percentage of
interest when they sell goods or engage in money lending.®

In terms of temasa, Mehmed Emin gives a clear account of a small gathering
in the afternoon close to the main square overlooking the customs building.
Various jugglers (hokkabazlar), musicians (sdz calanlar), female singers
(muganniler) as well as other sort of entertainers (oyunbazlar) meet up for
a public spectacle, where drinking is also a common practice.’" Interestingly
enough, Mehmed Emin makes a significant point about the practice of drinking
in public places: not even the judges or other responsible officials of state
forbid this practice and there are no observed incidences of murder, fight
or theft at these events.” It is not clear whether Mehmed Emin is makings a
comparison here between the Ottoman cities and those of the Subcontinent,
but he particularly seems to emphasize how drinking does not cause any
problems in Surat.

After discussing the general characteristics of the port city of Surat, Mehmed
Emin Efendi turns his attention to the characteristics of the weather and
landscape. When talking about the monsoon season, he mentions thatin winter
there is a period of six months when it constantly rains and compares this
with the fact that it only rains in Anatolia during the summer. They threw their
used water (¢irkdb) out the windows as is in the case of Anatolia, and wooden
floorings and panels in houses are all made from the previously mentioned
zac tree.®® The most common types of meat consumed in the area are goat and
ox meat; and according to Mehmed Emin’s description, if they ever eat lamb,
they will immediately have diarrhea (ishal).* Even though Mehmed Emin does
not seem to make particularly strict comparisons between the Ottomans and
the Mughals, he does seem to make a comparison between the two cultures,
with a very subtle undertone. Specifically in the case of public spectacles, he
even seems to criticize the Ottoman attitude to drinking in public places.

The most common fruits that are found in Surat are the banana, fig,
pomegranate, and cucumber; and likewise, the most common vegetables that
Mehmed Emin mentions are okra, eggplant, cabbage, and green beans. One
of the most common products that mostly Hindus consume is pan, referring
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to a Southeast Asian tradition of chewing betel leaf, generally with areca nut
and slaked lime paste. According to Mehmed Emin’s recipe, inside the paste,
there is powdery black pepper (filfil) mixed with cloves (karanfil) and lime
paste (kire¢).®® In contrast to the general expectation of frankincense (buhar],
aloe (dd) or anberlin (anbar) incense, the very first thing that the people of
Surat offer to a visitor is rose water (gilab).* Another significant observation
that Mehmed Emin Efendi makes is in regards to the Hindu temples that he
comes across in the city proper. Instead of referring to these places simply
as temples, Mehmed Emin, employing a common analogy uses the word cami’
when talking about non-Muslim holy spaces, and categorizes Hindu temples
as mosques without any minarets.®’

The city itself is full of ox carts and many of its inhabitants efficiently use
these carts as a means of transportation within the city. In addition to horse
carts, another very common means of transportation is apractice, called palki
among the locals, in which they tie up the person that will be taken from one
place to another after they lay him down and then, depending on the distance
that will be travelled, over two or three people carry this person on their
shoulders.®® The most common food that is preferred is rice and Mehmed Emin
mentions how local Indians always consume rice with any food that they have,
at any time or in any context,. The locals tend to sleep late and especially, stay
up late until 4 am in the morning whenever there are fireworks in the main
square. To make up for the time that they are awake, the local inhabitants
have a short siesta map during the noon time.%

Mehmed Emin’s account of Hindu and Zoroastrian Traditions

The most interesting part of Mehmed Emin’s Indian account is towards the end,
especially where he gives a clear account of his observations concerning the
Hindu and Zoroastrian tribesmen that he has encountered along the journey.
In contrast to Seydi ‘Ali Reis” general account of Hinduism, Mehmed Emin’s text
is more nuanced and accurate in its description of the religion; however, one
remains unable to make a full sense of what Mehmed Emin really means by a
Banyan, as Hinduism, with its very diverse background, is such a broad religion
that one cannot easily make a strict generalization. Even though at one point,
Mehmed Emin mentions how Hinduism, or the common religion of the Indian
Subcontinent, is made up of seventy different regional religions, we are not
still sure how Mehmed Emin’s account of the local Banyan groups should be
taken: should these observations just be regarded as a general overview of
Hinduism or simple remarks about its local observance?

Mehmed Emin’s description starts with the praying practices of local brahmins

(behmen), a local class of Hindu monks, who take a bath in the river for hours
every day and worship, first water, by dipping themselves deep into the river
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for twelve times, and then worship sun by dipping a piece of grass into water
for forty times.®® Mehmed Emin mentions this practice as a set ritual and talks
about how Banyan monks get out of the river naked and drink a special potion
made out of saffron (zerde) and bull urine (6kiz sidigi) while rubbing their
necks, bellies and ears with the potion as well as murmuring a Hindu prayer
(mirmir etmek).*!

After mentioning the name behmen as an equivalent of the Hindu concept of
brahmin, Mehmed Emin then goes on to refer to these Hindu monks as papaz,
originally a Greek loanword from the word papds used only to describe an
Orthodox monk. By not continuing to use the word behmen, Mehmed Emin’s
main intention is most probably to make his reader acquainted with the context
of Hinduism by giving an Ottoman equivalent, as the Ottoman reader would
be mostly familiar with the Greek equivalent of what a brahmin would be to a
local Muslim in the Gujarat province where the Surat port is actually located.

Whoever repeats this ritual more and more everyday, in the words of Mehmed
Emin, enters the path of becoming a sufi within the Hindu tradition (her kangi
kafir ziyade giinde suya giderse zu’m-1 batillarinca ol sifilerdir) and most of these
sufi-monks refrain from eating meat with the exception of the Helalhor
sect whose members have a cingdne mesreb (from the Persian word cingana
meaning “poor” and “wretched”), because they only eat whatever they can
find.®2

Most of the Banyans never eat a thing that a Muslim prepares or touches,
and the most common way to dispose of their dead is to scatter the ashes of
their bodies into a river or the air after burning them on a riverbank. In the
words of Mehmed Emin, Banyans believe that human beings are made up of
four elements: fire (nar), air (heva), water (ma), and soil or dust (tirab).s

When they burn the body of a dead person, they believe that, as the body
turns into ashes, the person dissolves into these four elements that the body
is made up of and the person unites with Rahulldh (God's spirit). Rahulldh is
a particularly interesting word to describe the highest metaphysical order in
Hinduism, when the body dissolves into its inner qualities of fire, air, water
and dust, it disappears and joins the well of souls. Moreover, in the Islamic
tradition, Jesus Christ is given the name of Rahullah, as Jesus himself was not
only a prophet, a human to trasmit God’s teachings, but literally God Itself,
incarnated as a human being. Mehmed Emin’s choice of the word Rahullah is
significant, because not only does this concept provide a good explanation for
the “four elements” basis of material existence in Hinduism, but also a good
transition to the section where Mehmed Emin will talk about reincarnation. Rah
(spirit) is a common theological concept that would make sense to Muslim
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readers when they try to understand its Hindu equivalent. If a person has
a good amel (deed or practice in Arabic) in this fleeting world ([e]ger gamli
diinyada ‘ameli eyl ise), probably used as the Islamic equivalent of karma,
this person is reincarnated as a human being again, whereas if the person
does not have a good karma, this person turns into a mundane animal in his
next life.®* If a person has neither a good nor a bad ‘amel, then this person
stays a good animal.

In Hinduism, the soul is called atman and it leaves the body and reincarnates
itself through the deeds it has performed. Even though it is not the case in
the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, the common text or thread of all different
regional so-called Hindu sects, mentions how, as the body reincarnates,
the soul also makes a journey to the afterlife and receives its rewards and
punishments according to one’s deeds or, in the words of Mehmed Emin, the
person either enjoys himself in Rahullah (eyi ‘amelli adem ise Rihullah’in yanina
gidiib zevk u sefada olur] or suffers greatly in a room full of centipedes or
scorpions (kétii ‘amelli ise Allah’ifi yaninda on yedi kapu var, iclerinde yilan, ¢iyan,
‘akrab dolu; anda ‘azab olur).®® Is Rahullah the moment of moksa, a release from
the continuous flow or the bliss of enlightenment? A moment where when
the body loses its material contingencies and finds relief, a refuge in the
well of souls, becoming one in the greater union of all souls, Rahullah, God’s
collective spirit?

The last section of Mehmed Emin’s Takrir is devoted to the description of those
who belong to the Zoroastrian religion (farisler] in the Subcontinent. These
people, who could easily be mistaken for Muslim Sufis, according to Mehmed
Emin, never shave any part of their hair or beard and are always in wretched
clothes with prayer beads (tesbih) hanging around their necks.® Day and
night, they pray to fire; and therefore, they burn candles all the time in their
houses and never put them out until they burn out on their own. Whenever
someone asks for fire, they first apologize to the fire itself for disturbing its
state of existence.

The way that they treat their dead is also worth noting, because instead of
burying or burning their dead, as in the case of Muslims and Hindus, they
leave them in a well made of stone (kargir] turning their face up to the sky.
If a black crow scratches the dead body’s eyes out, then they say that this
person died with a firm belief in Zoroastrianism (eger kara karga geliib ol
mdird olan kafirifi gbzif ¢ikarur ise ol mel‘dn la-tesbth iman ile gitmis deyu i‘tikad
ederler).®” If the black crow does not scratch the eyes out, then they believe
that the person suffers in the afterlife. During the moment when the black
crows start eating the already decomposed body, the Zoroastrians pray and
enjoy the scene. This scene reminds Mehmed Emin of a Turkish proverb,
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a zarb-1 mesel from the land of the Rims, which reads “kargayr besle Ki
g6zin oymaya lazim olur” (more roughly, feed the crow, so that it will scratch
your eyes out], a famous proverb about ungrateful people.®® It is interesting
how Mehmed Emin makes a connection between a proverb from the land of the
Rums and an ancient Zoroastrian practice. This is an interesting rhetorical
device to keep the reader’s interest by making common cultural references,
even though the connection between the proverb and the Zoroastrian practice
is pure coincidence.

According to Mehmed Emin, these Zoroastrians have a proto-Muslim belief,
in that, they also know the truth of Abraham (Hazret-i Ibrahim aleyhe’l-selam)
and again, according to their beliefs, drinking alcohol (hamr) is permissable
(mubah). These people congregate with Muslims along with a sect of Hindus
and constantly drink cannabis syrup (esrar serbetil; and this potion makes
their skin pale and their eyes appear jaundiced.® It is interesting to note
that Mehmed Emin does not count the practice of drinking esrdr serbeti as
a purely Zoroastrian tradition, but rather as a shared practice with Muslims
and Hindus. Whether this potion might qualify as a proto-absinthe kind of
drink in which the cannabis seeds are imbibed in alcohol or powdered nutmeg
(myristica or kiclk hindistan cevizi in Turkish) consumed along with a potion
which has similar harsh and enduring effects, as described by Mehmed Emin
Efendi, we do not know for sure.

At the very end of his Takrir, Mehmed Emin turns his attention to a sect of
Hindus called cuki who are famous for their decades-long meditation and
seclusion. According to Mehmed Emin, these people hang themselves from
trees for a long period of time and live there hanging for decades, in the end
becoming part of the trees themselves (on iki sene kendiyd ellerinden agaca
asub koyuvermez; elleri béylece kuruyup agac misaliolur olur).” Mehmed Emin
explains the reason behind their ascetic living practices by reference to the
Sufi concept of mortification (riyazet), the highest moment of enlightenment
through the “breaking of the ego” (nefsi kirma) in the Sufi tradition.
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Conclusion

Mehmed Emin’s Takrir is a detailed account of what the Ottoman delegation
encountered during its 1723-24 journey to India. The main intention of the
trip was to visit the Mughal Emperor Muhammad Shah and talk about possible
future campaigns against the latest Persian attacks of Nader Shah upon both
the Ottoman and Mughal Empires.

Firstly, it is not clear where the Takrir takes place. The text starts with a
description of life in the port city of Surat, but then the observations that are
made do not seem to fit with a particular place, but seem to apply to the whole
Subcontinent. The places that he visited during the journey are not listed, and
we only know that the Ottoman delegate landed in India from the portin Surat,
and probably moved north to Delhi to visit Muhammad Shah.

The problem with Mehmed Emin’s account is that he represents India as if it
had a singular monolithic culture. For instance, when Mehmed Emin discusses
the general features of the so-called Banyan groups, it is not clear whether he
is only talking about a particular sect that he observed in Surat, or the whole
Hindu world. We should not forget that many recent findings do not give an
account of Hinduism as a monolithic religion, but as an umbrella term for
many local practices that have branched out separately and then united under
the term Hinduism. In this regard, it is not clear to what extent Mehmed Emin’s
account is applicable to the whole Subcontinent or to a single village that
he made observations in. Other than that, Mehmed Emin’s observations are
insightful, and he uses a simplified terminology for Muslim readers (in most
cases, without retaining the original Sanskrit vocabulary) in order to express
complex Hindu theological terms with their proper Islamic cognates.

Inthisregard, myargumentisthat, because the text gives detailed descriptions
of transportation, bureacracy, rules of daily conduct as well as complex
local religious practices with their Islamic equivalents, Mehmed Emin’s Takrir
should be read as an insightful handbook for Ottoman merchants who would,
practicaly speaking, want to learn more about the customs and daily practices
of India.

| would like to express my most sincere gratitude to my academic advisor
Professor Cemal Kafadar of Harvard University who has given me great
insights for this article. In addition, | would like to thank Himmet Taskomir
for his comments and suggestions.
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