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The Dadians and Early 
Ottoman Industrialization

HAGOP BARSOUMIAN

Except for the D adians, the B alian s and couple indivi­
duals, the great m ajority  o f the Arm enian am iras1 living in Istan ­
bul practised  the profession  of sarraflik, Ottoman designation 
for banking or money-lending, while about a  dozen others were 
appointed bazirgan, an Ottoman term m eaning «officially-appoin­
ted purveyor». Among the sarrafs, i. e. bankers, the Diuzians had 
a m onopolistic control over the state m int; the B alians, on the 
other hand, along with their relative Hovhannes Am ira Server- 
ian, were the m i’m arbashi, «chief im perial architect», of the sul­
tans.

A third prom inent fam ily  o f am iras, the D adians, initially 
held the m onopoly fo r the operation  of the gunpow der m ills in 
Istan bul and w ere eventually called to p lay  a m a jo r  role in the 
early Ottom an in dustrialization  effort. D ad Arakel Am ira, the 
ancestor who gave the fam ily its nam e, w as appointed barutcuba- 
shi, «chief pow der m aker», in 1795, by Su ltan  Selim  III  in ap­
preciation  fo r his m echanical sk ills and technical innovations. 
Having m igrated  earlier from  Akn to Istan bul and tried his luck 
as a  w atch repairer, D ad Arakel then turned sarraf but had to a- 
bandon this profession  as well because o f a long illness. Finally, 
he entered into the em ploy of a flour m illing com pany, nam ed

1 . The term a m ir a  derives from the Arabic e m ir , meaning «prince», 
«com m ander».
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«Paydos». Upon the recom m endation of Foreign M inister Reshid 
Efendi (whom he had known and im pressed  when working as a 
watch repairer), he w as allowed to repair the pulley o f the old 
gunpowder m ill at Ay Stefano (known also  as San  Stefano, now 
Yeshil Koy). This activity brought him  to the attention of Otto­
m an officials, who asked him  to build  a steam -powered engine 
for the new pow der factory under construction at Azadli, a vil­
lage north of K ii?uk Qekmeje. Having successfully com pleted the 
task  assigned, Dad Arakel w as then appointed director of the new 
powder m ill, with the privilege of exem ption from  paym ent of 
taxes and im port duties2.

Arakel Am ira further invented a new m achine that could 
perform  four operations a t once: it could crush  the m ass of pow­
der, mince and sift it, and pulverize and sift the coal. As the qua­
lity of the pow der m anufactured at the Azadli m ill proved su­
perior to the one m ade at the old m ill, the French technician, who 
had been m anaging the m ill at Ay Stefano, w as d ism issed  and A- 
rakel w as appointed director. «А self m ade m echanical genius»3, 
Dad Arakel invented several other m achines or devices. Thus he 
built a wheeled-boat, sim ilar to those on steam boats which did 
not exist at the time. At the request o f K apudan  (Admiral) Hii- 
seyin Pasha he invented, in 1802, a device to drain  the bottom  
of ships, and another m achine to cover the bottom  of sh ips with 
copper in stead of wood. In  1805 he built five loom s to weave 
euha, broad-cloth; the quality of the m anufactured cloth w as 
so high that the Su ltan  wore a coat m ade of that cuha and visi­
ted Arakel Am ira at his factory  at Azadli to express his sa tis­
faction. During M ahm ud II 's  period, Arakel also  built a machine, 
called hadde, to lam inate silver and gold ingots, which his son 
Sim on further im proved; it w as later used  in the m int by the 
Diuzians4. So great w as A rakel’s reputation  that in 1810 the Shah 
of Iran  invited him to his court. U nderstandably M ahm ud did not

2 . Eprem Boghossian, D ad ian  G e rd a sta n e  [The Dadian Dynasty], 
V ienna3 1968, p p . 23-25.

3. Edward С . Clark, T h e O tto m an  In d u str ia l  R evo lu tion , «Inter­
national Journal of M iddle East Studies», 5, no. 1, Jan u ary  1974, p. 70.

4 . Boghossian, Th e D ad ian  D y n asty , p p . 25-26.



allow  Arakel to accept the invitation but perm itted the Sh ah ’s 
representatives to exam ine his m achines.

Armenian sources state  that the position  of barutgubashi 
was granted to Arakel Amira as a hereditary privilege5. After A- 
rakel s death in 1812 his eldest son, Sim on Am ira Dadian inhe­
rited the position  at both m ills. W hether the position  w as heredi­
tary or whether each su ltan  reappointed the D adians, the fact 
rem ains that this fam ily kept the m anagem ent o f the two powder 
factories under its control until 1889.

M ost m em bers o f the fam ily were highly gifted, but the 
outstanding figure am ong D ad A rakel’s successors is his third 
son, Hovhannes Am ira D adian (1798-1869). It is w orth examining 
and studying the w ork of this rem arkable m an. H is experience 
at the mill started  when he w as hardly fifteen years old. In 1820 
he w as nam ed d irector o f the paper m ill at Beykoz (founded by 
an Armenian nam ed Artin). In  1826 he served as director o f the 
spinning m ill at Eyup. A year later Hovhannes Am ira devised a 
new m achine for the piercing and rifling o f the barre ls o f m us­
kets, and then a device to polish  them. M ahm ud II  w as so pleased 
with Hovhannes and his older brother Sim on that he personally 
expressed his satisfaction  and gave Sim on 15,000 and Hovhannes
10,000 kurusih6. The follow ing year H ovhannes built three m ore 
m achines for the m anufacture o f m uskets a t the plant at Dolma- 
bahye, four others fo r spinning, and a little later a w ater pum p7.

In order to im prove his technical knowledge, Hovhannes 
Am ira m ade extensive trips to Europe. H is first  voyage, in 1835, 
w as overland to A ustria, Italy, France and England. There he 
showed p articu lar in terest in chem istry, and gained up-to-date 
knowledge on iron  foundries and weaving factories. As the offi­
cial representative o f the Su ltan , he w as well received everywhere
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5. Ib id ., p . 28; G. Basm adjian, D a d ia n  G e rd a s ta n i  D jiu gh agru -
tiun e [The Genealogy o f the D adian Dynasty], «Banaser», (Paris) 1907, 
p . 121.

6. D a d ia n  G e rd a s ta n i  A n tsia len  [About the Past of Dadian Dy­
nasty], « ֊E n d arsak  Oratsoyts», (Constantinople), 1932, pp . 98-99.

7. Boghossian, T h e D ad ia n  D y n asty , p p . 52-55.
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he visited8. At the end of this year-long trip, he brought with him 
m odern machinery for the pow der m ills whose operation he re­
organized completely. He had also obtained m any diplom as from 
various institutions, and w as consequently granted the im por­
tant m edal of iftihar in 1838.

The first innovations introduced by Hovhannes Dadian 
were related chiefly to the two gunpow der m ills. Not only the 
quality of the pow der w as upgraded9, but new m ethods of m anu­
facture initiated10; all of these duly recognized and appreciated 
by the Ottoman government. The m ost significant contributions 
this talented man m ade to the Ottoman economy went beyond 
this sphere, however, and affected the whole o f the industrial 
field. He founded many state-owned industrial p lants and facto­
ries, a quick enum eration of which can give a sense of the range 
of his work and of his m ultifaceted talent. In 1840 he set up a 
silk mill for the m anufacture of silk  products at Hereke; during 
the sam e year an iron sm elting foundry w as established at Ay 
Stefano, near the pow der m ill; in 1842, a tannery w as built at a 
place called Bogazici or Silviburnu, near Beykoz, whose leather 
w as to be used for the m anufacture of shoes and powder-flasks 
for troops; in 1844 two factories were erected at Izm ir for the 
m anufacture of cuha, broadcloth, to be utilized in m aking clo­
thing for soldiers; in 1845 a cotton m ill w as constructed again  at 
Hereke, for the m anufacture o f fes, headgear, underwear, socks, 
carpet and silk  cloth; during the sam e year one large and one 
sm all iron m elting foundries were built at Zeytinbum u, near Ay 
Stefano.

8. Avetis Berberian, P a tm u tiu n  H a y o ts  [History of the Armen­
ians], Constantinople, 1870, pp . 264-265.

9. Prussian engineers tested the strength of the gunpowder manufac­
tured at the Azadli mill, compared it with the powder made in England 
and they found the two of equal quality and standard. See «Arshaloys A- 
raratean», (Izm ir), 18 October, 1841.

10. In 1846, with the assistance of his three sons, Hovhannes Amira 
tested the powder manufactured from cotton at the presence of Sultan Ab- 
dulmejid, with successful results. See «H ayastan», (Constantinople), 30 No­
vember, 1846.



M ost of these factories needed m odern, European-m ade 
m achinery, fo r the purchase of which Hovhannes Am ira under­
took his second year-long trip to Europe (from  October 1842 to 
February 1844). Along with the purchased m achinery he hired 
European technicians and skilled w orkers to operate the m odem  
factories, Contem porary sources continually refer to Sultan Ab- 
diilm ejid s frequent v isits to these plants. Indeed, Hovhannes A- 
m ira is reported to have paid  a visit to king Լօնոտ-Philippe of 
France during this second trip, thus lending support to the view 
that his visits were of offic ial nature11. For the sam e reason, in 
February 1847, he em barked on a third trip to Europe from  
which he returned in Jan u ary  1848. The contem porary Armenian 
new spaper in Izm ir reported  that, before the start o f his journey, 
Hovhannes Amira, along with his two sons A rakel-Sisag and 
N erses-Khosrov, «had the honor to be presented to Su ltan  Abdiil- 
m ejid  who had a long conversation with Hovhannes Am ira about 
m atters related to his po sition »12.

Clearly, Hovhannes Amira acted in a broader capacity than 
that o f a purchasing agent fo r the Ottom an governm ent. Before 
his second trip  to Europe, he had selected sites for factories to be 
built in B u rsa  and Izm it (then called also  N icom edia). He initia­
ted, planned and im plem ented the industrial p ro jects that the 
governm ent felt the state  econom y needed. The governm ent de­
term ined the policy of the industrialization  program , its direc­
tion, em phasis and the am ount o f investm ent; D adian s task  w as 
to im plem ent the program , in all its aspects. Recently, a keen ob­
server of early Ottom an industrialization  offo rts rem arked: «Su l­
tan A bdiilm ejid apparently  gave extensive authority to Ohannes 
D adian as effective head of the new industrial program . In 1842 
Ohannes helped select specific  sites fo r the Istan bu l factories, the 
m odel farm , the Izm it wool mill, the B u rsa  sheep-ranch....»13. By 
the early 1840s, H ovhannes Am ira w as considered «probably
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11- Boghossian, T h e D a d ia n  D y n asty , p p . 63-73; Arshag Alboyadjian, 
L e s  D a d ia n , trans. Anna N aguib Boutros-Ghali, Cairo, 1965 pp. 79-80
and 100-102.

12. «Arshaloys A raratean», (Izm ir), 1847; no. 280.

13. Clark, In d u s tr ia l  R evo lu tion , p . 71.
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m ore experienced in industrial m anagem ent than w as any other 
Ottoman su b ject»1''.

The adm inistration  and m anagem ent of all these indus­
trial enterprises were exclusively in the hands of D adians. While 
Hovhannes was absorbed in the technical aspects of the indus­
trial program , his nephew, Boghos Am ira (Hovhannes's elder b ro­
ther, Sim on's son), w as the supervisor of both pow der m ills. Hov­
hannes Amira took responsibility for governm ental relations, 
foreign and dom estic, and for im portation  of machinery, his ne­
phew acted as chief adm inistrator. Other m em bers of the fam ily 
were entrusted with key positions in the factories. Hovhannes 
Am ira's eldest son, Arakel-Sisag, w as the m anager of the im perial 
model farm  at Zeytinburnu, set up in 1847. In 1857 this young 
Dadian w as nam ed barutcubash i of the pow derw orks at Rados 
(Rhodes?), as well as director o f the sulphur and saltpeter (or 
potassium  nitrate) factory. After his father's death in 1869, he was 
appointed barutcubash i of the pow der m ill at Azadli15.

H ovhannes A m ira’s second son, Nerses-Khosrov, an en­
gineer like his older brother, w as nam ed director of the wool mill 
at Izm it after his return from  studies in Paris in 1845, and two 
years later becam e m anager of the foundry at Zeytinburnu. Follo­
wing in his father's footsteps, this talented m an w as an innovator 
and, to som e extent, also  an inventor. In 1847 he built the first 
railroad  track  in Turkey on the S tra it o f the B osph oru s16. This 
short track  w as built to facilitate  movem ent of freight to and 
from  the brick factory  at the village of Boyiikdere on the B o s­
phorus. He further invented a w ater pum p used in the wells of 
Istanbul, and adapted a heavy scale for the use of custom s offi­
cials in the weighing of heavy loads in the harbor. Other m em ­
bers and relatives o f the fam ily were em ployed in the various fac­
tories and plants under D adians' m anagem ent. In 1843 Arakel- 
S isag  dispatched one of his a ssistan ts at the Azadli mill to B ag­
dad to set up a pow der m ill there. The D adians em ployed many 
Armenians. The village of M akrikeui, now Bakirkoy, w as inha­

14- Ib id ., p. 70.
15. Boghossian, T h e D ad ian  D y n asty , p p . 123-127.
16՛ Ib id ., p . 158.
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bited by im m igrant Arm enians from  various provinces, who wor­
ked in the nearby pow der factory  at Ay Stefan o17. Som e of these 
were skilled laborers; S ivri K hatchadur Kehya and Usda Ghugas 
of Palu were both experts in m echanics and pow der m aking1». Ac­
cording to an eyewitness account, som e five hundred Armenian 
w orkers were also  em ployed at the m usket w orks at Fanal cal­
led Tophane19.

Many of the factories and plants the D adians m anaged 
were built by G arabed A m ira Balian , Chief Im perial Architect 
m cooperation with Hovhannes Am ira Serverian, another Im pe­
rial Architect and a son-in-law of G arabed Amira. To cite a  few 
instences, the tannery near Beykoz w as constructed by Balian  
Amira in 1842 °, so w as the cuha m ill in Izm it, built in 1844. B a l­
ian Am ira reportedly u sed  m odern techniques, fo r «the building 
[o f the cuha m ill] which incorporated  significant advances in 
European construction  techniques»21.

In general, the D adians kept a  m onopolistic privilege and 
control over the industrial field, the B alian s and Serverians being 
involved only in the construction  of factories. The only exception 
to this control w as H agop £elebi Diuzian who, in 1844, installed 
steam -powered stam ping m achines in the m int, and built a  paper 
mill in Izm ir. It is not known why he did not continue his acti­
vities in this area of developm ent. Were the D adians able to eli­
m inate their potential rival through the intervention of the Su l­
tan oi the governm ent? Did H agop Diuzian lo se  interest in indus- 
tiia l ventures? The two fam ilies had a  long-standing rivalry; 
whether this rivalry played any role in cutting short H agop Diuz- 
ian 's new career in in dustry  rem ains to be answ ered. In 1849 the 
D adians were reported  by an E nglish  new spaper to have been

V ahram  H . Torkom ian, ed. E r e m ia  T ch e lep ii (K e o m iu rd jian )
S ta m p o lo y  P a tm u tiu n  [History of Istanbul by Erem ia Qelebi (Keo- 
murdjian ] 3 vols., V ienna; 1913-1938, 1:400.

18. Boghossian; T h e  D a d ia n  D y n asty , p. 47.

19. R . Walsh, R e sid e n c e  a t  C o n stan tin o p le , 2 vols., London 1836 
2:432.

20. Boghossian, T h e D a d ian  D y n asty , p # 65.
21. Clark, In d u s tr ia l  R ev o lu tio n , p . 68.
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removed from  office and their properties confiscated23. Except 
for this one journ alistic  account, however, no Armenian or Wes­
tern source m entions such a m ajo r m ishap to the fam ily. Foreig­
ners also  accused the D adians of practising «jobbery», a term 
implying collusion between this Armenian fam ily and Ottoman 
officials to whom they were accountable. Apparently there was 
sufficient ground for the accusation23. However, such blam es were 
not devoid of b ias and self-serving interest.

Other Armenian in dustrialists em erged eventually, but the 
industrial activities of Armenians per se is not part of the sub- 
pect of this study, only that of am iras. N or is the industrialization 
effort of the Ottoman state a focal point either. It should be em­
phasized, however, that if the industrial program  of the govern­
ment did not achieve the anticipated results, it w as due to the 
over-am bitious goals it had set, ignoring such essential prerequi­
sites as proper econom ic in frastructure and social environment. 
A whole series of accidental m ishaps, natural and man-made, 
coincided to give a heavy blow to the program 24. The Ottoman in­
dustrial program  of the 1840s did not accom plish its m ajo r goals. 
«N ot even Ottoman m ilitary self-sufficiency w as rem otely ap­
proached»25. Many factories were closed and equipm ent rusted. 
Hovhannes Amira could not «carry through [the] w idespread re­
volutionary changes» that the program  would inevitably usher 
in26. B ut in a country where one of the m ajo r  factors responsible 
for the stagnant condition of the economy «w as the lack of m a­

22. «The Tim es» (London), 23 Jan u ary  1850, p . 6, reported in Clark, 
In d u str ia l  R evolu tion , p. 73.

23. Clark; In d u str ia l  R evolu tion , p. 74; Cyrus Hamlin, A m on g the 
T u rk s , Londons 1878, p p . 57-60.

24. Cyrus Hamlin, A m on g  th e T u r k s , p. 73-74. T o  cite a few of the 
accidents: in 1848 the Ku$uk Qekme£e powder works blew up; in 1855 an 
earthquake destroyed the silk miil at Bursa; due to lack of access roads and 
mining equipment the exploitation of coal and iron-ore deposits lagged, 
which in turn affected delivery of iron plows to the model farm, etc.

25. Ib id ., p . 73.

26՛ Ib id ., p . 75-
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nagers and technicians»27 the Dadians were certainly a new 
breed, em bodying in their persons both qualifications. They even 
tried to tram  local people fo r the new industries. In the technical 
school they established, m em bers o f the fam ily also  served as 
teachers.

AU in all, the D adians were not m erely industrial m ana­
gers and technocrats, both badly needed in the Ottoman indus­
trialization  program , but also  innovators and w esternizers who 
introduced western technology, scientific innovations, education 
and m entality into O ttom an governing circles and society in ge­
neral. 6

27. Charles Issawi, e d .; T h e E co n o m ic  H isto ry  o f  the M id d le  
E a st , 1800-1914, Chicago, 1966, p. 47.

ՏԱՏԵԱՆՆԵՐԸ b h  ՕՍՄԱՆԵԱՆ 
Վ,Ա'Լ ՇՐՋԱՆԻ ՃԱՐՏԱՐԱՐՈԻԵՍՏԸ

ՅԱԿՈԲ ՊԱՐՍՈՒՄԵԱ՚Ն 

(Ամվաւիում)

Տսաւեաննեբը,որոնք սկզբնական շրջանին ստա՚նձնած էին վա - 
ււօդափոշիի աղացք ներուն վարիչի ւղաշտօնր, ժա՛մա՛նակ՛ի ընթացքին 
կ ա ր և ո ր  դեր մր խաղացին Օսմանեան կա յսրոլր եան սարտարարուես- 
տր զարգացնելու աշխատանք ներուն մէջ :

Տատ Առաքել (ընտանիքին նախահայրր) , Աիմոն Ամիրա Տատ- 
եա ն, բա յց  յատկապէս Յովհաննէս Ամիրա Տա֊տեան (1798-CL868 թ թ  •) 
եւ անոր գսււակները, իրենց նոբարարոլթիւններով ու հնարամտոլ- 
թ ֊եա մբ յաջոզեցան արդիականացման ճանապարհին վրայ գնել Օս­
մանեան սարաարարուեստր, որուն համար յա՚նախ ե լ  արժաւնացան 
սոլլթա ններոլ գնահատանքին :

Տատեաններոլ նորարարոլր իւնը կը յա յտ նա բերռլէր յատկապէս 
վսսւօդափոշիի աղացներու , մանած՜ի, հիւսոլա ծեղէնի, արոսե ստակա ն 
մետ ա քսի, կա շիի, ջոլրի մղիչներոլ ե լ  ՜նաբտաբաբուեսաի ա՛յ լ մա ր- 
գերռւն լքէջ :


