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NACI YORULMAZ, Arming the Sultan: German Arms Trade and Per -
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B. Tauris, 2014), xvi + 349 pp. ISBN 978 1 78076 633 1. £68.00

‘All governments still believe in military preparedness as an essential
of national life’, the American journalists H. C. Engelbrecht and F. C.
Hanighen concluded in resignation, ‘hence they foster and aid the
arms makers and cooperate very closely with them. Armament mak-
ers, on their part, woo the government and its officials, so that their
particular company may be favored when government contracts are
given out.’1 As we learn from Naci Yorulmaz’s new book, this state-
ment dating from 1934 also applies to relations between the late
Ottoman Empire and German armament makers before the First
World War.
Based on a Ph.D. thesis completed at the University of Birming -

ham in 2011, Naci Yorulmaz’s study asks how German arms produc-
ers became the dominant suppliers of the Ottoman arsenals in the
second half of the nineteenth century, and how they succeeded in
maintaining this position until the First World War. Drawing on a
broad empirical basis, the author shows that this did not depend pri-
marily on the quality or price of matériel. It was achieved by rigorous
personal diplomacy, clever marketing, and manipulative methods.
Contextualizing chapters (1 and 4) illuminate the background to

what the author calls the first two waves of German arms sales in the
Ottoman Empire. According to Yorulmaz, Bismarck, initiating the
German policy of commercial expansion towards the Ottoman Em -
pire, understood that ‘international arms sales could be used as a sig-
nificant symbol of support and a declaration of friendly relations’ (p.
37). The Chancellor intervened personally in the negotiations leading
to a huge contract by which the Mauser company was to supply the
Ottoman Empire with 500,000 rifles and 100 million cartridges.
Moreover, Bismarck recommended the powder producer Dutten -
hofer with whom he had a personal relationship. Wilhelm II also
strengthened the close relations with the Ottoman Empire under the
reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II, and it was in the context of the
Kaiser’s Orientreise of 1898 that we can observe the second wave of
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German arms sales. At that time, matériel (mainly rifles, artillery, and
ships) made up more than one half of German–Ottoman trade. Like
Bismarck before him, Wilhelm II intervened personally in the negoti-
ations and promoted Krupp’s quick-fire gun. 
Chapter 2 looks at the role of Germany’s military advisers. The

first group of four was dispatched in 1882, and became highly paid
military officers in the Ottoman army. Yorulmaz considers these
Germans in Ottoman service as the ‘key instruments working for the
sake of Germany’s peaceful penetration strategy in general and for
the profit of the GAFs [German Armament Firms] in particular’ (p. 7).
He takes a closer look at the most important figure among these
actors, Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz (Goltz Pasha). Goltz succeed-
ed in building up a network including high-ranking bureaucrats in
the Yıldız Palace as well as young military cadets. He rigorously pro-
moted German products, and, according to Yorulmaz, his lobbying
work for the German armaments industry proved particularly effec-
tive in obtaining contracts with Krupp (for the fortification of the
Turkish Straits with Krupp artillery) and the contract with Mauser
mentioned above. Some doubts remain, however, about the author
calling the military advisers ‘businessmen in uniform’. From this
reviewer’s perspective, this might apply to some members of this
group. The study itself reveals that a significant part of the first group
of German military advisers proved to be rather ineffective for both
the German and the Ottoman side. For example, one of them was
said to have spent much of his time in the Janni Bier Halle in Pera. 
The author also takes a closer look at the armaments orders (ch.

3). Focusing on the extensive arms contract with Mauser, he traces
the drawing up of the contract in detail. This reveals the preparatory
measures taken by the German side to avoid competition and
demonstrates the personal factor in the outcome of this contract that
was so crucial for the growth of the Mauser company and had such
a lasting impact on the community of Oberndorf am Neckar. 
In chapter 5 the author focuses on Sultan Abdülhamid and his

bureaucrats; this change of perspective is particularly illuminating.
The armaments contracts were not just part of a defensive military
policy. For the Sultan, who was in urgent need of loans, they were
also a way of tapping a new finance market and making his empire
attractive to investors in countries that claimed no colonial interests
in the Ottoman Empire. The main reason why Abdülhamid II decid-
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ed in favour of Germany as his partner for military reforms and as his
source of weapons was the Prussian military’s good reputation and
Germany’s victory over France in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1.
Nonetheless, Ottoman bureaucrats also analysed European litera-
ture, newspapers, and their envoys’ reports in order to form their
own, independent opinions of European military affairs. Although
bribery certainly played a part in gaining access to the Sultan’s
bureaucrats and obtaining their favour, the author argues that its
importance has been exaggerated in the literature. To maintain good
customer relations with the Ottoman Empire, Paul Mauser devel-
oped more subtle strategies, such as providing lavish dinners for the
Ottoman Inspection and Control Commission, constructing a special
building for them close to his factory in Oberndorf, and organizing a
charity collection among his company workers for the victims of the
1894 Istanbul earthquake. 
A forward-looking final chapter traces how the preference for

German suppliers of matériel survived the Young Turk Revolution
and triggered a third wave of German armament sales. Price was
more important now, however, and companies from other countries
regained ground in the Ottoman Empire’s arms market.
German–Ottoman relations before the First World War are well

researched in the historiography, and the immense German–Otto -
man arms trade has also attracted scholarly attention in the past.2
Yorulmaz’s study, however, offers new insights into the mechanics
of this trade. By interpreting the German–Ottoman arms contracts as
above all political acts, his study provides an excellent illustration of
the potential importance of the arms trade for rapprochement and
maintaining bilateral relations. The author emphasizes a ‘German
style of war business’ that relied on a combination of state support,
personal diplomacy, networking, and manipulative methods. This
proves to be accurate in this case, but without a comparative
approach it remains an open question to what extent this was a par-
ticular style within an imperialist context in which the merging of
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2 See, in particular, Jonathan Grant, ‘The Sword of the Sultan: Ottoman Arms
Imports, 1854–1914’, Journal of Military History, 66/1 (2002), 9–36; Fahri Türk,
Die deutsche Rüstungsindustrie in ihren Türkeigeschäften zwischen 1871 und 1914:
Die Firma Krupp, die Waffenfabrik Mauser und die Deutschen Waffen- und
Munitionsfabriken (Berlin, 2006).



political and economic interests and the application of vigorous
means to promote the nation’s advantage were carried to extremes.
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