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Ahmet at Atlantic Records in the 1970s.
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“He was hip. He was hip to the tip, as we say. He was not a square. He was someone who understood the idiom.”

—Herb Abramson, founding partner of
Atlantic Records, on Ahmet Ertegun

“Ahmet had eyes to make records. He also had ears and tremendous taste.”

—Jerry Wexler, who succeeded Abramson as
Ahmet Ertegun’s partner at Atlantic Records

“Ahmet was sui generis. And then he made himself up as he went along.”

—Henry Kissinger, Ahmet Ertegun’s friend




THE LAST SULTAN




PROLOGUE

A Day of Tribute in New York

April 17, 2007. In the tiny village New York can sometimes become when it honors one of its own who has fulfilled the dream of hope on which the city was built, the all-star tribute to Ahmet Ertegun scheduled to begin at six P.M. in the Rose Theater at the Time Warner Center on Columbus Circle was the talk of the town. Those who had labored long and hard to bring about what promised to be the event of the season as well as one of those once-in-a-lifetime evenings that could never happen anywhere else, literally could not think about anything else.

In his office at Rolling Stone magazine, Jann Wenner, who along with film director Taylor Hackford was producing the event, nervously wondered whether his old friend Mick Jagger was going to perform this evening. Ensconced in a suite at the Carlyle Hotel, Jagger, who had lost his ninety-three-year-old father only a few months earlier, was incommunicado. Making matters worse, Wenner had just learned that Keith Richards, who had been scheduled to do “Sixty Minute Man” by Billy Ward and the Dominoes at the tribute, had gone to England to be with his ailing mother and so would not be able to perform.

The invitation-only tribute was still the hottest ticket in town. Entry to the private party following the event at The Boat House in Central Park was so tightly controlled that those who feared they would not be allowed to attend either function were frantically doing all they could to wangle their way on to the guest list even at the very last minute.

Faced with the daunting task of doling out twelve hundred free tickets to an event that could have easily filled a much larger venue, Ahmet’s assistant Frances Chantly had unwittingly turned up the pressure by insisting there be no reserved seating. To her way of thinking, those who truly loved Ahmet would be there early.

Showing no respect for the dead, a reporter from the New York Post’s always scurrilous “Page Six” gossip column, which had previously run a blind item about an aging record executive with a cane engaging in scandalous behavior with two women, called Ahmet’s grieving widow at home that afternoon to ask if it was true that other women who were involved with her late husband would be at the tribute. As always, Mica Ertegun patiently explained that Americans did not understand how European women viewed such matters.

While she had not yet been able to bring herself to watch PBS’s American Masters documentary about Ahmet, the film had been shown the night before at the Anthology Film Archives in the East Village. On the afternoon of the tribute, the documentary was shown again in a plush screening room at the Time Warner Center where cellophane-wrapped cookies bearing Ahmet’s likeness from Eleni’s Bakery were given to invited guests along with a 60th Anniversary Atlantic Records commemorative CD distributed by Starbucks featuring seventeen songs Ahmet had selected before his death.

Many of those who attended the screening decided the wisest course of action was to just wait there until the tribute began. Patiently, they then stood in line before a brace of secretaries who checked their names off lists before allowing them to board elevators to the fifth-floor theater. Leaving no doubt the stars had come out tonight for Ahmet and it was only in New York that such an event could have taken place, Tom Wolfe strolled through the lobby as Helen Mirren stepped from the elevator to join the crowd waiting to enter the theater. Standing in a long line of well-coiffed women in elegant dresses carrying little handbags suspended from gold chains and silver-haired captains of industry in expensive suits and dark blue blazers, the punk singer and poet Patti Smith looked incongruous yet somehow also at home.

Wearing black, Mica Ertegun sat in the front row of the theater with Ahmet’s family and many of the artists who were scheduled to perform. As people filled the seats, there was a good deal of air-kissing, embracing, and handshaking across the rows. A large photograph of Ahmet stood on a bare stage framed by small trees. Befitting the course of his career, the program began with jazz.

Followed by horn players and two drummers, Wynton Marsalis, the artistic director of Jazz at Lincoln Center and a member of the selection committee of the Jazz Hall of Fame Ahmet had founded in his brother Nesuhi’s name in 2004, walked through a side door playing trumpet like the second coming of Louis Armstrong on “Oh, Didn’t He Ramble,” a number often performed by New Orleans brass bands on their way back from a funeral.

Larger than life and sitting on a gilded throne in a three-piece suit, the great soul singer Solomon Burke spoke of “the little Turkish prince, our beloved brother Ahmet.” Eric Clapton, whom Ahmet had first heard play forty years earlier at the Scotch of St. James in London, then took the stage. Wearing glasses with his hair closely cropped, Clapton said, “I loved Ahmet. He was like a father to me. In the old days, we’d have a drink and do some other things and any time that happened, he would start singing songs to me… We’re going to do two of the songs he always sang—‘Send Me Someone to Love’ and the other by Sticks McGhee called ‘Drinkin’ Wine Spo-dee-O-Dee.’”

Backed by Dr. John on piano, a drummer, and a bass player, Clapton performed masterful versions of both songs. He then gave way to New York City’s billionaire mayor Michael Bloomberg, who concluded his remarks by declaring, “And let us say, Ah-met!” The mayor was followed by Henry Kissinger, Bette Midler, Ben E. King, Kid Rock, and Sam Moore of Sam and Dave. After describing Ahmet as “a ducker and diver” who gave up his student visa to remain in America so he could make his life in music, Taylor Hackford introduced a videotaped statement by an ailing Jerry Wexler in Florida.

Looking old and gaunt in a soft brown sailor’s cap, glasses, and a green shirt without a collar, Wexler talked about Ahmet’s sense of “irony and tomfoolery” and how he could be speaking in French to the French ambassador only to hang up the phone to greet a black musician by saying, “Hey, homes, what you know good?” Saying he did not know if he had ever specifically thanked Ahmet for giving him a life by making him a partner at Atlantic when he “had no qualifications whatsoever and no experience,” Wexler stared directly into the camera and, with the New York street accent he had never lost, said, “Ahmet, thank you for opening the door for me. Thank you.”

On a completely black stage, Phil Collins sat down at the piano to perform a stunning version of “In the Air Tonight,” the song Ahmet had helped make a hit. After David Geffen told his classic and oft-repeated “bumping-into-geniuses” story about Ahmet, Stevie Nicks sang “Stand Back” and her version of Led Zeppelin’s “Rock ’n’ Roll.”

Jann Wenner read a letter from Keith Richards in which the Stones’ guitarist said he had looked up to Ahmet as he did to Muddy Waters. Then Wenner talked about Ahmet’s formative role in the creation of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. He also recalled that when he asked Mica why Ahmet had looked so well while he was lying in a coma in the hospital, she told him, “Well, he hasn’t been drinking.” Bette Midler then returned to do her version of Bobby Darin’s “Beyond the Sea.”

More than two hours into the proceedings, Mick Jagger stepped to the podium. In a suit, a white shirt, and no tie, with his long hair trailing over his ears, a relaxed Jagger delivered what most people agreed was the best speech of the evening. Obviously enjoying himself, he began his remarks by saying, “Ahmet was a father figure, this is true. But to me, he was more like the wicked uncle with the wicked chuckle.”

Addressing what he called “a diverse and fascinating group of people like ourselves,” Jagger noted how only Ahmet could talk about geopolitics and medieval Islamic history and then pick the next Vanilla Fudge single. Jagger ended his remarks by reminiscing about a party during the 1970s when Ahmet had volunteered to hire strippers to entertain the Rolling Stones and then contacted an agency called the Widows Club who provided “rotund women of a certain age who stripped for free on the weekends.”

Crosby, Stills, and Nash then took the stage. With Graham Nash on mouth harp and Stephen Stills on guitar, they did their version of the Beatles’ “In My Life.” Nash then said, “Here’s our friend Neil.” Hulking and stoop-shouldered with long hair and gray sideburns, Neil Young played acoustic guitar on “Helplessly Hoping.” After the song ended, Nash said, “Here’s something you don’t see every day. I’m looking forward to this myself. This is Neil and Stephen doing a Buffalo Springfield song.” He and Crosby then left the stage.

Leaning into the microphone, Young said, “Ahmet was our man. I just hope that today’s musicians have someone like Ahmet taking care of them. Mica, thank you so much for taking care of him.” Without having rehearsed it, Stills and Young then began playing “Mr. Soul,” the classic Buffalo Springfield song Young had written in 1966 but the two men had not performed together in forty years.

Playing rhythm with so much intensity that he became a one-man band, Young sang in a haunting voice as Stills picked out the leads on his white Washburn electric guitar. Together, they created the kind of musical magic for which Ahmet had lived. When they were done, Young put his hands together and looked up at the heavens as though to give thanks the performance had all come out right in the end.

Ending the tribute nearly three hours after it began, Wynton Marsalis walked down the aisle playing “Down by the Riverside.” As though they were now in a church, the crowd got to their feet and began clapping their hands in time. At the party that followed, Kid Rock and Dave Mason of Traffic, backed by Paul Shaffer’s band, performed “Feelin’ Alright” and Solomon Burke sang “Cry to Me.”

While the evening was, as Eric Clapton wrote in his autobiography, both “entertaining and emotionally stirring,” the guitarist also noted, “I still felt that had Ahmet been there in the flesh, he would have said something like, ‘Let’s get out of here and find the real shit.’”

Once he had found it, Ahmet would have drained every glass set before him and tapped his foot in time to the beat while telling the stories he loved best. Staying until the last note of music had been played, he would not have made his way home until the sun was rising. And then, just as he had always done while running Atlantic Records for seven decades, Ahmet would have checked in to see how his business was doing.

Like the subject of the song Wynton Marsalis had played to begin the tribute, Ahmet Ertegun had rambled in and out of town. He had rambled through the city and the street. Throughout the course of his long and astonishing life, Ahmet had rambled all around.




ONE

Coming to America

“The older I get, the more I realize how Turkish I am. I display the prime characteristics of Turkish vices: indolence and excess.”

—Ahmet Ertegun
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As much as any man who ever lived, Ahmet Ertegun loved to tell stories. That many of them happened to be about himself was never the point. In his unmistakable nasal hipster’s voice tinged with the black inflections of the street and the syncopated rhythms of the jazz music he had loved since childhood, Ahmet always knew how to find the groove when he talked. With the smoke from a cigarette curling into his eyes and a drink in his hand, he was a born raconteur who could command an audience of any size. Taking just as much time as he needed to build to the punch line, Ahmet would tell his favorite stories over and over again, carefully polishing each one like a jeweler.

In a business where everyone loved to gossip and those who ran the world’s leading record companies were constantly on the phone talking about one another in the most vulgar way imaginable, no one ever refused to take a call from the man whom they always referred to by only his first name. But then long before most of his colleagues had made their bones in an industry where the ordinary rules of conduct did not apply and the only way to stay on top was to continue putting out one hit after another, Ahmet was already a legend. On any given day during even a casual conversation, there was no knowing what might come out of his mouth. It was just one of the reasons people liked being around him.

Over the years, one story Ahmet loved to tell about himself was repeated constantly by those who would have never dared to criticize him in their own words. God only knows who told it to Steve Ross but David Geffen first heard the story from him. Mo Ostin and Joe Smith in Los Angeles knew it as did Robert Stigwood in London. Outliving the man it was about, the story was posted on a well-read music blog after Ahmet was no longer around to tell it. In its simplest form, the story goes like this.

During the early 1970s, Kit Lambert and Bill Curbishley, the current and future managers of The Who, found themselves locked in a particularly difficult and contentious negotiation with Ahmet in his second-floor office at Atlantic Records in New York City. Although Atlantic had made a ton of money distributing “Fire,” a huge but very unlikely worldwide hit by the Crazy World of Arthur Brown that Lambert had produced on his own label, their discussion soon reached a sticking point.

No matter what Lambert or Curbishley said, Ahmet simply would not budge. Knowing he had nothing to lose, Lambert, who in Curbishley’s words could sometimes be “a bit Barnum and Bailey,” suddenly leaped to his feet and stormed out of the office in a rage. Returning a few seconds later, he threw open the door and shouted at Ahmet, “Do you know why there’s so much anti-Semitism in the world?”

Always unflappable, most especially in situations where money was on the line and he was the one who would have to pay it, Ahmet said, “No, Kit. Why is that?” “Because,” Lambert replied, “Turks don’t travel.” Slamming the door behind him, Lambert then made his final exit as Ahmet collapsed with laughter behind his desk.

More than most people in the music business, Kit Lambert would have understood the historical basis of his remark. Like his father, a well-known classical composer, he had been educated at Trinity College, Cambridge. He was also the grandson of the painter who had been commissioned by the Australian government to document that nation’s crushing defeat by Turkish forces commanded by Mustafa Kemal at the Battle of Gallipoli during World War I.

Whether any of this was actually on Kit Lambert’s mind that day, no one can say for sure. However, the man who was the butt of his joke did not need anyone to explain it to him. In a business dominated by hard-driving Jewish businessmen, Ahmet was the ultimate outsider. On some level, this was also always his role in the world.

Although Ahmet loved to mingle in the most rarefied circles of high society, he never truly belonged there either. In the most famous piece ever written about him, an unnamed woman who seemed comfortable in this world noted there was no one Ahmet did not “feel snubbed by.” Whenever another of his socialite friends sensed he was about to say or do something inappropriate, she would caution him by saying, “Ahmet, don’t go Turkish on me. Don’t go Turk.” In order to warn the Rolling Stones that Ahmet was about to appear backstage before a show, their tour manager would tell them, “Boys, Ataturk’s coming.”

Although he left his native land at the age of two and was shocked to see what Turkey was like when he returned there for the first time six years later, everything Ahmet was and all that he became was shaped by the place of his birth. Had it not been for the fall of the Ottoman Empire and the subsequent creation of the modern Turkish republic, his own life would have followed an entirely different and far more predictable path. And yet to the very core of his being, he could not have been more Turkish.

For countless generations, “the Turk,” in the words of Stephen Kinzer, the author of Crescent and Star: Turkey Between Two Worlds, had always been viewed in the West as the “scourge of civilization. His chief characteristics were thought to include mendacity, unbridled lust, sudden violence and a passion for gratuitous cruelty.” Beginning in 1095 when Pope Urban II sent the Crusaders to reclaim the holy city of Jerusalem from the Ottoman Empire, “Europeans came to perceive Turks as the epitome of evil. They were presumed to be not only bent on destroying Christianity but also determined to kill or enslave every man, woman, and child in Christendom.” Five centuries later, Martin Luther, who began the Protestant Reformation, declared, “The Turks are the people of the wrath of God.” In a letter to King Fredrick II of Prussia during the eighteenth century, the famed French essayist Voltaire wrote, “I shall always hate the Turks. What wretched barbarians!”

After the Allies defeated the Ottoman Empire in World War I, the onerous conditions imposed by the Treaty of Sèvres were specifically designed to reduce a once great power to ruins. In large part, Mustafa Kemal’s nationalist movement blossomed because of his refusal to abide by the provisions of the agreement, which soon proved impossible to enforce. His subsequent rise to power eventually forced all parties to the treaty to return to the negotiating table in Lausanne, Switzerland, in 1922.

Mehmet Munir, who served as chief legal adviser and translator for the delegation from the Ottoman Empire during talks that went on for months, was present when the Treaty of Lausanne was signed on July 24, 1923, thereby bringing the modern Turkish republic into being. Seven days later, Ahmet was born, as he would later recall, “in a house on the rocky hills of Sultantepe in Uskudar on the Asiatic side of Istanbul, that grand old decaying city which had once been Byzantium and Constantinople.”

A child of privilege like his older brother Nesuhi, Ahmet spent the first two years of his life in a truly primitive land where nearly everyone was illiterate, life expectancy was short, epidemics commonplace, and medical care virtually nonexistent. In a territory stretching for more than a thousand miles where most men eked out a living as subsistence farmers, there were only a few short stretches of paved road and the most common means of travel was by horse-drawn cart. Most villages did not have a central square or plaza, reinforcing the widely held belief that life was meant to be lived within the family or clan.

While those like Ahmet’s father who had been born and raised in Istanbul enjoyed a far more cosmopolitan existence, nothing in his background could have prepared him for the rapid succession of sweeping social changes that transformed the remnants of the Ottoman Empire into the modern Turkish republic in a relatively short period of time. Born into a family from Uzbekistan in central Asia, Mehmet Munir was the grandson of a Sufi sheik who presided over the Ozbeker Tekkesi, a dervish lodge in Istanbul. His father was a career bureaucrat who spent his life working in the Ministry of Monuments and Antiquities. His mother was one of the first Turkish women to make the pilgrimage to Mecca by camel.

Exempt from military service by imperial decree because he had been born in the city where the Sultan held court, Mehmet Munir graduated from Istanbul University with a degree in law in 1908. He then began working in the imperial chancery, rising to the rank of chief legal adviser eight years later.

After his short-lived first marriage ended when he was in his twenties, his parents, in accordance with the custom at the time, arranged for him to wed Hayrunnisa Rustem. Fourteen years younger than he, she could play any keyboard or stringed instrument by ear, loved to dance and sing, and, as Ahmet would later say, “probably would have become a singing star or musician or performer if she had lived in a time when well-born girls were allowed on the stage. She was an outgoing, fun loving, good looking young girl who had been quite disappointed to find that the husband picked for her was a quiet, scholarly young law and philosophy student who did not share her love of music and dancing.”

Three years after they were married, Mehmet Munir embarked on the journey that would change his life as well as the future of his homeland. On December 5, 1920, as part of a high-powered delegation headed by Salih Pasha and Ahmet Izzet Pasha, two of the Sultan’s most trusted ministers, he traveled about two hundred and fifty kilometers by train from Istanbul to the railway station at Bilicek to help negotiate an agreement to end the civil conflict between the Sultan and the new nationalist government in Ankara headed by Mustafa Kemal.

Unlike the leaders of the delegation and the great war hero they had come to meet, Mehmet Munir had never seen combat on any of the battlefields where the fate of the empire had been contested during the past two decades. Bespectacled, with a thick mustache and a receding hairline, he was then thirty-seven years old, the father of a three-year-old son, and a devout Muslim who prayed five times a day.

After making the delegation wait for an entire day at the railway station, Mustafa Kemal finally arrived. Thirty-nine years old, with piercing blue eyes and high Oriental cheekbones, he had the commanding look of a fearless soldier who had already proven himself in battle. Introducing himself as the prime minister of the government in Ankara, Kemal shocked Salih Pasha and Ahmet Izzet Pasha by asking them who they were.

Explaining he could not possibly speak to them as cabinet ministers because he did not recognize the government in Istanbul, Kemal said he was perfectly willing to talk with them as fellow patriots. After a discussion that lasted for hours, Kemal told both men he could not let them return to Istanbul. Instead, they would now accompany him to Ankara so they could get a sense of what life was like under the nationalist government. Knowing they had no choice in the matter, the entire delegation boarded a train heading in the opposite direction from which they had come the day before. Although the word was never used, they were now being held as hostages.

Because the nationalists controlled the army and no one in Istanbul could mount an expedition to free them, the delegation remained in Ankara for the next three months. When Salih Pasha and Ahmet Izzet Pasha realized Kemal’s movement was directed not just against the foreigners occupying their homeland but the Sultan as well, they both made it plain they could never become part of it.

Not so Mehmet Munir. After a period of intensive soul searching, he decided only Kemal and his followers could preserve what little was left of his beloved homeland. Switching sides, he threw in his lot with them. Born with the personality of a true diplomat, Mehmet Munir had a set of unique personal credentials that made him an immediate asset of great value to the new nationalist government.

Having served two years earlier as the chief legal adviser to the Ottoman delegation at the signing of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk that forced Russia to return all the territory it had seized from the empire during World War I, he had already dealt with foreign powers across the bargaining table. Fluent in French, then the language of diplomacy all over the world, he also spoke English.

On February 6, 1921, Salih Pasha and Ahmet Izzet Pasha signed a handwritten document giving Mehmet Munir official permission to attend the international Peace Conference that would begin in London six days later. To ensure his safety as well as their own, the signers made it plain they were being kept in Ankara against their will and that Mehmet Munir had been repeatedly and insistently pressured to attend the conference because of his personal ability and professional knowledge. Serving as an adviser and a translator, he then represented the Ankara government at peace talks in England to which the Sultan also sent his own set of representatives.

In March 1921, Kemal finally decided to allow the rest of the delegation to return to Istanbul on the condition that Salih Pasha and Ahmet Izzet Pasha would not resume their government positions—which they both soon did. When Mehmet Munir’s wife read the morning newspaper only to learn that everyone but her husband had returned safely to Istanbul, she was furious. In every sense, he had now become the odd man out.

Unlike those who had chosen to continue supporting the Sultan, Mehmet Munir had aligned himself with a movement that in time would change the modern world. For him, it had all begun with the decision he made after that fateful meeting in the railway station at Bilicek on December 5, 1920. And while Mustafa Kemal himself once proclaimed, “I have no religion, and at times I wish all religions to the bottom of the sea,” Mehmet Munir steadfastly continued to roll out his carpet to pray five times a day even after he had become one of Kemal’s most trusted aides. In Ahmet’s words, “Although my father was basically a timid man, he had great stubbornness in living out his convictions and defending his beliefs. His sense of morality somehow governed all his actions.”

In 1925, Kemal rewarded Mehmet Munir for his service to the new republic by appointing him the ambassador to Switzerland. As Ahmet would later write, his father “left behind the teeming hodgepodge of the Istanbul that he loved, the shoeless porters, the grimy street kids, the blind beggars, the black-shawled peasant women, the hawking vendors, all of whom hovered below the countless majestic mosques and minarets that formed the skyline of this mysterious city, crossroads of many civilizations; the last stop of the Orient Express, the last capital of the fallen Ottoman Empire, ‘the sublime port,’ the city of my father’s dreams.”

Accompanied by his wife, his two sons, and their newborn daughter, Selma, Mehmet Munir set off to represent his fledgling nation’s diplomatic interests in Bern. Beginning what would become a life of constant travel, Ahmet embarked on the long and highly improbable journey that eventually brought him to the land where he would make his fame and fortune.
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In “the clean quiet serenity of the capital city of Bern, with many green gardens, parks, churches, clocks, and chimes,” Ahmet’s first real childhood memory of himself was as a two-and-a-half-year-old boy playing in the immense gardens of the Turkish legation. Befitting his status as the Turkish ambassador to “this bland beautiful sterile country,” Mehmet Munir and his family were now able to live in a manner that would not have been possible in their still impoverished and chaotic homeland.

Their large house at 18 Kalcheggweg was staffed by several servants the family had brought with them from Turkey. A young Swiss governess who spoke French took care of Ahmet, who was soon communicating with his brother and sister in “a mixture of Turkish and French with a sprinkling of the French-German patois that we picked up on the street and in kindergarten.”

Charged with more responsibility than ever before, Ahmet’s father was always busy working. In addition to his diplomatic duties in Bern, he made regular visits to Geneva, where in two years’ time he became the Turkish observer to the League of Nations while also traveling to Paris to meet with other Turkish diplomats and statesmen. Unlike his wife, he had little difficulty adjusting to their new life.

During the early years of their marriage, Ahmet’s mother had been able to avail herself of the loving support of both her own and her husband’s extended families. She had also spent a good deal of time traveling back and forth from Istanbul to Ankara by train and horse-drawn carriage, a journey that in 1921 had taken eight days. In Bern, where her primary job was to run a household where she was addressed in Turkish by those who served her as “Hanimefendi” or “Madame,” the fissures in her prearranged marriage grew wider.

A short, stout woman with a broad face and straight brown hair she tinted auburn, Ahmet’s mother felt isolated in this strange new culture and sought solace in music. Over and over on the family’s hand-wound phonograph, she would play her favorite Turkish records until “the sad haunting Oriental music of Istanbul” brought tears to her eyes. In Ahmet’s words, “When she could no longer hold back her sobs, she would retire to her room so as not to upset the children. I could not tell whether it was because of her homesickness or her unhappiness with my father or her missing some unknown lover of the past, or whether it was just the music that evoked in her this deep melancholy.”

The scene around the family dinner table when all the guests were Turkish was far happier. Once the meal was over, Ahmet’s mother would sing and play the piano or the oud and people would dance. Although Ahmet’s father “would never participate in these carryings-on,” he would “regale all those present with funny anecdotes about the anomalies between the Near Eastern and Western cultures and some of the ridiculous situations that resulted.”

Still too young to go to school, Ahmet and Selma spent their days being looked after by “nurses, governesses, and maids.” Foremost among them was Madame Yenge (yenge being the Turkish word for aunt) whom Ahmet’s sister would later describe as “a beloved distant relative who was like a doting grandmother to us.” One day as she was walking with Ahmet, who was then four years old, “a miserable-looking beggar” approached them. Yenge was about to walk away when Ahmet grabbed her hand, “started crying furiously, and refused to budge until she had given him a few pennies.”

In later years, Yenge would tell this story with tears in her eyes to show how compassionate Ahmet had been as a young boy. However, he could also be quite headstrong and, in his sister’s words, “perhaps a bit spoiled.” After Yenge had left Ahmet alone for a few minutes to fetch something from the top floor of the house, he began to scream, “Why didn’t you take me with you?” When Yenge came back to get him, Ahmet refused to go with her. Insisting she should have taken him with her in the first place, he continued crying while repeating she had “wronged him.”

During this period, Ahmet’s only real companion was eight-year-old Nesuhi. “He was like a hero to my sister and me,” Ahmet wrote. “At seven or eight, he seemed to be a big grown-up man who had much more in common with the adults than with us.” In a photograph from this period, Ahmet sits on his brother’s knee peering at the camera with a shy, inquisitive look on his face. Enacting the role he would play for many years in Ahmet’s life, a broadly smiling Nesuhi has both his arms wrapped protectively around his younger brother.

In the afternoon, the brothers often played soccer together on the large lawn behind their house. Some days, the two sons of the Swiss president, who were roughly the same age, would come to join them. Placing two caps at each end of the field to serve as goal markers, they would pretend Turkey was playing Switzerland in a match that “was always a bloody battle.”

The most significant moment of Ahmet’s life in Bern occurred when his father brought home a motion picture projector. Ahmet would later remember watching silent films starring Charlie Chaplin. No matter how many times Ahmet’s father showed these films, his children never wanted them to stop. As a special treat, Ahmet and his sister would occasionally be taken to the cinema, which they adored.

In 1931, Mehmet Munir was posted to Paris as ambassador. His family moved with him into a house at 33 rue de Villejust in the 18th Arrondissement, the bohemian district of Montmartre. Soon after moving to Paris, Ahmet’s mother began looking for a new governess to care for her two younger children. Ahmet and Selma were sitting on the floor of their playroom when their mother entered with the woman she was considering for the job.

As Ahmet’s mother talked to her, Ahmet leaned over to his sister and whispered in her ear, “I don’t like this woman. See what I’m going to do.” Taking the scissors he and Selma had been using to cut up pictures, Ahmet crawled over to the woman and began cutting her skirt. She screamed, “I can’t take care of savages like these!” Ahmet’s mother, who had to pay for the skirt, was horrified and punished her son.

A very imaginative child, Ahmet also invented elaborate fantasy games to play with his sister. Using a broomstick as a mast, he would pretend the sofa was a small boat in which they were sailing around the world and being tossed about by huge waves only to be marooned on an island where they were then attacked by natives.

Along with his brother, Nesuhi, who attended the upper school, Ahmet was sent to the exclusive Petit Lycée Janson de Sailly on the rue de la Pompe in the 16th Arrondissement, where the poet and critic Stephan Mallarmé, the actor Jean Gabin, and the filmmaker Jean Renoir had been before them. Always a far better student than his older brother, Ahmet regularly achieved perfect scores in French and calculus and began studying English. Now listening to records by Josephine Baker, the Mills Brothers, Bing Crosby, Paul Whiteman, and Louis Armstrong, Ahmet would travel with his mother each year to Deauville for the Concours d’Elegance, where the most fashionable cars of the day were on display.

In 1931 at the age of eight, Ahmet was taken back to Turkey by his mother so he could be circumcised in accordance with Islamic law. While the family was living in Switzerland and France, Ahmet would sometimes say how beautiful his physical surroundings were only to be told by others in the household, “It’s nothing. Turkey is so much more beautiful.” He soon came to believe the land of his birth was “an incredible, wonderful paradise.”

As Ahmet walked with his mother from the central railway station in Istanbul down a street full of holes with lights that did not work, he turned to her and said, “Mother, what happened here? Did a bomb fall? I mean, it’s so dirty.” As Ahmet would later say, “And then I noticed all the people walking around without shoes on. Instead of shoes, they had pieces of cloth that were tied together with strings and I said, ‘How could you talk—why did everybody lie to me about how fantastic this country is?’ It took me a few weeks to look beyond the poverty and to see an inner beauty which exists in a country.”

At his own request in 1932, Mehmet Munir was transferred to England, where he assumed his new post as the Turkish ambassador to the Court of St. James’s. In London, he and his wife were presented to the king and queen. Although Ahmet did not accompany them, Nesuhi did take him to see a duke who changed the course of both their lives.
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Nine years old and barely able to speak English, Ahmet was wearing a beret as he stepped off the train from Paris with his family in London and immediately got into a fight with “a couple of ruffians who were hanging around the railway station.” Swept up into a rarefied life of luxury and privilege in a country where the class system was still in place, he would have no further contact with anyone from the street in England. In a city where the fog was often still so thick his mother panicked one day when she let go of his hand for a moment only to lose sight of him, Ahmet’s childhood soon became far more structured than before. In no small part this was due to the heightened nature of his mother’s social life.

After Mehmet Munir presented his credentials to the Court of St. James’s on July 23, 1932, he and his wife were invited to dine with King George V and Queen Mary. Fearing she might lose her balance as she was introduced to the queen, Ahmet’s mother, who was overweight at the time, carefully practiced her curtsy before going out that night. When she called upon the Duchess of York, the mother of the future Queen Elizabeth II, the two women discussed their daughters, both of whom were about the same age.

Ahmet and Nesuhi were sent to school at the French Lycée in Cromwell Gardens in South Kensington. In the Turkish ambassador’s residence at 69 Portland Place in Marylebone, Ahmet and his sister ate their meals separately from their parents, whom “they hardly ever saw.” Their new governess, Miss Whittingham, who “was very British and very strict,” had previously looked after the Duke and Duchess of York’s daughters, Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret, and so made Ahmet and Selma dress each night for dinner.

“We wore our party clothes and Miss Whittingham wore evening gowns, rose or yellow chiffon dresses with matching satin shoes,” Ahmet’s sister would later say. “We had dinner in the dining room but at a much earlier time than our parents. In accordance with Miss Whittingham’s rules of etiquette, I led the procession into the dining room with Miss Whittingham behind me and Ahmet third and last. I don’t know how we did it but we were even taught how to eat grapes with a knife and fork.”

In London, Selma first realized her brother “was interested in women from an early age.” When their new governess wanted to undress both children so she could put them to bed, six-year-old Selma refused to let her do so but “Ahmet just sort of left himself in her hands and threw himself at her. He wanted her to undress him.”

Ahmet was ten years old when Edward Kennedy “Duke” Ellington, “the King of Jazz,” came to London for the first time on June 12, 1933, to perform with “His Famous Orchestra” at the London Palladium. The grandson of a former slave, Ellington was then thirty-four years old. Raised in Washington, D.C., he had begun taking piano lessons when he was seven years old, written his first composition at the age of fourteen, and begun his career as a professional musician four years later.

Duke Ellington’s two-week engagement at the Palladium was a cultural event of major proportions, changing not only how he performed but also the way in which his music was perceived. Long before Ellington’s genius was fully appreciated in America, British audiences demanded he play his more serious extended compositions as well as the dance music “typically expected of black artists in the jazz world.” English critics compared Ellington’s work to Arnold Schönberg’s twelve tone system, while also noting its relationship to “the primitive, discordant, rule-breaking” rhythms of sixteenth-century Elizabethan madrigals.

On Ellington’s opening night in the Palladium, the curtain opened to reveal an expansive stage decorated with three huge cardboard cutouts of cartoonlike black musicians, all of which would now be considered racist. In a pearl gray suit, white shirt, and tie, the impossibly elegant and regal-looking Duke sat behind a concert grand piano. Before he could play a single note, the audience of nearly four thousand, who had paid from 9 pence (about 20 cents) to 5 shillings (about a dollar and a quarter) to see the show, greeted him with the kind of extended ovation that had before been given only to well-known classical performers in England.

Facing an orchestra composed of three trumpet players, three saxophone players, a banjo player, three trombone players, three clarinet players, and a drummer, Ellington kicked off the show with “Ring Dem Bells.” During what was a full-fledged variety show, he played “Bugle Call Rag” and “Black and Tan Fantasy” and brought out Ivie Anderson who sang “Stormy Weather” while leaning against a marble pillar. The dancers Bill Bailey and Derby Wilson gave “a display of neat and fast footwork,” Bessie Dudley, “the original snake hips girl,” did “an impressive rhythmic dancing turn,” and trumpeter Freddy Jenkins sang the Sophie Tucker favorite “Some of These Days.” Ellington brought “the program to a happy conclusion” with “the somber strains of ‘Mood Indigo.’”

The “scores of smartly dressed young English people” in the expensive seats, among them the Duke of Kent, the third son of King George V, stomped their feet, shouted, whistled, and applauded in approval as did the “hundreds in the hinterlands of the Palladium.” After the show, “a small army of autograph seekers,” sixty women among them, “besieged the Duke and his musicians” outside the stage door.

In what one English jazz scholar would later call “a precursor to Beatlemania,” fans clung to Ellington’s limousine as he was driven from the hall. After paying Ellington the highest broadcast fee in its history so he would repeat his stunning performance on the radio, the BBC extended the program for five minutes so Ellington could play “Mood Indigo” in its entirety.

For Ahmet, who was taken to the show by his brother, the evening was an ear-shattering, life-changing experience he would never forget. “It was nothing like hearing the records,” Ahmet would later say. “The engineers at the time were afraid that too much bass or too much drums would crack the grooves on the 78s so they recorded them very low. And when you heard these bands in person, it was explosive. This boom-boom-boom incredible rhythm. It went through your body. I went, ‘Oh my God, this is jazz. This is not this bullshit thing we hear on a record player. This is real jazz.’… The very loudness of the sound, the reverberation of the bass and drum in the theater frightened me, it was so powerful… I’d never heard music with that kind of strength… For the first time, I saw these beautiful black men wearing shining white tuxedos and these brass instruments gleaming. It was an incredible sight.”

A year later, Nesuhi took Ahmet to see Cab Calloway at the Palladium. Although Ahmet would later often confuse the dates of these two shows as well as what the musicians had been wearing, the transformative effect of those magical nights at the London Palladium made him want to make records as powerful as the live performances he had experienced as a boy.

When in June 1934 Mehmet Munir was posted to Washington, D.C., as the ambassador to the United States from the Republic of Turkey, Ahmet was very excited. In his words, “I was twelve when I got to America so my impressions were that I knew about cowboys and Indians but the most important thing for me was jazz. And I was dying to see Louis Armstrong and I thought, ‘Well, that’s where we’re going.’”
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Leaving his family behind, Mehmet Munir went by himself to Washington so he could begin representing his country’s interests in America as soon as possible. Ahmet’s mother then returned with her children to Turkey for a summer visit that extended for months as she prepared for the long journey to a land where no one she knew had ever gone.

In the very formal, stilted English he had learned at school in London, Ahmet regularly wrote letters to his father in which he expressed his desire to come to America because he thought “there were very many cowboys there.” Although he had already received one from someone else, he also thanked his father for the gift of a new Kodak camera. Repeatedly, Ahmet asked for soccer journals, which did not then exist in America. He concluded one of his letters by writing, “I kiss you a hundred of times, Your dear son, A. Munir.”

During the last week in December 1934, Ahmet, his mother, and his sister traveled to Genoa on the Orient Express and then boarded the ship that would take them to America. At a time when, as Ahmet would say, “making the trip from Europe to America was a major event,” his family did so in the grand manner to which they had all become accustomed. In first-class, they embarked on the SS Rex, the luxurious Italian ocean liner that in August 1933 had won the Blue Riband for the fastest westward crossing of the Atlantic by completing the journey from Gibraltar to New York in the astonishing time of four days, thirteen hours, and fifty-eight minutes.

As they journeyed to a country gripped by the Great Depression, Ahmet, his mother, and sister occupied a suite that was “a rung above the first-class cabins and certainly the most luxurious accommodation the ship had to offer.” In an era when the average salary in America was less than $1,400, their passage cost more than most people in the United States earned in an entire year. Because it was the custom for ambassadors and their families to be sent abroad in the best possible circumstances, all their expenses were paid for by the Turkish government.

With them from Turkey, his mother had brought two Armenian families who were in third-class on the Rex. “But when the sea got rough,” Ahmet recalled, “she went down to get them. We had this huge suite and we had all these poor people sleeping with us. Because down there, it was much worse. Where we were, at least you could look out the window. It had air.” Ahmet and his family spent New Year’s Eve on the ship but, in Selma’s words, because the passage was so stormy, “There were only a few passengers well enough to take part in the festivities, which consisted of dinner and a dance orchestra with nobody dancing. It was hard enough to keep one’s balance just standing up.”

The crossing became so rough at one point that Ahmet’s mother, who blamed herself for having postponed their trip until midwinter, tearfully embraced her two children while telling them she was the cause of their impending deaths. Neither Ahmet nor Selma, both of whom “enjoyed roaming around the empty corridors of the ship, trying to keep our balance as we superiorly belittled those who were throwing up in their cabins,” took her seriously. To keep her children busy, she gave them “thousands of dollars” to bet on a “fake horse race with dummy horses” and a dice game that was held each afternoon on the ship. “My sister and I won every day,” Ahmet would later say. “We used to go back and give her all these huge sums of money.”

After the Rex landed in New York, the family was greeted by the consul general of Turkey and two people from his staff. As Ahmet recalled, “We arrived in the evening and the first thing I said was, ‘I want to see 42nd Street.’ Because I’d seen the movie, right? We drove down 42nd Street, Times Square. It was incredible. It was America the way I expected it.”

After staying in a hotel that night, the family took a train to Washington, on which Ahmet would later remember seeing “the black Pullman porters who would say, ‘Yes sir, I’ll give you a shine.’” At Union Station, the family was met by the Turkish embassy limousine, a navy blue Packard. Eleven and a half years old, Ahmet had finally arrived in the land he had only read about in comic books. His initial expectations of America had also been formed by Miss Whittingham, his “very strict” and “difficult” English governess in London, who had told him “Americans were savages…. They spoke like peasants and were not upper-class people at all. They were just ruffians.”
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By the time Ahmet arrived in Washington, his father had already become embroiled in a heated controversy for which none of his previous diplomatic service could have prepared him. In the fall of 1934, a novel entitled The Forty Days of Musa Dagh by Franz Werfel, an Austrian Jew who had served as an Austro-Hungarian artillery corporal during World War I, was published in America to uniformly positive reviews.

Written in a very grand, florid style, the novel recounts the heroic stand taken by its hero, Gabriel Bagradian, to defend his fellow Armenians against deportations, mass murder, and rape at the hands of the “Young Turks” who had led the Ottoman Empire in 1915. While as many as a million and a half Armenians of the Christian faith were killed during this period, the Republic of Turkey steadfastly denied that such acts had ever occurred. Any reference to the Armenian massacre as genocide was considered a grievous insult to Turkish pride.

Although Mustafa Kemal had denounced the massacres as “a shameful act” in 1919, he wanted to distance his new nation from the actions of the Young Turks as well as the legacy of the Ottoman Empire. To bind his people into a single nation, he also “outlawed ethnic and minority identity” and removed all public references to Armenians within Turkey.

When Irving Thalberg, “The Boy Wonder” who was then the head of production at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer began implementing the studio’s plan to film The Forty Days of Musa Dagh, the government of Turkey reacted swiftly to the news by sending its new ambassador to America to meet with Wallace Murray, the State Department’s chief of Near Eastern Affairs. During their meeting, Mehmet Munir told Murray he “earnestly hoped” the studio “would desist from presenting any such picture, which would almost certainly stir up anti-Turkish feelings in the country.”

Pursuing the matter as though this was now his top priority, Mehmet Munir continued corresponding with Murray. He also visited the Hays Office in New York where the Motion Picture Production Code was enforced to insist the film be terminated and informed MGM’s legal counsel that all of the studio’s films would be banned in Turkey if the company insisted on making this movie. In June 1935, he agreed to accept two copies of the script so he could read one himself while sending the other to the Foreign Affairs Office in Ankara.

In Turkey, the story had become headline news. On a daily basis, newspapers published anti-American and anti-Jewish harangues protesting the project. The issue soon became so inflamed that a group of Armenian intellectuals gathered in a churchyard in Istanbul where they set the book and a photograph of its author on fire as they sang the Turkish national anthem to prove their loyalty to the government.

In September 1935, Mehmet Munir contacted Secretary of State Cordell Hull to inform him the Turkish government considered the script “utterly negative. Kindly exert your high influence with a view to precluding the carrying out of the project.” He then told an official at Loew’s, the company that owned MGM, “If the movie is made, Turkey will launch a worldwide campaign against it. It rekindles the Armenian question. The Armenian question is settled. How else would you explain the presence of Armenians in the Turkish Parliament? The movie will only stir up troubles about a situation that has been smoothed out.”

Due in great part to Mehmet Munir’s unrelenting efforts, MGM eventually scrapped its plan to film The Forty Days of Musa Dagh. Forty-seven years after the studio first purchased the rights to the book, what was generally considered an atrocious version of the novel finally made its way to the screen.

As Peter Balakian, the author of The Burning Tigris: The Armenian Genocide and America’s Response, would later say, “Munir Ertegun became a pit bull on this with the State Department. He was clearly a very successful political animal. Nevertheless, he was an absolute purveyor of the Turkish denialist narrative on the Armenians and the Armenian genocide, and it is really a dark and twisted immoral story of huge proportions.”

“My personal view,” Ahmet’s sister Selma would later write, “is that my father did this because it was his duty to try to stop anti-Turkish propaganda in whatever form it appeared. He was certainly instructed by the government to do whatever he could to stop the film. This does not mean he condoned the actions of the Ottoman government. I was too young then to know what his personal thoughts were. All I can recall is that it was a very difficult and stressful time. I am still amazed he was able to succeed in his efforts to stop the making of a film in a democratic country like the U.S.”

In 1994, Ahmet, who by then had become a very wealthy man, donated $3.5 million to create the M. Munir Ertegun Turkish Studies Foundation in the Department of Near Eastern Studies at Princeton University. Four years later, Ahmet publicly conceded that deaths had in fact taken place in Armenia in 1915. Stating they were casualties of war and not part of a planned genocide, he added, “There are different interpretations of what happened.”

In 1998, Ahmet also contacted Harut Sassounian, the publisher of The California Courier, the oldest independent English-language Armenian newspaper in the United States, to discuss the issue with him. After Ahmet’s death in December 2006, Sassounian wrote that as a precondition to their meeting Ahmet needed to acknowledge the Armenian genocide. Over a lunch that lasted for more than two hours at the Peninsula Hotel in Beverly Hills, Ahmet “made it clear that he was not acknowledging the Genocide in order to appease the Armenians. He believed that it was, first of all, in Turkey’s interest to acknowledge the Genocide, because doing so would help Ankara’s application for membership in the European Union and get rid of the stigma that had haunted his native land for so many years.”

Although Sassounian wrote it was “a shame that the public statement we had discussed regarding the Armenian Genocide never materialized,” he noted Ahmet had contacted him not because “he was pro-Armenian, but because he sincerely wanted to help erase the stigma of the Genocide from Turkey’s name.” Sassounian added, “I could not write this column while he was alive since I did not want to make him the target of hate mail and threats from Turkish extremists by alerting them that he was considering the possibility of issuing a public statement on the Armenian Genocide. Alas, he passed away without being able to do so, which is a loss for both Armenians and Turks.”


TWO

The Nation’s Capital

“When I was just a record collector, a jazz fan hanging around the Howard Theatre, I got to know a lot of the sharp guys and there was this guy I called, ‘My Man Harvey.’ Everybody called him ‘My Man Harvey.’ He called himself ‘My Man Harvey.’ He was very, very well dressed and a big numbers man and everything was shiny and just perfect. There was going to be a party around midnight. ‘Come up. There’ll be a lot of girls.’ I said, ‘Fine. Yeah.’ He gave me the address and I had to walk up two flights and knock on the door. When I knocked on the door, a black lady opened it halfway and looked out and said, ‘What do you want?’ I said, ‘Well, I was invited to come here.’ She said, ‘Who invited you?’ I said, ‘Harvey. My Man Harvey.’ ‘Just a minute.’ She closed the door and said, ‘Hey, man, there’s an ofay out here.’ So I hear Harvey’s voice inside saying, ‘What’s his name?’ She opens it and says, ‘What’s your name?’ I said, ‘Ahmet.’ She said, ‘Ahmet.’ He says,‘ Ahmet! Let that nigger in!’”

—Ahmet Ertegun
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In the nation’s capital, Ahmet’s life soon became as divided as the city itself. Although one fourth of its population was black, the District of Columbia in 1935 was still a Southern city where complete segregation was the rule. In great numbers after World War I, African Americans had migrated to the former “seat and center of domestic slave traffic” only to discover that because there was no industry in the city, jobs were scarce.

In tiny wooden shacks that would not have looked out of place on some great Southern plantation before the Civil War, seven thousand African Americans still lived below the poverty line in more than a hundred ramshackle alleys littered with refuse. In the alleys, the crime rate was high, people drank heavily, knives and pistols were often used to settle domestic and gambling disputes, and few white faces were ever seen. Those who dwelled there considered “John Law” to be “the natural enemy.”

As Selma Ertegun would later recall, one such collection of “rows of small squalid houses totally inhabited by ‘colored people’” was located just a few hundred yards from the palatial Turkish embassy on Sheridan Circle where she and Ahmet lived with their parents. The huge gray stone mansion had originally been built for Edward Hamlin Everett, the very wealthy industrialist who had invented the modern screw top bottle cap. Hamlin’s only instructions to George Totten Jr., the architect who had designed the American embassy in Istanbul and Izzet Pasha’s official residence while he was grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire, were “to spend and to dream.”

Totten then spent two years building a mansion at 23rd Street and Massachusetts Avenue that combined the “architectural elements of 18th century Europe with Romanesque and 15th century Italianate details.” Considered one of the most “remarkable structures” on Embassy Row, the mansion featured a huge ballroom with a parquet floor, a conservatory with stained glass windows and a mosaic ceiling, and a formal dining room in which heads of state could be entertained in style. Overlooking Rock Creek Park, the building’s rounded portico and impressive facade of fluted columns made it look much like a smaller version of the White House.

In 1936, Kemal Ataturk decided the house should be purchased as the permanent residence of the ambassador of the Republic of Turkey to the United States. Fully furnished, the mansion cost $400,000. The modern-day equivalent of the purchase price would be more than $6 million. At a time when the president of the United States earned $75,000 a year, gasoline cost 10 cents a gallon, and the average price of a new house was less than $4,000, it was an astonishing sum.

“So we wound up in Washington, which was nothing like 42nd Street or Times Square,” Ahmet would later say. “Suddenly, we were in this very staid, quiet, dull kind of place but the embassy was beautiful.” Even though his father was then already at war with the motion picture industry, one of the first things Ahmet did after arriving in the nation’s capital was to go with his sister to see Bing Crosby in the 1934 Paramount musical comedy Here Is My Heart. By doing so, he immediately made it plain that his life in America would be different from the one his father had envisioned for him.

In Ahmet’s words, “I first found myself in a school called St. Albans and my sister went to National Cathedral. Very staid, conservative schools and there were no cowboys, no gangsters, no Indians, no Negroes, no nothing. No Jews. Also, no sophistication.” Ahmet liked St. Albans but “unfortunately mentioned” to his father one day that all St. Albans students were required to attend chapel each morning.

On April 13, 1935, the Reverend Albert Hawley Lucas, the headmaster at St. Albans, wrote Ahmet’s father on school stationery in response to the ambassador’s request that his son be “excused from both chapel and religious education.” Stating he would have been “glad indeed to accede to this request if by doing so a precedent was not established,” Lucas explained that because St. Albans was a church school, attendance at both chapel and weekly religious education was compulsory.

Although in the past quarter century the school had admitted many non-Christian students, the Reverend Lucas wanted “Your Excellency” to understand that at St. Albans such students had “learned to regard Christianity in a more tolerant and sympathetic light.” Lucas closed his letter by writing he hoped Mehmet Munir would express his “sympathy with St. Albans’ position.”

Three days later, Ahmet’s father replied to “Mr. Headmaster” by writing, “I am sorry to realize that you insist for my son who is a Mohammedan to attend your chapel and to have religious education. Such attendance and training being against our principles, I regret to inform you that I am obliged to send him to a school in which he will not have such obligations.”

Ahmet was then sent to the independent, nonsectarian Landon School in Bethesda, Maryland, just outside Washington. As he would later say, “My father took me out of that school and put me in another school where they didn’t have religion. Except they did have a religion which was American football. However, my father did not allow me to play American football because Europeans think it is a brutal sport. So most of the year when everyone was doing American football practice, I was let out and I spent that time unbeknownst to my family going to the skid row section of town looking things up and seeing what was what.”

Never very athletic as a boy, Ahmet also broke his arm “at least three times and his shoulder once” during his childhood, thereby giving his father good reason not to allow him to play football. With his prominent forehead, thick glasses, and protruding teeth, Ahmet also looked far more like a skinny studious bookworm than someone who could compete for his school on the gridiron.

At the Landon School, where the English accent he had acquired in London immediately set him apart from his classmates, Ahmet quickly learned how to imitate the way they spoke while also occasionally lapsing into “imitation black speech… like ‘What say, man?’” that he had picked up from Cleo Payne, an ex-fighter who worked as a janitor at the embassy. Payne, who also gave Ahmet boxing lessons, became the boy’s guide to the city’s black neighborhoods.

Seeking refuge in music just as his mother had done in Switzerland, Ahmet set off to find the kind of jazz he had seen Duke Ellington play at the Palladium in London. “Washington was like a Southern city,” Ahmet would later say. “Totally Jim Crow. I wanted to buy jazz records. So I got in the car and the chauffeur took me to the biggest record shop in Washington, which was on G Street. They had only RCA and Brunswick records. I asked for Louis Armstrong. They said, ‘Oh, we don’t have those.’ I mean, they’d never heard Bessie Smith. This very nice woman took me aside and said, ‘Listen, if you want to buy those kind of records, you have to go to the nigger part of town …’ So then eventually I found the record shops in the black section, in the ghetto.”

Telling his parents he was going to the movies, Ahmet would head straight for stores like the Quality Radio Repair Shop on Seventh and T Streets owned by Max Silverman, later known as “Waxie Maxie,” where old jazz 78s could be bought for as little as “a dime apiece or three for a quarter.” Living a dual life that would provide him with a rigorous classical education as well as an encyclopedic knowledge of jazz that was second to none, Ahmet began learning “things that others my age did not know. I learned that at Brooks Brothers you could have ties made to your specifications from very good material for not very much more money than off-the-rack ties and I learned things about black America.”

Demonstrating a taste for the low life he would never lose, Ahmet became “a habitué of the Gaiety Burlesque Theater,” where the skits were “like commedia dell’arte.” He also befriended a street corner medicine man for whom he “shilled for a while” by purchasing a bottle of hair tonic that “was really just colored water for 50 cents which was a lot of money because you could eat lunch for 40 cents.” After Ahmet had given the hair tonic back in return for his 50 cents, the medicine man would treat Ahmet to a sandwich or a cup of coffee in some “greasy place” and then take him backstage at the Gaiety, where he introduced him to “all the strippers and the chorus girls and the comedians,” who were “a tough crew of people.”

Left to his own devices, Ahmet also spent time with an “Eastern European Gypsy who ran a sideshow freak show. They’d hook you in by saying, ‘Well, if you want to go in and see a hermaphrodite without any clothes on, it costs another dollar.’” He also frequented “beer joints where they had black jug bands. Some of these black bands played very funky blues and there was very rough dancing. I mean coming close to the sex act kind of dancing.”

By the time he was fourteen years old, Ahmet was also a regular at the Howard Theatre on U Street, then known in Washington as the “Black Broadway” or the “Colored Man’s Connecticut Avenue.” At the Howard, which Ahmet would later describe as “the Washington equivalent of the Apollo where all the same shows that played the Apollo would go down and play the following week in Washington,” he “got to hear everyone but I used to be the only white person and I was just fourteen. The black people were very nice to white people because they were really scared of them.”

Even as he was getting an education on the streets, Ahmet excelled at his studies in school. At Landon, where “everything clicked” for him, “I was good in math. I was good in history. Of course I was precocious in a sense because of my brother, who had made me start to read things like D. H. Lawrence which other kids had never heard of but the teacher knew and he would say, ‘Oh, you’re not supposed to bring that up yet. That’s two years from now.’ In French and Latin, I was superior to everybody because Latin is very rigorous in European schools.” After his second year at Landon, Ahmet was elected class president. In a school where “a lot of the teachers were politically very conservative” and there were often heated arguments about the Spanish Civil War, he often found himself at odds with the “school’s more traditionalist attitude.”

As Ahmet would later say of his family, “We were always considered to be part of the upper classes but intellectually, we were friends with Woody Guthrie and I knew John Steinbeck and his wife and ‘The Ballad of Tom Joad.’ All that was very close to our hearts. We were leftist intellectually but we lived in an embassy with sixteen servants, with limousines. It never seemed like a contradiction. I also had a great love of high living. We belonged to the Chevy Chase Club, which is the most exclusive country club in Washington. It had no Jews… but I think we were members only because my father was an ambassador.”

In 1936, the somewhat confusing matter of the family’s last name was finally resolved. On June 21, 1934, in accordance with the law requiring all Turkish citizens to adopt surnames of their own choosing, Mustafa Kemal had officially become Kemal Ataturk, the “father of all Turks.” From “a long list of names that were acceptable because they were ‘pure’ Turkish words that contained no foreign elements,” Mehmet Munir chose “Eren,” which in Turkish means “he who has arrived at the divine truth,” as his new surname.

Two years later, he was informed by the Turkish government that the quota for this name in the district where he had been born had already been filled. Mehmet Munir then chose the name “Ertegun,” which, as his daughter Selma would later explain, “is a made-up word having two components: ‘erte’ meaning ‘following,’ ‘next,’ or ‘coming’; and ‘gun’ (with umlaut) meaning ‘day.’ My father probably chose it for its religious connotation.”

During that same year, Ahmet persuaded his father to let him accompany a visiting Turkish air force commander to New York. After asking permission to go to the movies by himself, Ahmet bought a ticket, “waited till the coast was clear, hailed a cab, and said, ‘Take me to Harlem.’” In the Plantation Club on 126th Street and Lenox Avenue, Count Basie’s former trumpet player Oran “Hot Lips” Page was blowing the Kansas City blues. When Ahmet, then still a skinny kid in short pants, boldly asked Page to play “Satchelmouth Swing,” a song recorded and made famous by Louis Armstrong, Page laughed and turned him down but said he would instead play “Lips Page’s special message to a young ofay!”

At four in the morning, Ahmet was still in the club enjoying the music with a chorus girl Page had sent to his table. She then took him to a rent party in Harlem, where he saw James P. Johnson, the man who had taught Fats Waller how to play piano. Sidney Bechet, the famed New Orleans clarinetist, sax player, and composer, asked Ahmet what he was drinking. When Ahmet told him scotch and soda, Bechet took the drink from his hand and gave him a joint. That night, Ahmet smoked what he always called “ma-ree-wanna” for the first time.

When Ahmet returned to the Turkish consulate in Midtown at eight A.M., he learned the police had already been alerted and a full-scale search for him was underway. Escorted back to Washington under the strict personal supervision of the Turkish consul, Ahmet was confronted by his understandably furious father. Hitting his son for the first and only time, he slapped Ahmet across the face. For Ahmet it must have seemed like a small price to pay for what had been his first thrilling taste of nightlife in New York City.

In 1939, Ahmet’s family decided it was no longer safe for Nesuhi to remain in Paris. Twenty-two years old, he abandoned his studies at the Sorbonne and joined his family in America. With him, Nesuhi brought a copy of Ulysses by James Joyce, a novel that had been banned in America for years and was still not widely available. By this point, Ahmet had already amassed a fairly large record collection but after Nesuhi arrived in Washington, the two brothers “started collecting very seriously and soon we had over twenty thousand 78 RPM jazz and blues records.”

In an article entitled “Collecting Hot” in Esquire magazine, the brothers were mentioned by name as prominent jazz record collectors. After the piece appeared, the headmaster at the Landon School counseled Ahmet’s father that his son should not be mentioned in the press as this would give him “a big head.” He added that he was not sure Ahmet “didn’t have Communist tendencies.” However, when the first Jewish boy ever to be admitted to Landon School was about to begin attending classes, the headmaster chose Ahmet to look after him because as a “European,” he “would be closer to the Jews than our other boys are.”

In 1939, when Ahmet was fifteen, the Daughters of the American Revolution, a group open only to women whose ancestors had helped the United States win its independence, refused to allow the great black contralto Marian Anderson to perform before an integrated audience in Constitution Hall. President Franklin D. Roosevelt then authorized Secretary of the Interior Harold L. Ickes to arrange for Anderson to give a free concert on Easter Sunday on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial.

Along with his sister, Ahmet listened to the radio broadcast that was heard by millions from coast to coast. As Selma would later recall, the entire family, “including my parents, were shocked and angry” about this “disgraceful episode.” Inspired in part by the controversy, Ahmet and Nesuhi soon began putting on jazz shows for integrated audiences in the nation’s capital.

By the time he was sixteen, Ahmet had become what can only be described as a creature of his own creation. An astonishingly detailed account of what he was then like can be found on two pieces of typewritten paper in the Ahmet Ertegun Archive at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Although the author is unknown, the monograph may have been written by George Frazier, the Harvard-educated jazz fanatic and columnist for The Boston Globe who became the ultimate arbiter of style in America.

In handwriting at the top of the first page are the words “My first meeting with Ahmet at a very small cocktail party in Washington.” Describing Ahmet’s appearance in 1939 as “bizarre,” the author writes, “The little hair that he had was plastered down and combed in the middle of his flat head; his eyes were watery and, through his rimless glasses, I detected a look that inspired me with compassion… Over his upper lip he wore a very thin moustache that looked like the identification of a minor railroad line in a school map.”

Perhaps to compensate for his physical appearance that night, Ahmet was wearing a pale blue shiny silk shirt, a blue tie held in place by “a gold pin that represented, either a fox or a wolf’s head, with encrusted rubies in its eye sockets,” a loosely fitted waistcoat over leather braces with “heavy regulator-buckles” as well as a large cobra-skin belt and a “key chain which must have been contrived out of thin wire covered also by cobra-skin… His suit was, more or less the color of brown chocolate with a trace of liver in it. When he got up to offer me a cigarette, I noticed that the broad shoulders that he seemed to have when sitting down were the result of an amazing amount of padding. His double breasted jacket was very much taken in at the waistline and the side pockets had buttons in its flaps, the whole accentuating the frailty of his constitution. Standing up, it was difficult to see his shoes, his feet and shoes being large enough—because the length and width of his trousers all but covered them. However cobra-skin shoes do not go unnoticed very often.”

After the author lit the Melachrino cigarette Ahmet had offered him “out of his mother of pearl cigarette case,” Ahmet sat back down to reveal a pair of “light blue socks that matched his tie even to the clocks on their sides ending with a red fox or wolf’s head.” Asked what time it was, Ahmet withdrew “a large round watch from his front jacket pocket where he also carried two fountain pens and one automatic pencil and pressed a button on the lid. Presently I heard the first few notes of Auld Lang Syne; he pressed shut the watch—the music stopped—and told me it was nine o’clock. We were then in mid-August and I asked him about his plans for the summer.”

And there the account abruptly ends. The only hint of the life Ahmet would lead was the outfit he had chosen to wear that night to a small cocktail party in the nation’s capital. It was a zoot suit, a look then much favored by black jazz musicians as well as “hep cats” who, just like Ahmet, worshipped this music.
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In September 1940 when he was seventeen years old, Ahmet entered St. John’s College in Annapolis, Maryland. Founded in 1696 as King William’s School, St. John’s was a small, all-male school that was “not well known except in the most rarefied of pedagogy circles.” The program of studies, which was based on the University of Chicago’s one hundred Great Books program, was rigorous and consisted entirely of tutorials that met for two hours twice a week.

Each year, students were expected to master a different language. As a freshman, Ahmet would have studied Attic Greek before going on to Latin, German, and French. There were also math tutorials. In the words of Jac Holzman, the founder of Elektra Records, who attended St. John’s eight years later, “You started out with Euclid’s elements in Attic Greek. You then went to Apollonius, conic sections, algebra in the second year, Cartesian math, and Nikolai Lobachevsky’s theory of parallels in the fourth year. There would be philosophical discussions around the math. The whole idea was to stimulate you into rigors of thinking without being rigid. My guess is Ahmet was stimulated by the Socratic discussion and the seminars and the egality of tutors and students.”

The “jewel of the program” was a tutorial in which students were expected to read The Iliad in a single week before moving to The Odyssey. Tutors began each seminar by posing a question that often led to fierce intellectual arguments. “My first question,” Holzman would recall, “was, ‘Did Agamemnon want to achieve immortality?’ You’d argue about all this stuff and then at the end of the two hours, you’d go down to the coffee shop and argue until three in the morning. That was the heart of the program and Ahmet would have loved that. Because he would have loved the argument.”

During his years at St. John’s, Ahmet wrote papers on Ralph Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman, Oscar Wilde, Samuel Butler, G. K. Chesterton, Joseph Conrad, and D. H. Lawrence. Throughout this period, Ahmet continued to look to his older brother for guidance and advice.

In every way, the two brothers could not have been more different. Slight of stature but blessed with a full head of thick black wavy hair, large expressive eyes, and a ready smile, Nesuhi had the exotic good looks of a Latin playboy. Women were always attracted to him and over the course of his life he would marry four times, once to his own cousin. Far more athletic than Ahmet, Nesuhi was also an excellent tennis player. Even though he had no degree of any kind, Nesuhi was so knowledgeable about jazz that he taught the first accredited course in the subject ever offered at the university level in America at UCLA.

Unlike Ahmet, who always gravitated to his father, Nesuhi adored his mother. Because she had cared for him herself when he was a child, Nesuhi was her favorite as well. As adults Ahmet and Nesuhi would often argue about anything and everything in Turkish, but the bond between them was incredibly strong. Growing up in the shadow of an overwhelmingly accomplished older brother who seemed to excel at everything he did was a major factor in shaping Ahmet’s own complex personality.

Soon after arriving in America, Nesuhi began giving lectures on jazz at what Ahmet later called “an intellectual bookshop” in Washington that some people “said was a communist front.” The lectures were attended by “a mixed crowd” of blacks and whites, which was then “very unusual in Washington.” After one of Nesuhi’s lectures, as Ahmet would later say, “a young guy came up to him from the audience and engaged him in such informed and absorbing conversation that they came back to the embassy to continue their discussions and listen to some more music. That was the first time that I met my business-partner-to-be and good friend, Herb Abramson.”

The coterie of white jazz fanatics in the nation’s capital was then still small. After a brilliant Lehigh graduate named Bill Gottlieb began writing “Swing Session,” the first jazz column in The Washington Post, his wife, Delia, read about the sons of the Turkish ambassador being record collectors and suggested that her husband interview them. Before Gottlieb could do so, Nesuhi called him to say, “We’ve been reading your column and we’d like to meet you.” The only white people who regularly found themselves backstage at the Howard Theatre, the four soon became fast friends.

In 1940, Ahmet and Nesuhi took the extraordinary step of inviting musicians they had seen perform at the Howard on Saturday night to come to Sunday lunch at the embassy. After being served by waiters in white jackets, the musicians would gather together for a jam session in the embassy ballroom.

In a series of black and white photographs taken by Gottlieb, great jazz luminaries like Teddy Wilson, Mezz Mezzrow, Lester Young, Sidney DeParis, and Red Allen can be seen standing in a relaxed and casual manner with Ahmet and Nesuhi in front of a huge bust of Kemal Ataturk that had been displayed at the 1939 New York World’s Fair. Wearing impeccably tailored double-breasted suits with neatly folded white handkerchiefs tucked into the front pocket of their jackets, perfectly knotted ties, and expensive leather shoes polished to perfection, the musicians look more like delegates at some high-powered international diplomatic conference than men who made their living playing jazz night after night in smoky clubs.

In an era when blatant racism was the order of the day, the elegant-looking men who came to jam at the Turkish embassy on Sunday afternoons were black royalty in America. Despite the esteem in which they were held by those who loved jazz, the only restaurant in the nation’s capital where they could eat at the same table with a white person was in Union Station. Forced to deal with segregation and prejudice on a daily basis even as they were being lionized for their talent, they lived such schizophrenic lives that many developed personalities as unique and distinctive as their musical abilities.

Dubbed “The President” by Billie Holiday, Lester Young would later be called by a writer for Rolling Stone magazine “quite possibly the hippest dude who ever lived.” “Prez,” as he was known to his friends, even spoke in a language that was all his own. Perhaps the first man to call money “bread,” he coined the phrases “That’s cool” and “You dig?” Whenever he sensed racial prejudice, Young would say, “I feel a draft.” When he saw something he liked, his only comment would be “bells” as in “I hear bells.” Young’s trademark crushed black porkpie hat inspired bassist Charles Mingus, who recorded for Nesuhi at Atlantic, to write “Goodbye Pork Pie Hat” after the great sax player drank himself to death at the age of forty-nine in 1959.

No less a character in his own right, Milton Mesirow had been born into a middle-class Jewish family in Chicago but decided at an early age, in his own words, “to be a Negro musician, hipping the world about the blues as only Negroes can.” Renaming himself Mezz Mezzrow, he played clarinet and sax but became as renowned in the jazz world for smoking and selling marijuana as for his musical ability. For years in Harlem, a joint was known as a “Mezz roll.” His autobiography, Really the Blues, written with Bernard Wolfe in 1946, remains one of the essential hipster texts.

Coming into such close contact with musicians he idolized at a young age, Ahmet appropriated not only the way they talked and dressed but also how they viewed the “squares” who comprised mainstream society. In the jazz world, the first commandment was always to be cool. On this principle, Ahmet founded his own personality.

At some point after the Sunday lunch and jam session had become a regular weekly event at the embassy, Ahmet’s father received a letter from an “outraged Southern senator” who wrote, “It has been brought to my attention, Sir, that a person of color was seen entering your house by the front door. I have to inform you that in our country, this is not a practice to be encouraged.” As Mehmet Ertegun had often expressed the view “that God had created all human beings as equals and that it was a sin to look down on anyone because of his or her race,” his response consisted of what Ahmet would later call “a terse one-sentence reply. ‘In my home, friends enter by the front door—however we can arrange for you to enter from the back.’”

In 1942, Nesuhi decided to begin presenting jazz concerts featuring black musicians to a mixed race audience in the nation’s capital. As Ahmet, who was then still functioning as his older brother’s “errand boy,” would later say, “When we gave our first concert, we couldn’t find a venue that would allow us to have a mixed audience as well as mixed players. The only place that would let us put on this concert was the Jewish Community Center and that’s where we gave our first concert. Not very big.” The first show, which had been “advertised in the white paper” as well as through “little flyers in the record shops in the black area” put up by Ahmet and Nesuhi, featured Sidney Bechet, Joe Turner, Pete Johnson, and Pee Wee Russell. In Ahmet’s words, those who attended the performance “didn’t know it would be integrated.”

By threatening to “make a big scene out of it if they didn’t let us rent it,” Ahmet and Nesuhi then persuaded the National Press Club at 14th and F Streets to let them use its auditorium for their second show. On Monday, May 25, 1942, Teddy Wilson, Joe Marsala, J. C. Higginbotham, Zutty Singleton, Max Kaminsky, and Lead Belly (as he was billed and also called himself) appeared at a concert entitled “Swingtime in the Capital—A Jam Session of Jazz Giants.”

When Huddie William Ledbetter (aka Lead Belly), who had spent much of his life in prison for violent crimes, saw the size of the crowd that night, he said, “Man, you gotta give me twice the price, otherwise I’m not going on.” As Ahmet would later say, “So of course we did—we gave him everything we could, and, you know, we certainly weren’t pretending to be experienced promoters, we were just doing it for the love of the music.”
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Nine weeks before Paris fell to the Nazis in the spring of 1940, Mehmet Ertegun was called into the State Department by Assistant Secretary of State Adolph Berle Jr. for a frank discussion about the war in Europe. In the official memorandum summarizing the meeting Berle sent to President Franklin D. Roosevelt, he wrote, “The Turkish Ambassador came in at my request. I asked for definite suggestions he might have by which we could improve Russian relations. I don’t really know that he has any…. He thought that the German drive would begin to blow up the Balkans, possibly within a week’s time, yet devout Mohammedan that he is, he expressed faith in ultimate victory: the kind of thing going on in Europe simply could not succeed.”

Berle, who had graduated from Harvard Law School at the age of twenty-one and was now serving as the State Department’s intelligence liaison with the White House, also noted, “There is a great gulf fixed between the devoutness of this wise old Mohammedan imam and the devoutness of my mother’s New England Puritanism; but somehow the two merged in a fantastic moment of realization that a great faith and a kindly God produces characters that are much alike. Even the voice and face for half a second seemed the same.”

As always where matters of state were concerned, Mehmet Ertegun’s unwavering faith in God was not the only reason he was held in such high regard by Roosevelt’s administration. Even as the Turkish ambassador was meeting with Berle at the State Department, Franz von Papen, the former chancellor of Germany who now represented the Third Reich’s interests in Ankara, was doing all he could to persuade the Turkish republic to align itself with the Axis powers. On June 26, 1940, Turkey declared it would remain neutral. In Ahmet’s words, “My father was the main strength in the government against Turkey going into the war unless we went in on the Allied side.”

After Pearl Harbor was attacked on December 7, 1941, and the United States went to war against Japan and Germany, uniformed soldiers filled the streets of Washington. However, life in the nation’s capital went on much as it had before. As the sons of the official representative of a neutral power, Ahmet and Nesuhi could not enlist or become part of the American war effort without compromising their father’s diplomatic position. Nor had either of them ever been raised to bear arms. At the embassy, Ahmet and his family continued to live just as they always had. With servants to attend to their every need, they entertained a succession of famous and successful visitors while enjoying the endless round of formal lunches and dinners that comprised a diplomat’s social life.

Always starstruck, Ahmet’s mother had driven with her children and a female Turkish journalist who was a family friend to California before America entered the war. Given, in Selma Goksel’s words, “the star treatment in Hollywood because of my father, we were able to visit several studios. We saw Fred Astaire and Rita Hayworth and Ahmet loved it.” They also met and had their photograph taken with Clark Gable, who along with Spencer Tracy and Claudette Colbert, was then filming Boom Town. That Gable had once been slated to portray Gabriel Bagradian in MGM’s ill-fated production of The Forty Days of Musa Dagh was not discussed.

A year later in July 1942, Cary Grant and his new wife, Woolworth heiress Barbara Hutton, spent ten days at the Turkish embassy in Washington. Attracted to the tall, handsome butler who while serving dinner had retrieved the jewel-encrusted evening bag she had dropped on the floor, Hutton gave it to him as a gift. When the butler asked nineteen-year-old “Monsieur Ahmet” whether he should not give it back to her, Ahmet told him to keep the bag but that if Hutton summoned him to her room while her husband was out and asked him to do something for her, he could decide whether or not to return the favor. When the butler asked again if he should return the gift, Ahmet replied, “Listen, you return that to a pawn shop is where you return that to.”

As Ahmet would recall, “I don’t know if they ever consummated anything but Cary Grant used to go sightseeing and my mother gave him our second car and second chauffeur to take him around. There was a big scandal because Cary Grant had stopped somewhere for lunch and asked the chauffeur to sit and have lunch with him at the same table and somehow this got back to my mother and she said to my father, ‘You see, you can’t really trust these Americans. They always do something wrong.’” By this point, her own social standing in the nation’s capital had reached such an elevated level that Ahmet’s “heart used to sink” whenever his mother would bawl out servants of whom he was very fond after making them all “stand at attention like soldiers” as she ate her breakfast each day.

At another dinner at the embassy, Ahmet’s father told a joke in Turkish that caused everyone at the table to begin laughing hysterically. Unable to control himself, the German butler the family had hired because help was so difficult to find during the war began laughing as well. “At which point,” Ahmet said, “we realized he was a German spy. Because he spoke Turkish. He understood the Turkish joke.” The butler, who did not deny the charge, was immediately let go.

Because it was so “difficult, if not impossible to travel during the war,” Mehmet Ertegun continued to serve as the ambassador to the United States long after he might have been transferred to another post under ordinary circumstances. By 1944, he had spent more time in the nation’s capital than any other foreign ambassador and so became the dean of the diplomatic corps.

On March 14, 1944, Ahmet graduated with honors from St. John’s College. He then began taking graduate courses in medieval philosophy at Georgetown University while his sister, Selma, went off to college at Bryn Mawr. On the morning of October 29, 1944, as the “whole embassy was astir preparing for the reception that was to take place that afternoon to celebrate the twenty-first anniversary of the founding of the Turkish Republic,” Mehmet Ertegun “suddenly complained of pain just under his left shoulder.”

Although the doctor who was called to the embassy “prescribed some medicine and complete rest, this happened to be a time when Turkey was being wooed by both the Allies and the Germans to enter the war on their side. My father thought his absence from the reception might be construed as a sign Turkey was on the verge of a decision. So in spite of his pain and the doctor’s advice, he got up and stood in the receiving line for at least two hours.” The ambassador then returned to bed.

In a photograph taken two days later, Mehmet Ertegun sits in a plush velvet armchair wearing a thick herringbone tweed jacket, a white shirt, a neatly buttoned vest, and a tie. In his hands are two tiger-striped kittens. Completely bald with his thick mustache having gone entirely gray, he looks much older than his years and not at all well as he stares into the camera through the thick lenses of his rimless glasses. Early in the morning on Armistice Day, November 11, 1944, Mehmet Munir Ertegun died of a coronary thrombosis at the age of sixty-one. Along with their mother, both Ahmet and his sister were with him.

“I am deeply grieved by the news of the sudden death of my personal friend the Turkish Ambassador Mehmet Munir Ertegun,” President Roosevelt said in a press release issued that day. “Turkish interests in this country have been ably represented by him for more than ten years and during this period I, along with hundreds of others both in and out of the Government have come to esteem him as a diplomat of the highest type—kindly, sincere and accomplished. His personal integrity was outstanding.”

On January 25, 1946, President Harry S. Truman gave permission for Mehmet Ertegun’s body, which had been kept at Arlington National Cemetery for the duration of the war, to be taken back in state to Turkey on a naval cruiser. In April, the ambassador’s remains were transported to Istanbul on the USS Missouri. In Ahmet’s words, this was “the battleship on which the official Japanese surrender had been signed. The day the ship arrived, the docks were festooned with flowers and thousands of people were there holding banners in support of the Allies and the new leadership of Turkey.”

As Ahmet’s sister would later write, “Although we felt this was a great honor for us, we knew that the U.S. was using this as a show of strength to the Soviet Union, which had been making demands on Turkey for two provinces adjoining Russia. In a way, we were happy that even in death, Father was able to serve his country.” In the family graveyard in Sultantepe, Uskudar, in Istanbul, Mehmet Munir Ertegun was laid to rest alongside his Sufi grandfather.

No longer bound to follow in his father’s footsteps by pursuing a career in the Turkish diplomatic service, Ahmet was now free to do whatever he liked in a country where the postwar economy was booming and jobs were available in every field. For someone who had never worked a day in his life, it was neither an easy nor an enviable choice. With no visible means of support, no marketable skills, and no real idea what he wanted to do with his life, Ahmet was now for the first time truly on his own.
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