
‘More than ordinary labour’: Thomas Hyde

(1636-1703) and the translation of Turkish documents

under the later Stuarts1

COLIN HEYWOOD

When you have any more letters in the Divan Hand,

let me have them as soon as they come to you,

so that I may have sufficient time to unriddle them:

they requiring more than ordinary labour

Thomas Hyde to Dr Owen Wynne

Oxford, 16 December 16822

Abstract

The present short study examines the problems encountered in the translation in England of Ottoman
documents addressed from the Porte or from the North African Regencies to the English Crown in the
latter part of the seventeenth century. In particular it studies in some detail the translations undertaken,
and the problems faced by, the polymath scholar Thomas Hyde (1636-1702/3), Librarian of the Bodleian
Library in the University of Oxford and translator of Oriental documents to the Crown, but reference
is also made to translations undertaken by William Seaman (1606/7-1680) and his son, and by the
Rev. William Hayley (c.1657-1715).

I

This paper, in various versions but stubbornly refusing to allow itself to be published, has
been around for a long time—for almost as long, in fact, as I have known the distinguished
recipient of the present Festschrift. Nonetheless, unlike old wine, it may merit decanting into
new bottles. Its starting point is that the utilisation of other languages implies communication,
which is something of which David Morgan, in his examination of the polylinguistic cultural

1Earlier versions of this paper were delivered at a Symposium on the theme of “Diplomats and Scholars”,
held at SOAS on 26 November 1982, to celebrate the 400th anniversary of the first British embassy to Turkey; in
the Near Eastern Seminar at Leiden University on 14 April 1983; and at a Colloquium on “Istanbul et les langues
orientales”, held at the Institut Français des Études Anatoliennes, Istanbul, 29–31 May 1995.

2Great Britain. The National Archives (henceforth: TNA), Public Record Office (Kew/London; henceforth:
PRO), State Papers (henceforth: SP) 71/25, f. 37.
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world of the Mongols, has always been mindful, observing recently that “[o]ne of the
principal difficulties that historians of the Mongol Empire have to deal with is the number
of languages in which their sources were written”.3 The same problem, both for historians
at the present day and for the rulers and diplomats who in past centuries had dealings with
them, may be said to have existed to a lesser extent with regard to the Ottomans but, as the
late George Steiner once observed, “between verbal languages, however remote in setting
and habits of syntax, there is always the possibility of equivalence”. In a form of words which
may serve as a Leitmotif for the present study, Steiner rightly points out that his observation
is still valid, “even if actual translation can only obtain rough and approximate results”.4

How rough, and how approximate, these results frequently turned out to be within the
context of seventeenth-century Anglo-Ottoman diplomatic relations may become apparent
in the following pages. The establishment of diplomatic relations between the Ottoman
Empire and the English crown, more than four centuries ago, brought in its train not only
diplomatic and economic advantages to one side or the other, but also created for the Tudor
monarchy a number of what would nowadays be called communication problems, of a
type which was novel to Elizabeth I and her ministers but, to take a post-Pirennian view,
nowadays as unfashionable as it is pertinent, one which had long existed across the conflicted
Mediterranean frontier between Christendom and Islam.5

Thus, from the 1580s onwards, the English crown and its ministers entered into
a diplomatic and mercantile relationship—‘circles of discourse’, we may term them—
with a state, the language of government and diplomacy of which was, for all practical
purposes, both unknown and unknowable in Whitehall. At the Porte there was not such
a perceptual problem: communication between the ambassadors of Christian states and
Ottoman officialdom was secured through the ancient institution of the dragomanate, which
comprised the corps of dragomans, or interpreters, the indispensable if to a degree equivocal
go-betweens: drawn largely, after the earliest period of Anglo-Ottoman relations, from the
ranks of the non-Muslim (zimmı̂ ) Greek Orthodox, Latin and Armenian subjects of the
Sultan. Thus, in Istanbul or Izmir, in Aleppo or in the port towns of the North African
regencies, an ambassador could communicate with a Grand Vizier or his kaymakam, a consul
with the local pasha or dey, through the linguistic and intra-personal skills of generations
of Timones, Perones, Tarsias, Porfiritas and Ovaneses, while, thanks to both the linguistic
abilities of the dragomans and the drafting skills of the Muslim kātib attached to the embassy
or consulate, letters received from the English crown and destined for the Sultan or the
Grand Vizier, or petitions (‘arzuhal) from the English ambassador to the Divān-i Hümāyūn,
could be sent up to the Porte in proper documentary form and in good literary Osmanlıca.

How widespread was the knowledge of literary Ottoman; how wide were the
contemporary ‘circles of discourse’, within and outside the living seventeenth-century
milieu, the living Ottoman language, and what one may term the traditions of Levantine

3David Morgan, “Persian and non-Persian historical writing in the Mongol Empire”, in R. Hillenbrand, A.
Peacock and F. Abdullaeva (eds.), Ferdowsi, the Mongols and the History of Iran (London, 2013), p. 120.

4George Steiner, “The Retreat from the Word [1961]”, reprinted in George Steiner, Language and Silence
(London, 1967), pp. 30–54 (at p. 33).

5Cf. Henri Pirenne, Mahomet et Charlemagne (Paris and Bruxelles, 1937). Lack of space inhibits further discourse
on the Pirenne ‘thesis’ and the vast historiography that now surrounds it.
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dragomannic polyglottism?6 For example, one would greatly have wished to discover more
about a Scotsman by the name of Watson (we do not know his first name), whom the
English traveller George Wheler encountered in Istanbul in 1675.7 Watson had lived in
Turkey for four or five years and had learned the language. He had obviously learned it to
a level beyond that of the colloquial, and was an habitué of the Turkish second-hand book
market. To the great surprise of the avid antiquarian Wheler, Watson informed him that
there was a “Bazar, or Exchange” in Istanbul where scientific manuscripts in Arabic, Persian
and Turkish were dealt in, but that it was “dangerous for Christians” to frequent it; and that
the Ottomans “keep annual Registers of all things that pass throughout the whole Extent
of their Empire and of the wars they have with their neighbouring Countries”. Watson also
informed Wheler that official annalists—“Historians and Writers who have a salary”—were
employed in the Sultan’s palace to record all important occurrences, and that Turkish-Arabic
and Turkish-Persian dictionaries were to be had, together with grammars, books of history
and poetry, and works on chiromancy, talismans and science.8 But who was Watson? We
appear not to know more about him than the scanty remarks offered by Wheler.

Thus, to attempt an answer to the question posed above, we are obliged to recreate the
‘circle of discourse’ with relevance to a specific area. This paper will concentrate on a topic
accessible in practical terms mainly to English scholarship: the study and use of the Ottoman
Turkish language in the context of Turkish documents sent to or from the English crown
or relating to the affairs of the English Levant Company, principally in the late seventeenth
century.

It has to be said that few of these documents exist in satisfactory editions; few have been
published; and many (as it would seem) no longer exist. The exception to this last statement
is that a virtually complete series of Ottoman Royal Letters (nâme-i hümâyûn) from this
period, addressed to the Crown, are preserved, along in most cases with their contemporary
translations, in the Public Record Office, London [now incorporated within The National
Archives at Kew].9 The volumes for the seventeenth century relating to England in the
corresponding ‘Register of Imperial Letters’ (Nâme-i hümâyûn defterleri; NHD) series of
registers in the Turkish state archives in Istanbul, in which the documents, or drafts of them,
would have been entered, appear to no longer exist in the Turkish state archives (Başbakanlık
Osmanlı Arşivleri; BOA) in Istanbul.10 Notice should be taken, however, of what appears
to be a stray nāme-i hümāyūn defteri from the very end of the seventeenth century, which

6See, for the early nineteenth century, Alexander H. de Groot, “Dragomans’ careers: The change of status
in some Families connected with the British and Dutch Embassies at Istanbul, 1785–1829”, in: Alastair Hamilton,
Alexander H. de Groot and Maurits H. van den Boogert (eds.), Friends and Rivals in the East: Studies in Anglo-Dutch
Relations in the Levant from the Seventeenth to the Early Nineteenth Century (Leiden, 2000), pp. 223–246. For the final
apotheosis and extinction of the Levantine dragomanate in the later nineteenth and early twentieth century, see Sir
Andrew Ryan, The Last of the Dragomans (London, 1951).

7Journey into Greece, by George Wheler Esq; In Company of Dr Spon of Lyons (London, 1682), p. 199. Cf., on
Wheler, N.G. Wilson, “Wheler, Sir George”, ODNB (online edition, 2004-14).

8Wheler, Journey into Greece, p. 199.
9TNA (olim PRO), SP 102 (‘Royal Letters’), box 62, when last consulted, contained the majority of such

documents from the later seventeenth century; a recent reorganisation, however, would appear to have partially
dispersed them. At the time of writing I was unable to verify this.

10See Atillā Çetin, Başbakanlık Arşivi kılavuzu (Istanbul, 1979), pp. 57–58.
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is preserved in the British Library,11 and of two preceding volumes from the same series,
which are preserved in the University Library of Göttingen and which contain some relevant
documents.12

Of the Turkish registers kept by the English embassy, in which copies and contemporary
translations into Italian of almost all Turkish documents relating to English affairs were
entered, only one, from the period of the embassy of Sir William Trumbull (1687-91) has
survived to the present day.13 There is also a surviving register of Turkish documents from
Smyrna (Izmir) from the time of William Raye’s consulship at the end of the seventeenth and
into the early eighteenth century. Nonetheless, the modalities of English translation practice
remain largely unstudied, at least for the seventeenth century.14

A distinction may be made at the outset, however, between ‘official’ translations, done
into English, in England, of Turkish official communications, and ‘unofficial’, ‘working
translations’, done mainly into Italian, the lingua franca of the dragomannic institution,
or English, or some other western language, within the territorial limits of the Ottoman
Empire—including the “Regencies” of North Africa, where Turkish was employed as a
chancery language until the nineteenth century. In the latter case we are also faced with the
problem of deciding the language—either the Turkish of an original document or the Italian
(or Spanish, or even English) of an original or a ‘working translation’—of the document
from which the ‘official’ English translation of a particular Ottoman document was made.15

It goes without saying that English archival practice, both in London and at the embassy
in Istanbul, when it came to the orderly preservation of documents in unfamiliar scripts
and often of unwieldy dimensions, was not necessarily haphazard or casual, but the almost
complete loss by fire, earthquake or neglect of the English embassy and consulate registers
of Turkish documents over the course of several centuries has resulted in very considerable
lacunae in the surviving holding of the relevant documents, a topic too vast to be entered
into here.

Despite these gaps in our sources, an attempt may be made to schematise the stages of
documentary transmission, as follows:

11British Library (BL) MS. Add. 7857: Charles Rieu, Catalogue of the Turkish Manuscripts in the British Museum
(London, 1888), pp. 87–90. See further Colin Heywood, “All for Love?: Luca della Rocca and the betrayal of
Grabusa (1691): Documents from the British Library Nâme-i Hümâyûn defteri”, in J. Schmidt (ed.), Essays in Honour
of Barbara Flemming (Cambridge, MA, 2002 = Journal of Turkish Studies, 26/1), pp. 353-372, reprint in Heywood,
The Ottoman World, the Mediterranean and North Africa (Farnham, 2013), art. II (with identical pagination).

12University of Göttingen, Library, MSS. Turc. 29 and 30; cf. Martin Köppel, Untersuchungen über zwei türkische
Urkundenhandschriften in Göttingen (Bremen, 1920); also Heywood, “All for Love”, pp. 355, n. 14, and 359, for their
connections with the NHD series in Istanbul.

13‘Sir William Trumbull’s Turkish Letter-Book’ (1687-91), TNA SP 110/88. A small number of original Turkish
documents have survived among Trumbull’s papers, now in the British Library: see “Appendix. The Turkish and
Arabic documents in the Trumbull Papers”, published in the reprint, Writing Ottoman History: Documents and
Interpretations (Farnham, 2002), art. XIV, pp. 1-23 (with separate pagination), of my “A letter from Cerrâh Mustafa
Pasha, Vâl̂ı of Tunis, to Sir William Trumbull (A.H. 1099/A.D.1688)”, The British Library Journal 19 (London,
1993), pp. 218–229.

14 For the earliest period of Anglo-Ottoman diplomatic relations, see Paul Wittek, “The Turkish documents
in Hakluyt’s ‘Voyages’”, Bulletin of the Insitute of Historical Research 19 (no. 57, 1942; 1944 published), pp. 121–139;
S. A. Skilliter, William Harborne and the Trade with Turkey, 1578–1582 (Oxford, 1977).

15For certain aspects of Turkish documents from North Africa in the context of seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century relations between the Regencies and the English crown, see my “The Turkish chanceries of the North
African Regencies in the later seventeenth century (Notes on some Turkish documents from the National
Archives)”, The Maghreb Review 40/1 (2015), pp. 51–70.
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I. An Ottoman document, written in Turkish, and relating to relations with England,
is drafted by clerks in the relevant department of the central chancery.16 A copy of
the document is retained in the appropriate register of outgoing documents. (For
illustrative purposes the notional document may be assumed to be a nāme-i hümāyūn
(‘Royal Letter’) addressed to the English Crown.17

II. The document was brought from, e.g., the Ottoman court at Edirne, to the English
embassy at Istanbul, either by an embassy dragoman sent to Edirne for that purpose,
or sent direct, making use of the Ottoman state courier network (ulaklık).18

III. In the embassy chancellery the document was unsealed, read, and a ‘working translation’
into Italian was made by an embassy dragoman. The texts of the document and its
translation were copied into the current embassy Turkish register-book.19

IV. The document, together with its translation, was sent to England by the most
convenient route. In times of war between the Ottomans and Austria, documents
could be sent by sea; the land route, however, was still made use of, even in
wartime. 20

V. Alternatively, or in addition to the translations mentioned above, on its arrival in
England the document might, on the orders of the relevant Secretary of State, be
sent for translation. The Secretary would issue instructions to whoever was available:
scholars in the University of Oxford; former chaplains to English ambassadors at the
Porte, or if, no competent translator could be found in England, particularly in William
III’s reign, when the king would be on campaign in Flanders, the document might be
sent to Holland for translation.

VI. Once the ‘official’ translation was received, action could be taken. Replies were drawn
up (in English or Latin), and were sent with covering instructions to the ambassador at
the Porte, where they would be translated into Turkish and forwarded for presentation
to the Sultan or the Grand Vizier to whom they were addressed.

VII. The incoming Turkish document and its translation(s) were filed away in the care of
the custos rotulorum or Keeper of the Rolls (i.e., of State Papers), to survive, or not, as
chance and accident might prescribe.

There is insufficient space to deal with translators and their translations made within
Ottoman territory, either at Istanbul or elsewhere.21 We have to do here with translations

16This would usually be done in response to an ‘arzuhāl, i.e., a petition or request from the ambassador to the
Sultan, setting forth the reasons for the request.

17For the stages in the production of an Ottoman firmān, see Uriel Heyd, Ottoman Documents on Palestine,
1552—1615: A Study of the Firman according to the Mühimme Defteri (Oxford, 1960), pp. 13 ff.

18On the Ottoman ulaklık, see inter alia my various articles on the subject (extensive bibliographic details in
EI2, VIII, pp. 800–801, s.v. “Ulak”).

19The texts of the Turkish original and its Italian translation were copied on facing pages: cf. my “Ottoman
territoriality versus maritime usage: the Ottoman Islands and English privateering in the wars with France, 1689–
1714”, in N. Vatin and G. Veinstein (eds.), Insularités ottomanes (Paris, 2004), pp. 161-171.

20On the transmission of documents between England (or Flanders) and the Porte, see C. J. Heywood, “English
diplomacy between Austria and the Ottoman Empire . . . , 1689-1699” (University of London PhD thesis, 1970),
pp. 32-47 and 57-60 (= Tables A/1-3 and B).

21A series of valuable insights into the ‘English’ dragomanate at Istanbul is now to be found in John-Paul
Ghobrial, The Whispers of Cities: Information Flows in Istanbul, London & Paris in the Age of William Trumbull (Oxford,
2013), especially pp. 102 ff.
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undertaken within the ‘active’ living Ottoman milieu, undertaken by translators in Istanbul,
principally the so-called ‘English’ dragomanate, men of uncertain intellectual abilities and
disparate origins, although universally of z. himmı̄ status, who habitually utilised not English
but Italian as their medium of translation. This was a world, effectively at some remove from
academic scholarship, but one which possessed its own social and cultural imperatives.22

II

More significant, for the purposes of the present essay, were the translators of Turkish
documents employed in England; in other words what we may term (loosely) the English
Ottomanists of the later seventeenth century. Our predecessors (for we may think of them
as such) constituted a body of men who were few in number, but all (or almost all) of
them were in holy orders23 and some — an even smaller number — held university posts.
Amongst their number may be mentioned William Seaman, best known as the translator
into Turkish of the New Testament, and himself active as a translator of incoming Ottoman
documents.24 Also deserving of mention is the equally obscure figure of William Hayley,
chaplain to Sir William Trumbull during his embassies to the court of Louis XIV (1685-87)
and to the Porte (1687-91), and also active as a translator, in this case of letters from the
Ottoman court to William III.25 As mentioned above, Hayley had been Trumbull’s chaplain
from the time of the latter’s appointment to the Paris embassy in 1685, and it is clear that
he must have acquired a sound knowledge of Ottoman Turkish during the four years that
he was with Trumbull at the Porte, since it is while Hayley was once more in Oxford after
1691 that he undertook the translation of at least two Ottoman documents addressed to
the English crown. In the following summer of 1692 his name crops up in correspondence
between Trumbull and Thomas Coke, the English chargé d’affaires at the Porte, regarding the
translation of certain letters from the Ottoman Sultan Ahmed II and his Grand Vizier to
William III. The occasion for this correspondence was the sudden death at Belgrade, while en
route to the Porte, of William Harbord, the equally ill-fated successor to Sir William Hussey
as William III’s envoy from London to the Ottoman court. The originals of the letters sent
from Turkey on this occasion, together with the translations undertaken by Hayley, have
survived amongst the Turkish documents in the National Archives; register copies of the

22See Ghobrial, Whispers of Cities, pp. 102 ff.; further, Colin Heywood, “A Buyuruldu of A.H.1100/A.D.1689
for the Dragomans of the English Embassy at Istanbul”, in Ç. Balım-Harding and Colin Imber (eds.), The Balance
of Truth: Essays in Honour of Professor Geoffrey Lewis (Istanbul, 2000), pp. 125–144, reprint in my The Ottoman World,
the Mediterranean and North Africa, art. III (with identical pagination).

23Cf. John Batteridge Pearson, A Biographical Sketch of the Chaplains to the Levant Company, Maintained at
Constantinople, Aleppo and Smyrna, 1611-1706 (Cambridge, 1883).

24On William Seaman (1606/7-1680), see Alastair Hamilton, “Seaman, William”, ODNB, online edition, 2004,
and the references there collected. Seaman translated inter alia the treaty between England and Algiers concluded
in 1072/1662: for the document, see TNA SP 108/1 (2). Hamilton mentions that Seaman “may have had a son”.
This must be the ‘Mr. Seaman’ who also translated the letter from Mehmed, Dey of Tripoli, to William III, dated
I. Rebi’ I, 1101 (3-12 Dec. 1689) (TNA SP 102/3, no. 81), and about whom we appear to know nothing. The
younger Seaman’s translation is at SP 102/3, unnumbered, preceding no. 79.

25William Hayley (born c. 1657; d. 1715) was yet another native of Shropshire, a son of William Hayley, of
Cleobury Mortimer. He matriculated in Oxford, 20 March 1672/3, aged 15; was chorister, clerk and fellow of
All Souls. Hayley graduated B.A.1676, M.A. 1680. Joseph Foster, Alumni Oxonienses 1500-1714, II (Oxford, 1891),
p. 681; see further Ghobrial, Whispers of Cities, p. 45.
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Turkish originals can be found in the Ottoman nāme-i hümāyūn defteri, already referred to
above, preserved in the British Library.26

Neither Seaman nor Hayley’s work can be dealt with in detail; instead, the present
paper will concentrate on the problems encountered in the translation of Turkish documents
undertaken by Thomas Hyde, Bodley’s Librarian and professor of Arabic and later of Hebrew
in the University of Oxford, and Translator of Oriental Documents to the Crown.27

One of the reasons for Hyde’s appointment, immediately after the Restoration, to the post
of Translator of Oriental Documents to the Crown may be found in his relationship with
two of his contemporaries at Queen’s College, Oxford: Joseph Williamson, who held office
as Under-Secretary of State from 1660 to 1674, and as secretary from thence until 1679, as
well as holding the post of Keeper of the State Papers from 1661 to 1701; and Sir Leoline
Jenkins, one of the Secretaries of State between 1680 and 1684.28 Hyde also appears to have
been on good terms with at least one of their successors after the revolution of 1688, in the
person of James Vernon, joint or sole Secretary of State for much of the period between 1697
and 1702, although he seems not to have corresponded with Vernon’s noble predecessors in
that office.29 A further reason may be found in an anecdote retailed by Hyde much later,
in the reign of William III. According to Hyde, writing in the context of the receipt of an
allegedly fraudulent translation of a letter from the then dey of Algiers to the king, written
in Turkish, he recalled that “many years previously” an embassy from the shar̄ıf of Morocco
had arrived at the court of Charles II with its credentials written in Arabic, accompanied by
a “pretended translation[ which contained] not so much as 2 lines of the Arabick Letter; but
quite contrary, making him [sc. the shar̄ıf] threaten us with war, and to demand Tribute of us,
etc., whereas he came with an embassy of peace”. Charles II, accordingly, Hyde continues
in a satisfied tone, “finding the usefullness of a faithfull interpreter, would alwayes expressly
order his letters to be sent to me, as Sir Lionel [sic] Jenkins told me”.30

26Amongst the Turkish documents translated by Hayley may be noted the following: (1) Ahmed II to William
III, II. Ram. 1103 (17/27 May to 26 May/5 June, 1692. Edirne; TNA SP 102/62 (7); translation at SP 102/61
(1); (2) El-Haj Ali Pasha to William III, n.d. but contemporary with the preceding: SP 102/61 (10) and (16); (3)
same to same, but circa III Zi’l-kada 1103/July-Aug. 1692, Belgrade, loc. cit, nos. (15) and (17). I have had in hand
for some years a separate article (which may yet appear) on Harbord’s uncompleted mission to the Porte and the
Turkish documents and the English translations made by William Hayley which are connected with it.

27Thomas Hyde was born at Billingsley, Shropshire, on 29 June 1636. His father, who held the living, was
descended from the Hydes of Norbury in Cheshire. Thomas was thus a kinsman of Edward Hyde, Lord Clarendon
(cf. Anthony à Wood, Athenae Oxonienses, III, cols. 1018-20). According to Wood (Ath. Oxon. IV, col. 522) Hyde
“from his youth . . . had a natural inclination to the Eastern languages”, and began to study them under his father. In
1652 he entered King’s College, Cambridge, where he came under the influence of the pioneer English orientalist
Abraham Wheelocke (1593-1654), the first professor of Arabic at Cambridge and, indeed, like Thomas Adams, the
founder of the chair, a Shropshire man. The Shropshire connections of Adams and Wheelocke have been pointed
out by the late Professor P. M. Holt: cf. his study “An Oxford Arabist: Edward Pococke (1604-1691)”, in Studies
in the History of the Near East (London, 1973), p. 25, n. 25. Hyde died in 1702/3, at the age of 66 (Wood, IV,
cols. 523-4; cf. the long and appreciative article devoted to Hyde in Biographia Britannia, 6 vols in 7 parts, with
continuous pagination (London 1747-66), IV, pp. 2712-2721, and the article in ODNB, s.v.; cf. also P. J. Marshall,
“Thomas Hyde: Stupor Mundi”, published in the ‘Annual Report and Statement of Accounts for 1982’ of the
Hakluyt Society (n.p., n.d.), pp. 1-11, which deals largely with Hyde’s activities as a geographer.

28Cf. I. G. Philip, “[A] letter from Thomas Hyde, Bodley’s Librarian, 1665-1701”, Bodleian Library Record 3,
no. 29 (Jan. 1950), pp. 40–45.

29Hyde also corresponded with Owen Wynne, Under-Secretary under Leoline Jenkins and his successors from
April 1680 until the end of James II’s reign.

30TNA SP 102/3, no. 133: Hyde to Thomas Vernon, Oxford, 10 September 1696.
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III

A useful starting point for any examination of Hyde’s activities as Interpreter in Oriental
Languages is provided by a handlist that he drew up, sometime after 1689, giving details
of the translations which he had undertaken in the preceding two decades. This handlist
has been published by the Hull-born eighteenth-century scholar Gregory Sharpe in the
Prolegomena to his edition of Hyde’s miscellaneous works.31 Hyde did not limit himself
to documents in Turkish: the list includes documents in Arabic and Persian, as well as in
Turkish, i.e. in all of the elsene-i selāse, the “three [learned] tongues” of Ottoman (and not
only Ottoman) literary usage, deriving from Mughal, Safavid, Ottoman, North African
and Sharifian chanceries. The first items in the list are “five or six” documents in Persian,
written at Surat, and translated into English by Hyde as early as 1660.32 From this evidence
it is clear that Hyde’s activities as interpreter in oriental languages to the Crown must have
commenced immediately after the Restoration. Other early translations undertaken by Hyde
include Safavid documents dealing with the contentious disputes over customs duties levied
on East India Company merchants trading at Hormuz,33 and Sharpe’s no. 5, the first of a
number of letters from successive deys of Algiers, described by Hyde as being “linguâ Arabicâ
Afrorum scriptâ”; in other words, Arabic documents written in the customary Maghribı̄
script.34

The first Turkish documents to appear in Hyde’s list are a pair, numbered ‘6’ and ‘7’ which
are described as, respectively, “a letter from the Prince or dey of Tunis, written in Turkish”,
and “a letter in the same language and from a certain personage in the kingdom, whom
they call Aga”.35 Hyde gives no indication concerning the date of these documents, or the
names of the senders, but his description can be fitted to two documents which survive in

31Gregory Sharpe (ed.), Syntagma dissertationum quas olim . . . Thomas Hyde . . . separatim edidit (Oxonii, 1767),
I, p. xxiii.

32“. . . quinque aut sex Chartulas Persicè, Surattae Indorum scriptas . . .”
33These form the second item in Sharpe’s list: “epistolas quasdam Regis Persarum de Vectigali à mercaturâ

Hormuzi conservando ad Regem Carolum Persicè scriptas”. Cf. Hyde to Williamson, Oxford, 14 Sept. 1675:
Calendar of State Papers, Domestic, 1675-6, pp. 294-296, amended on the basis of a transcript in the Bodleian (MS.
Top. Oxon., f. 48, published verbatim by I. G. Philip in the Bodleian Library Review 3 (1950), pp. 43–45; cf. supra),
returning Williamson’s letter of a fortnight previously together with “a black Box & ye Persian things therein”,
and sending a “verball Translation [of the Persian Royal Letters] as near as I can”, and complaining that he had
been kept in the dark on what he terms “the state of our controversy with the Persians, viz., about the ordering
of the Customes of Ormûz and the other Ports in Persia and . . . the Abuses complained of in the Overseers of
the Customs and other businesses, and what hath been transacted therein between them & us of late years”. Hyde
added to his letter some terse remarks in response to Williamson’s suggestion that he should undertake a catalogue
of the Bodleian manuscripts, observing that his time might be better employed in oriental scholarship: “there are
plenty enough of other men who can make Catalogues”, and lamenting his lack of a noble patron, “for otherwise,
if a man is forced to work meerly for his bread, he cannot study what he himself would, but rather what other
People please; and he is thereby constrained to spend his time in doing that which perhaps is very different or
altogether contrary to the business wherein his Talent chiefly lyeth”.

34Hyde also seems to have been the first English scholar to have had at least an acquaintance with Malay
(which also at that time employed the Arabic script). See Hyde’s Latin translation of Abraham Peritsol (Abraham
ben Mordecai Farissol), Igeret orhot ‘olam [in Hebrew], id est, itinera mundi . . . auctore Abrahamo Peritsol (Oxonii,
1691), p. 193 (= p. 189, n. 2, continued), on the titulature of Malay and East Indian rulers, and, further, Ph. S.
van Ronkel, “Zeventiende-eeuwsche beofening van het Maleisch in Engeland”, in Feestbundel . . . uitgegeven door
het Koniklijk Bataviaasch Genootschap van Kunsten en Wetenschappen, II (Weltevreden, 1929), pp. 309–315 (I owe this
reference to my onetime SOAS colleague, Professor Merle Ricklefs).

35Respectively, no. 6, ‘Epistolam à Principe, Deyio, Tuneti linguâ Turcicâ scriptam’, and no. 7, ‘Epistolam in
eodem linguâ, & à viro ejusdem regni cum imperio, quem AGA vocant missam’.
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the Public Record Office. One is a letter from Mehmed, dey of Tunis, to Charles II, dated
21 Jumādā I, 1093 (“12 June 1682”36 ); the other, wrtten or dated four days later, is from
‘Alı̄, ağa of the Janissaries of Tunis, and is also addressed to Charles II.37

How and when did Hyde learn Turkish? It was certainly the case that in Restoration
England, Turkish, unlike Arabic, lacked the stimulus of official support and academic
instruction. The reasons are fairly obvious: a knowledge of Turkish had nothing to offer for
the prosecution of Biblical studies, nor did any Turkish sources, insofar as any are known, have
anything to contribute towards currently fashionable attempts at the refutation of Islam. As
a result, the great interest in seventeenth-century England in the Ottoman state as a political
and military entity was not reflected in any corresponding concern for the prosecution of
Turkish language studies, let alone the use of Turkish as a language of diplomacy.38 The
subject produced no Pococke, and Hyde, who succeeded Pococke in the chair of Arabic in
1691, appeared to have been overshadowed by his predecessor’s preeminence and longevity.

It is probable, therefore, that it was not until late in the reign of Charles II that Hyde
was in a position to undertake the translation of Turkish, as opposed to Arabic and Persian
documents, and there is a certain amount of subjective evidence that documents in Turkish
caused him more trouble than those in the two other learned languages.39 What is certain
is that for the remainder of the reign of Charles II, through the short reign of James II
and down until the later years of William III, Hyde continued to provide translations of
Turkish documents for the Crown. The Glorious Revolution of 1688, or more precisely the
accession of William and Mary as joint sovereigns, provoked the issuing of a further number
of what Hyde describes in his handlist as “diversas epistolas Arabicè et Turcicè scriptas
à Principibus Orientalibus ad regem nostrum Gulielmum IIIm missas”.40 The extensive
diplomatic correspondence which ensued between William III and the Ottoman court, to
be discussed below, did not fall to Hyde for translation, but it is possible to identify letters
from Tripoli and Algiers, written in 1101/1689 in reply to letters to those Regencies from
William III announcing his accession to the English throne.41

IV

The study and knowledge of Ottoman Turkish and the practice of its translation in England
was not without its problems. In the case of Thomas Hyde, there is considerable evidence to
support the view that the translation of Turkish documents, partly for palaeographic reasons
and partly because of the problems which he faced in dealing with Turkish syntax, caused
Hyde more difficulties than he was accustomed to encounter in documents written in Arabic

36This was Hyde’s calculation of the ad equivalent; assuming Old Style (Julian) usage on Hyde’s part, the
correct ad date is 18 May 1682.

37TNA SP 102/3, unnumbered documents.
38Cf. Calendar of the Clarendon State Papers in the Bodleian Library, (ed.) F. J. Routledge, 5 vols (Oxford, 1869-

1970), V (1660-1725), p. 235: the Dutch ambassador in Paris reports in a despatch to the States General, 2/12 July
1662, that “the English have been cheated in Lawson’s treaty with Algiers and Tunis through ignorance of Turkish”.
Lawson was reported to have returned to Algiers to demand reparation.

39See § IV, below, for examples.
40No. 17 in Sharpe’s list.
41TNA SP 102/3, no. 81.
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or Persian. He occasionally gave vent to his irritation at what he perceived to be sins of
omission in this regard by the English consuls who had the responsibility of forwarding
letters from the courts of the North African Regencies to the English Crown. Towards the
end of his career, in 1697, Hyde had occasion to return to Vernon a letter from Algiers
which had obviously caused him a great deal of trouble in the translating. Its subject-matter
was the contentious business of a local woman found in flagrante in the house of a luckless
Englishman by the name of Butler, but its text failed in part to correspond to the local
translation forwarded with it by the English consul at Algiers. Concerning these errors Hyde
wrote snappishly to Vernon:

I here send back the Turkish letter with the Consuls translation of it, together with my translation
of the same. That of the Consul is somewhat loose and not verbatim; but yet pretty right as to
the main of sense and substance in the original. But as to the whole last paragraph of the Consul’s
Translation, there is nothing of it in the dey’s letter.42

Hyde continues prescriptively in similar vein: “the Consuls abroad should be advised to be
more exact, and not to add what they please”.

Not long before this, in 1696, an earlier letter from the dey of Algiers to William III had
caused Hyde great difficulty in completing its translation. He had hoped that the locally-
produced translation, when it arrived, might assist him in his task, but it failed to do so.
Hyde’s letter of self-exculpation to Vernon merits quoting in full:

This morning I received the English Paper, which I had hoped would have carried me through
the difficulties of the Turkish letter. But I find quite the contrary: for it is not a Translation of the
Letter, but is for the most part a mere piece of forgery, having but very little of the Turkish letter
in it. So that notwithstanding that paper, I must fly as well as I can on the strength of my own
wings in the matter of translating. The main subject of the letter I shall be able to give out of the
Turkish, though it is so ill-written: and how far it agrees with the English paper or disagrees from
it, I shall be able to tell you exactly. Wherefore be pleased to give my humble duty to his Grace
the Duke of Shrewsbury, letting him know that by Monday’s post I will send him an account of
the whole business.43

Hyde’s problems with Turkish were palaeographic as well as linguistic. The two early (or
possibly even the first) documents in Turkish translated by Hyde, the letter dating from 1682
sent by the dey and ağa of the Janissaries of Tunis to Charles II already noticed, had caused
him some trouble. Hyde wrote to Leoline Jenkins on 16 September 1682, returning what he
describes as “the two letters which by your order I lately received from Dr Wynne”. Hyde
continues: “they are in the Turkish language, and what is worse, in the Divan hand which is
very hard to read; otherwise I had not kept them so long in my hands”. He adds by way of
self-defence, “Of the Dey’s letter I have given you a verbatim translation, but the Aga’s letter
being worse written, there were some few words which I could not read: and therefore I

42Cf. Hyde’s irritation in another context with careless transliteration from Ottoman: “sed maxime me movet”
he complains, “in Anglicis Traductionibus videre scriptum P a c h i , & P a c h a, & P a s s a. Qui enim ejusmodi
voces ex Gallico in Anglicum transcribit, debuerat rescripisse [in Arabic] B a s h i, & [in Arabic] B a s h a, cum
Gallorum ch plane sonet ut Angl. sh . . . ”: “Monitium Auctoris ad Lectorem”, prefixed to his “Epistola de
mensibus et ponderibus Serum seu Sinensium”, in Sharpe (ed.), Syntagma, II, pp. 409-432 (at p. 414).

43TNA SP 102/3, no. 133: Hyde to James Vernon, Oxford, 10 September 1696.
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could not venture to give an exact translation of it verbatim; but I have given you the sense
and substance of it, which I dare warrant”.44

Hyde’s self-taught skills in Turkish palaeography and diplomatic appear not to have
improved with the years. With reference to the letter from the dey of Algiers to William III
received in 1697, to which reference has already been made, Hyde further pressed Vernon
to instruct the English consul at Algiers that he should ensure the Algerian authorities
should “take care that the Turkish letters be written in another plainer hand; their Divan
hand, in which this [document] is written, being very troublesome to read”. On the earlier
occasion Hyde had ventured a comparison between Turkish documents, and those written
in Arabic or Persian. Writing to Owen Wynne, to whom he could perhaps reveal more than
to Williamson the problem he faced, he put the matter bluntly:

When you have any more letters in the Divan hand, let me have them as soon as they come
to you, so that I may have sufficient time to unriddle them, they requiring more than ordinary
labour. But as for anything in Arabic or Persian, I should not desire to have it above one day in
my hand.45

A year previously Hyde’s irritation with the difficulties caused by the dı̄vānı̄ script pushed
him to make a further set of rather lame excuses to Vernon after being defeated temporarily
by an earlier letter from Algiers:

Its [sic] a character [he wrote; scil. the Ottoman dı̂vânı̂ script] which none in Turkey reads, except
only the public notaries; and no Books are writ in it, but only letters and passports, etc. It is
their court hand, differing as much from their common hand, as our court hand does from ours.
Their books are written in another hand, which we read easily, so that the not reading of this
hand doth not much concern us [scil.: as scholars], nor is it any hindrance from our attaining
what of Learning or History is contained in their books.46

In the light of Hyde’s frequent complaints over the difficulties involved in translating
documents written in Turkish, a number of questions must be asked, although the answering
of them must regretfully be remitted in large part to another occasion. In the first place, how
competent was Hyde as a translator; secondly, how do his translations compare with those
made by other English scholar-translators of the period; and, thirdly, how do translations
made in England, into English, compare with translations made locally, either in the North
African Regencies or at the Ottoman court or in the English embassy at the Porte or
its dependent consulates, in Italian or any other Mediterranean lingua franca? Remaining
to be considered is the difficult comparison of translation practice both into and out of
Ottoman Turkish, either directly to or from English or via (or into or out of) Italian. How
far may ‘dragomanic’ translations of Ottoman documents be compared with those produced
by Anglophone scholars, themselves working either with or without experience of the
Ottoman linguistic and cultural milieu? Certainly, both the virtues and the defects of Hyde
as a translator of Turkish may be seen in some of his extant translations mentioned above.

44TNA SP 71/25, f. 35: Hyde to Sir Leoline Jenkins, Oxford, 16 December 1682.
45TNA SP 71/25, f. 37: Hyde to Dr Owen Wynne, Oxford, 16 December 1682.
46TNA SP 102/3, no. 125: Hyde to James Vernon, Oxford, 5 Sept. 1696.
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With an attempt to answer these questions we may begin to complete the Anglo-Ottoman
‘circle of discourse’.47

We should perhaps also begin to view Ottoman documents and the angst and frustration
which they produced in their hapless academic translators such as Thomas Hyde, in a
completely new light. Mutual comprehension or incomprehension may not have been
merely a function of linguistic or cultural divergences, and the circle of discourse may not
always have remained unbroken. c.j.heywood@hull.ac.uk

Colin Heywood
University of Hull, Maritime Historical Studies Centre

47For lack of space, the specificities of Hyde’s work (and that of his contemporaries) as a translator of Turkish
documents cannot be entered into here. I hope to return to this subject in more detail in a future communication.
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