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THE	MESSAGERIES	MARITIMES	COMPANY	IN	THE	HISTORY	OF	TRANSPORTATION	IN
ISTANBUL

Messageries	Mari�mes’	Istanbul	Routes
Un�l	the	first	quarter	of	the	nineteenth	century,	the	French	played	a	prominent	role	in	Istanbul	trade.	Although
severed	by	the	French	Revolu�on	and	the	Napoleonic	Wars,	Istanbul	trade,	which	was	concentrated	in	Marseille,
began	to	flourish	once	again	a�er	1815.	All	of	the	merchant	ships	which	sailed	under	foreign	flags	stopped	by	the
Istanbul	Port	were	sailboats	of	various	sizes.	The	Swi�,	the	first	English	steamboat	to	enter	the	Istanbul	harbor	in
1828,	was	the	harbinger	of	a	new	era	in	commerce.	Just	a	short	�me	a�er	this	event,	in	1831,	A.	C.	Comte	de
Guillemont	(1774-1840),	the	French	ambassador	to	Istanbul,	nego�ated	a	regular	route	between	Marseille	and
Istanbul	by	steamboat;	in	the	same	year,	English	entrepreneurs	started	journeys	using	two	steamboats	along	a	route
that	stretched	from	Istanbul	to	Trabzon,	transpor�ng	goods	from	Iran.

The	French	joined	these	enterprises	with	the	Le	Service	Mari�me	Postal	de	l’Etat,	established	in	1835.	This	Postal
Company	started	up	three	voyages	a	month	on	a	regular	basis;	the	first	voyage	was	completed	using	the	steamboat
Scamandre	between	Marseille	and	Istanbul	in	1837. 	In	the	mid-1840s,	transporta�on	companies	from	a	variety	of
na�ons	were	involved	in	commercial	ac�vi�es	in	the	Istanbul	Port.	Opportuni�es	provided	by	the	Treaty	of	Balta
Limanı	(dated	August	16,	1838)	undeniably	played	an	important	role	in	bringing	about	this	situa�on. 	A	traveler	who
visited	Istanbul	on	the	steamboat	belonging	to	the	Peninsular	and	Oriental	Steam	Naviga�on	Company	in	the	1840s
stated	that	he	saw	Austrian,	Russian,	English,	Greek	and	American	steamboats	anchored	in	the	Istanbul	Port.
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1-	The	emblem	of	Messageries	(Archive	de	L’Associa�on	French	Lines,	1997	002	5242)

Except	for	the	Le	Service	Mari�me	Postal	de	l’Etat,	most	of	the	foreign	transporta�on	companies	entering	Istanbul
Port	transported	post,	passengers	or	commodi�es.	Because	the	main	aim	of	the	Le	Service	Mari�me	Postal	de	l’Etat
was	to	provide	a	connec�on	between	France	and	Istanbul,	it	had	very	few	commercial	concerns. 	Rostand	et
Compagnie,	also	known	as	Compagnie	des	Paquebots	à	Vapeur	du	Levant,	a�empted	to	meet	the	commercial
transporta�on	needs	between	Marseille	and	Istanbul. 	Having	been	granted	permission	by	the	O�oman
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government 	to	operate	steamboats	between	Marseille	and	İzmir	and	Marseille	and	Istanbul,	the	Rostand	Company
carried	out	its	first	voyage	with	the	Hellespont	steamboat	on	July	11,	1846. 	However,	nega�vely	affected	by
compe��on	with	the	Austrian	Lloyd	Company	(Lloyd	Autrichien),	which	was	using	the	same	route,	from	the	last
months	of	1846	Rostand	Company	decreased	their	voyage	frequency	from	twice	a	month	to	once	a	month.

2-	The	free	commercial	lines	of	Messageries	Mari�mes	Ferry	Company	without	subsidies	in	1895	in	Mediterranean
and	the	Black	Sea	(Archive	de	L’Associa�on	French	Lines,	1997	002	5205)

Le	Service	Mari�me	Postal	de	l’Etat	and	the	Rostand	Company	were	established	in	order	to	transport	mail	and
commodi�es	from	France	to	the	Orient;	however,	this	was	far	from	being	a	sa�sfactory	solu�on.	Le	Service	Mari�me
Postal	de	l’Etat	was	essen�ally	a	sub-unit	of	the	French	naval	forces	and	had	few	commercial	concerns,	while	the
Rostand	Company	was	a	small	family	business	that	had	only	three	steamboats	in	its	fleet;	thus,	neither	could	sa�sfy
the	commercial	needs	for	the	route	between	Marseille	and	Istanbul. 	These	two	companies	stood	no	chance	against
leading	transporta�on	companies	like	the	English	Peninsular	&	Oriental	and	the	Austrian	Lloyd	Company.	Hence,	by
1850,	Le	Service	Mari�me	Postal	de	l’Etat	had	lost	over	37.000.000	francs, 	and	the	condi�on	of	the	Rostand
Company	was	no	be�er.

Realizing	that	it	was	not	possible	to	compete	with	large	transporta�on	companies	like	the	English	Peninsular	&
Oriental	or	the	Austrian	Lloyd	Company,	but	wan�ng	to	ensure	commercial	rela�ons	between	Istanbul	and	the
Levant,	on	February	28,	1851	the	French	government	granted	privileges	for	transpor�ng	mail	to	the	Mediterranean
to	La	Compagnie	Messageries	des	Na�onales,	a	land	and	mari�me	transporta�on	company	opera�ng	in	France.
The	name	of	the	company	was	Compagnie	des	Services	Mari�mes	des	Messageries	Na�onales);	 	this	was
shortened	to	Messageries	Mari�mes. 	The	company’s	Istanbul	agency	was	managed	by	C.	Beuf	(1851-1856),	Jules
Gire�e 	(1856-1873),	M.	Grugoli	(1873-1875),	M.	Bentraud 	(?-1883),	Mar�n	des	Pallières	(?-1891),	Charles
Dechaud	(?-1907),	M.	Nicoullaud	(1907-1909),	Fernand	Pican	(1909-1910),	Maurice	Lecouflet	(1910-1911)	and
Andrien	Monge	(1912-?).
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3-	The	ports	that	Messageries	Mari�mes	Ferry	Company	stopped	by	in	Mediterranean	(Archive	de	L’Associa�on
French	Lines,	1997	002	5205)

With	the	establishment	of	Messageries	Mari�mes,	steamboats	working	on	the	Istanbul	route	belonging	to	Le	Service
Mari�me	Postal	de	l’Etat	and	the	Rostand	Company	joined	the	fleet	of	the	new	company.	In	1851,	thirteen	of	the
sixteen	exis�ng	steamboats	(the	Eurotas,	Leonidas,	Lycurgue,	Mentor,	Scamandre,	Tancréde,	Sesostris,	Osiris,	Nil,
Louqsor,	Egyptus,	Caire	and	the	Telemaque )	belonging	to	the	Le	Service	Mari�me	Postal	de	l’Etat	and	the	remaining
three	steamboats	(Hellespont,	Bosphore	and	Oronte)	belonging	to	the	Rostand	Company	were	bought	by
Messageries	Mari�mes. 	The	number	of	steamboats	opera�ng	with	this	company	increased	to	forty	in	1855	and
sixty-seven	in	1900. 	The	administra�on	of	Messageries	Mari�mes	designated	Istanbul	as	the	base	of	opera�ons	in
the	Levant.	For	this	reason,	Eastern	Mediterranean	routes	were	based	in	Istanbul. 	According	to	the	agreement
dated	1851	between	the	administra�on	of	Messageries	Mari�mes	and	the	French	government,	the	company’s
steamboats	were	to	go	from	Marseille	to	Istanbul	once	every	ten	days,	using	a	route	from	Malta,	Siros,	İzmir,	Lesbos,
Çanakkale	and	Gallipoli;	once	every	twenty	days	they	would	go	from	Istanbul	to	Alexandria	via	İzmir,	Rhodes,	Mersin,
İskenderun,	Latakia,	Tripoli,	Beirut	and	Jaffa.

Table	1-	Freight	transported	by	Messageries	Mari�mes	during	the	Crimean	War	on	the	Istanbul-Black	Sea	route
	

Year Passenger Commodi�es

	 Military Civilian Military	(Francs) Civilian	(Francs)

1854
1855
1856

28.800
53.128
38.496

15.747	47.128
35.985

6.872.000
9.768.000
3.672.924

8.515.181
16.975.436
15.580.875

Source:	AFL.	1997	002	5199,	Assemblée	Générale	du	31	Mai	1857,	pp.	33-36;	AFL.	1997	002	5199,	Assemblée
Générale	du	31	Mai	1856,	p.	38.
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In	September	1851,	the	Messageries	Mari�mes’	steamboat	Scamandre	completed	its	first	voyage	between	Istanbul
and	Alexandria,	while	Mentor	and	Erotas	carried	out	their	first	voyages	between	Marseille	and	Istanbul. 	However,
the	onset	of	the	Crimean	War	and	France’s	involvement	in	this	war	changed	the	des�ny	of	the	company;	it	now
entered	into	an	array	of	agreements	with	the	French	Ministry	of	War	to	transport	infantry,	ammuni�on	and
wounded	soldiers. 	Addi�onally,	while	increasing	services	between	Marseille	and	Istanbul,	the	Black	Sea	was	added
to	the	network	of	ac�vity. 	On	March	31,	1855,	with	a	supplementary	agreement	signed	with	the	French	Ministry	of
War,	routes	between	Istanbul	and	Varna,	Istanbul	and	the	Crimean	ports,	Istanbul	and	Balaklava	and	Istanbul	and
Sevastopol	were	introduced;	these	voyages	began	to	take	place	once	a	week	on	a	regular	basis. 	The	company’s
route	between	Istanbul	and	Alexandria	was	temporarily	changed,	now	going	from	İzmir	to	Alexandria. 	As	a	result	of
this	change,	the	company’s	steamboats	now	went	from	Istanbul	to	Gallipoli,	Çanakkale,	Lesbos	and	İzmir,	making	52
postal	deliveries	a	year;	they	also	followed	the	İzmir,	Rhodes,	Mersin,	İskenderun,	Latakia,	Tripoli,	Jaffa	and
Alexandria	routes,	making	26	postal	deliveries	a	year.	The	French	government	subsidized	the	company	for	the	Black
Sea	and	Mediterranean	routes. 	Messageries	Mari�mes	provided	important	logis�cal	support,	carrying	civilian	and
military	passengers,	as	well	as	commodi�es 	during	the	Crimean	War.

France’s	alignment	with	the	O�omans	in	the	Crimean	War	secured	great	advantages	for	French	companies,
par�cularly	for	the	Messageries	Mari�mes.	In	1856,	in	response	to	complaints	about	lack	of	piers	for	steamboats
made	by	the	Istanbul	representa�ve	of	the	company,	Jules	Gire�e, 	the	Sublime	Porte	granted	permission	to	the
company	in	March,	1857	to	build	a	dock,	pier,	warehouse	and	wharf	near	Kireçkapı	in	Galata. 	However,	this
transac�on	occurred	during	a	period	in	which	it	was	not	legal	to	sell	property	to	foreigners;	Istanbul	residents
protested	the	gran�ng	of	this	privilege	to	the	company.	In	response,	the	Sublime	Porte	repurchased	the	dock,	pier,
warehouse,	and	wharf	at	a	cost	of	900,000	francs;	the	original	price	that	the	Messageries	Mari�mes	had	paid	was
325,000	francs.	The	usufruct	was	leased	to	the	company	for	30,000	francs	a	year	for	a	period	of	twenty-five	years.

In	this	way,	the	company	was	able	to	establish	the	necessary	infrastructure	in	Istanbul	Port	and	made	the	temporary
routes	that	had	been	established	during	the	war	permanent.	A�er	the	war,	the	company’s	Danube	and	Black	Sea
routes	from	Istanbul	were	expanded	to	include	the	Lower	Danube	and	Trabzon.	According	to	an	agreement	between
the	company	and	the	French	government,	dated	May	29,	1857,	the	company’s	steamboats	were	to	travel	once	every
ten	days	on	a	regular	basis	from	Istanbul	to	Trabzon	and	from	Istanbul	to	Kalas	and	Braila. 	The	dura�on	of	the
voyage	to	Trabzon	was	specified	as	las�ng	ninety	hours;	for	Kalas	and	Braila	it	would	be	120	hours.	The	length	of
these	journeys	would	eventually	decrease	to	twenty-four	hours,	thanks	to	technological	developments. 	Upon	Jules
Gire�e’s	request	for	permission	for	a	trial	postal	route	on	the	Istanbul-Kalas-Braila	route, 	the	company’s
steamboats	started	to	operate	between	Istanbul	and	Braila,	Kalas	and	Tulcea. 	The	voyages	that	departed	from
Istanbul	would	stop	at	Sinop,	İnebolu,	Samsun,	Ünye,	Fatsa,	Ordu	and	Giresun,	ending	at	Trabzon; 	however,	these
journeys	could	only	begin	on	July	1,	1857	due	to	the	Crimean	War. 	The	crea�on	of	different	routes	and	the	opening
of	agencies,	par�cularly	in	Samsun	and	Trabzon,	was	welcomed	by	the	Sublime	Porte. 	On	September	1,	1858,	the
company	started	regular	voyages	between	Istanbul	and	Volo	(Thessaly)	once	every	fi�een	days;	from	December	8,	a
voyage	between	Istanbul	and	Thessaloniki,	solely	for	commercial	purposes,	was	begun.	The	French	government
included	these	routes	as	subsidized	postal	routes. 	With	the	increasing	importance	of	Istanbul	for	the	company,
Kireçkapı	Pier	became	the	main	stop	for	the	steamboats,	due	to	the	new	routes.

Upon	the	temporary	cessa�on	of	the	Austrian	Lloyd	Company	services	between	Istanbul	and	Alexandria	in	1859,	this
gap	was	filled	by	the	Messageries	Mari�mes.	However,	the	company’s	administra�on	was	forced	to	terminate	this
service	in	early	1860,	as	the	French	government	had	not	subsidized	the	route,	and	the	earnings	did	not	compensate
for	the	expenses	quickly	enough.

With	the	establishment	of	the	Third	Republic	in	France,	the	agreements	that	were	signed	between	the	company	and
the	government	were	revised.	With	an	agreement	drawn	up	on	July	15,	1875,	the	subsidy	for	the	Black	Sea	routes
was	removed	and	the	company’s	routes	on	the	Black	Sea	and	the	Danube	were	converted	to	free-trade	routes. 	In
addi�on	to	this,	the	postal	service	between	Marseille,	Thessaloniki	and	Istanbul	was	converted	to	a	free-trade	route
and	its	frequency	was	decreased	from	once	a	week	to	once	every	fi�een	days.	In	a	similar	manner,	the	postal	route
between	Istanbul	and	Thessaly,	which	operated	once	every	fi�een	days,	was	also	converted	into	a	free-trade	route.
On	March	20,	1875,	the	French	government	approved	the	establishment	of	a	direct	postal	route	between	Istanbul
and	Odessa	to	replace	the	earlier	routes. 	In	this	way,	the	subsidized	postal	routes	in	the	Mediterranean	were
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designated	as	a	weekly,	direct	journey	to	Istanbul	from	Marseille,	a	return	journey	from	Istanbul	to	Marseille	every
fi�een	days	via	Piraeus,	and	a	return	trip	every	fi�een	days	via	İzmir.	Another	postal	route	was	to	be	established;	this
would	go	from	Istanbul	and	Syrian	ports	to	Alexandria	and	take	place	every	fourteen	days.

Tablo	2-	Passenger	and	commodity	freight	revenue	of	Messageries	Mari�mes	Istanbul	Agency	in	1882-1883

	
Stops

Passenger	Revenue
(francs)

Commodi�es	Revenue
(francs)

Total
(francs)

1882 1883 1882 1883 1882 1883

Çanakkale
İzmir
Syria
Syra

Piraeus
Napoli

Marseille
Odessa
İnebolu
Samsun
Giresun
Trabzon
Ordu
Sinop

Constanta
Sünne
Tulcea
Kalas
Braila

Dedeağaç
Port	Lagos
Kavala

Thessaloniki
Mont	Athos
Indo-China

3.556
14.672
49.247
14.985
33.411
17.307
154.491
11.193
4.877
14.644
6.108
20.845
666
380
8.749
910
1.533
8.923
2.523
1.576
7.571
8.803
20.181
16.711
---

2.992
20.218
64.235
10.468
35.173
19.192
138.132
6.025
6.315
16.651
10.232
28.974
1.913
626
7.842
920
964
8.556
1.389
1.789
8.232
5.716
30.874
14.798
---

1.211
4.962
31.825
1.924
3.248
15

265.187
5.546
4.399
18.004
6.969
29.568
505
823

10.002
2.352
2.627
35.775
18.156
1.592
6.393
3.791
10.078
971
1.114

899
5.969
28.068
4.256
4.367
35

355.184
1.710
5.578
27.096
6.387
48.360
984
1.286
6.566
1.881
2.102
20.662
10.495
1.878
8.367
4.314
10.496
1.101
491

4.767
19.634
81.072
16.909
36.559
17.222
419.678
16.729
9.276
32.648
13.077
50.413
1.171
1.203
18.751
3.262
4.160
44.698
20.679
3.168
13.964
12.594
30.259
17.682
1.114

3.891
26.187
92.303
14.724
39.540
19.226
493.316
7.735
11.893
43.747
16.619
77.334
2.897
1.912
14.408
2.791
3.066
29.218
11.884
3.667
16.599
10.030
41.370
15.900
491

Source:	AFL.	1997-002-4404,	Compagnie	de	Messageries	Mari�mes	Agence	de	Constan�nople,	Rapport	Général	de
Service	Exercice	1882,	1883,	Chapitre	4,	Trafic.

By	the	1880s,	most	of	the	company’s	routes	in	the	Eastern	Mediterranean	and	the	Black	Sea	had	been	converted	to
free-trade	routes.	The	premium	law,	passed	in	France	on	January	29,	1881,	had	a	strong	influence	on	the	preference
of	the	company	administrators	for	trade	routes	over	subsidized	postal	routes.	According	to	this	law,	1.5	francs	would
be	given	for	every	1,000	miles	of	travel	to	steamboats	made	in	French	shipyards	and	0.75	francs	to	steamboats	made
in	foreign	shipyards. 	In	addi�on,	company	administrators	adopted	the	policy	of	allowing	representa�ves	to	have
autonomy,	their	salaries	being	regulated	according	to	the	annual	earnings	of	the	region	in	which	they	were
opera�ng.	The	reasoning	for	this	was	based	on	the	principle	of	laissez	faire.	With	the	new	system,	Istanbul	and
Alexandria	now	became	main	agencies. 	Agencies	in	the	Black	Sea,	Mediterranean	and	Danube	were	affiliated	with
the	main	agency	in	Istanbul;	small	agencies,	like	Jaffa	and	Port	Said,	were	affiliated	with	the	main	agency	in
Alexandria. 	Thus,	decisions,	such	as	changing	trade	routes	in	the	Mediterranean,	Black	Sea	and	Lower	Danube,	as
well	as	the	addi�on	of	new	voyages,	were	le�	to	the	ini�a�ve	of	the	Istanbul	agency.	As	Istanbul	was	the	main
stopping	point,	the	agency’s	passenger	and	commodity	revenue	consisted	of	trade	between	Istanbul	and	Marseille
and	routes	that	were	connected	to	Istanbul.	The	Istanbul	agency	also	had	connec�ons	with	various	European	ci�es
and	with	Indo-China. 	The	table	below	gives	a	general	idea	about	the	rela�onship	of	the	Istanbul	agency	with
nearby	ci�es	and	distant	regions.
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4-	The	port	of	Istanbul	(Malumat)

According	to	an	agreement	made	between	the	company	and	the	French	government	on	June	30,	1886,	the	route
between	Marseille	and	Istanbul	became	a	free-trade	route. 	In	fact,	due	to	poli�cal	concerns	the	French
government	did	not	want	to	eliminate	the	Istanbul	postal	route;	however,	as	far	as	the	company	was	concerned,	the
connec�on	between	Thessaloniki	and	the	railroads 	had	eased	the	influx	of	Central	and	Eastern	European	products
to	the	Mediterranean,	and	thus	the	commercial	importance	of	Istanbul	was	on	the	decline.	As	a	result,	the
company’s	administra�on	converted	the	Istanbul	route	to	a	free-trade	route; 	at	first	the	frequency	of	voyages
between	Thessaloniki	and	Istanbul	was	decreased,	and	eventually,	in	1888,	the	route	was	cancelled	altogether. 	In
1886	voyages	between	Istanbul	and	Trabzon	were	extended	to	include	Batumi	and	Po�;	these	voyages	were	made
once	every	fi�een	days. 	The	company	started	to	make	weekly	voyages	along	trade	routes	they	had	established
between	Marseille,	Istanbul	and	Odessa	and,	alternately,	between	Istanbul	and	Batumi	in	1892.

The	company	established	a	direct	trade	route	to	Istanbul	via	London,	Havre	and	Marseille	on	January	1,	1889. 	In
the	following	year,	it	removed	the	commercial	voyages	between	Istanbul	and	the	Lower	Danube	(Braila	and	Kalas).
By	the	1890s,	there	were	significant	changes	in	the	French	government’s	Mediterranean	and	Black	Sea	policies.
Removal	of	the	subsidy	from	Istanbul	postal	routes	and	the	limita�on	of	the	Eastern	Mediterranean	service	caused
the	French	public	to	protest. 	Upon	these	protests,	the	French	government	revised	the	company’s	Mediterranean
and	Black	Sea	postal	routes;	based	on	an	agreement	that	took	effect	on	July	14,	1895, 	two	postal	routes	to	Istanbul
were	established.	On	the	cyclical	A	route,	a	regular	fourteen-day	postal	service	was	established,	with	the	company
steamboats	coming	to	Istanbul	via	Marseille	and	then	crossing	from	here	to	Piraeus	and	İzmir;	the	return	voyage
went	from	Istanbul	to	İzmir	and	Rhodes,	or	Samos,	Beirut	and	Alexandria,	finally	docking	in	Marseille.	On	the	cyclical
B	route,	which	started	from	Marseille,	the	steamboats	went	to	İzmir	and	Istanbul	via	Alexandria,	Beirut	and	Rhodes,
or	alterna�vely	Samos;	on	the	return	journey,	they	went	to	Marseille	via	Istanbul,	İzmir	and	then	Piraeus.	This	route
also	operated	once	every	two	weeks.	The	company	also	connected	Larnaca	(Cyprus),	Mersin,	İskenderun,	Latakia
and	Tripoli	to	Beirut	in	a	way	that	coincided	with	the	cyclical	A	and	B	routes.	Moreover,	in	addi�on	to	the	free	routes
between	harbors	in	Marseille,	Istanbul	and	the	Black	Sea,	the	company	commi�ed	to	a	journey	to	the	Thessaloniki
Harbor	once	every	two	weeks,	and	in	par�cular,	promised	to	improve	its	services	along	the	northern	coast	of	the
Black	Sea. 	In	the	case	of	low	commercial	returns	on	the	Marseille-Istanbul	and	Black	Sea	free-trade	routes,	such	as
the	A	and	B	routes,	the	company	was	offered	subsidies.

Tablo	3-	Passenger	and	commodity	freight	revenues	of	the	Istanbul	agency	Messageries	Mari�mes	between	1881
and	1883

Year Passenger
Revenue	(Francs)

Commodi�es
Revenue	(Francs)

Total	Revenue
(Francs)

1881
1882
1883

491.392
421.873
442.214

436.804
467.046
558.143

928.196
888.919
1.000.357
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Source:	AFL.	1997	002	4404,	Compagnie	de	Messageries	Mari�mes	Agence	de	Constan�nople,	Rapport	Général	de
Service	Exercice	1881,	1882,	1883,	Chapitre	4,	Trafic;	Chapitre	6,	Comptabilite.

Post	and	Freight	Transporta�on	Offered	by	the	Messageries	Mari�mes	in	Istanbul
By	the	end	of	the	nineteenth	century,	although	the	steamboat	traffic	in	the	Istanbul	Harbor	was	decreasing	every
day,	the	routes	to	Istanbul’s	hinterland	started	to	decline.	Most	of	the	commodity	freight	that	was	shipped	by	the
Istanbul	Messageries	Mari�mes	agency	was	from	Anatolia	and	the	Balkans.	As	a	result	of	the	O�oman	loss	of
Romania	and	periodic	insurrec�ons	in	the	Balkans,	some	of	the	freight	revenue	associated	with	these	regions	was
lost.	In	addi�on,	Armenian	revolts	in	Istanbul	and	Anatolia	had	a	nega�ve	impact	on	Istanbul’s	economy,	indirectly
affec�ng	the	company’s	revenues.	Due	to	all	of	these	reasons,	from	the	end	of	the	1880s	to	the	early	1900s	the
company’s	passenger	and	commodity	transporta�on	revenues	in	Istanbul	followed	a	fluctua�ng	and	ul�mately
declining	course.	By	this	�me,	the	commercial	ac�vi�es	of	Messageries	Mari�mes	in	Istanbul	consisted	only	of	the
transporta�on	of	passenger,	commodi�es	and	post.	Passenger	and	commodity	revenues	between	1881	and	1883	for
the	Istanbul	agency	can	be	seen	in	Table	3.

Table	4-	Messageries	Mari�mes’	passenger	and	commodity	freight	revenue	in	Istanbul,	between	1901	and	1913

Year Postal	route	round	trip Commercial	route	round	trip Total

Passenger Commodity Passenger Commodity General

Number Revenue
(Francs)

Parcel Revenue
(Francs)

Number Revenue
(Francs)

Parcel Revenue
(Francs)

Revenue
(Francs)

1901
1902
1903
1904
1905
1906
1907
1908
1909
1910
1911
1912
1913

7.580
7.034
5.978
4.892
7.370
7.286
7.557
8.568
9.648
13.213
11.485
9.375
11.538

294.568
292.040
265.309
205.870
355.110
322.044
342.736
356.788
440.835
600.016
606.267
411.973
471.073

53.976
56.493
29.693
19.569
25.947
37.767
37.038
30.259
37.136
42.559
74.399
21.399
2.634

102.793
90.020
70.429
65.659
100.711
115.649
116.239
98.350
138.632
193.949
190.751
115.105
162.143

1.974
2.809
2.937
2.194
2.793
3.455
3.727
3.393
3.349
4.385
2.911
4.309
7.825

54.450
89.467
92.590
69.123
87.600
114.682
108.681
91.458
100.216
118.610
98.897
146.470
228.992

28.398
48.008
49.075
57.922
67.320
89.976
112.916
83.508
87.206
62.520
81.055
108.573
6.363

96.330
136.954
234.451
308.968
320.839
290.527
316.786
240.070
355.458
317.695
262.040
262.040
373.873

548.141
608.481
662.779
649.620
864.260
842.902
884.442
786.666
1.035.141
1.230.270
1.157.955
935.588
1.236.081

Source:	AFL.	1997-002-4404,	Compagnie	de	Messageries	Mari�mes	Agence	de	Constan�nople,	Rapport	Général	de
Service	Exercice	1910,	1912,	1921	Chapitre	4,	Trafic.

The	compe��on	between	the	Istanbul	agency	and	other	steamboat	transporta�on	companies	differed	according	to
the	route.	The	company	competed	with	the	Austrian	Lloyd	and	the	Italian	companies	on	the	Piraeus	route,	while	on
the	Odessa	route	they	faced	the	Russian	Steam	Naviga�on	and	Trading	Company;	their	compe�tors	were	the
Russian	and	Khedivate	companies	on	the	Syrian	route. 	Even	though	Austrian	Lloyd	and	the	Italian	companies	made
regular	weekly	voyages	to	Thessaly	and	Piraeus,	the	Messageries	Mari�mes	made	voyages	on	this	route	once	every
fi�een	days. 	In	order	to	increase	its	revenues,	the	Istanbul	agency	decided	to	organize	addi�onal	voyages;	it	also
signed	an	agreement	in	1883	with	companies	that	were	working	on	the	Thessaly	route	to	fix	prices	for	deck
passengers.

This	1881	agreement,	signed	with	Austrian	Lloyd,	French	Paquet	(Compagnie	de	Naviga�on	Paquet),	İdare-i	Mahsusa
(State	Steamboat	Management)	and	the	Russian	transporta�on	companies	with	whom	the	Istanbul	agency	was
compe�ng	on	the	Istanbul,	Samsun,	Trabzon	route,	greatly	increased	the	company’s	revenues	along	this	route. 	The
Messageries	Mari�mes	greatest	rival	was	the	Russian	transporta�on	company	on	the	Odessa	route;	this	was	a	route
that	the	company	used	to	ship	grain.	As	the	compe��on	along	the	route	dras�cally	decreased	the	freight	revenue,	in
1883	the	amount	of	annual	voyages	was	decreased	from	forty-nine	to	twenty-three. 	The	Istanbul	agency	was	also
in	compe��on	with	the	Russian	company	on	the	Syrian	route.	Because	the	Messageries	carried	passengers	to	Syria
via	İzmir	instead	of	a	more	direct	route,	this	journey	was	not	a�rac�ve	to	passengers;	they	preferred	a	Russian
company	which	made	direct	voyages	once	every	two	weeks. 	Although	the	freight	revenues	of	the	Messageries
Mari�mes	in	Istanbul	declined	in	the	early	1900s,	they	started	to	rise	again	a�er	1908.
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Table	5-	1909-1912	arasında	İstanbul’a	en	fazla	un	taşıyan	yabancı	şirketler

Companies 1909
(Sacks)

1910
(Sacks)

1911
(Sacks)

1912
(Sacks)

Messageries	Mari�mes
Paquet

Fraissinet
Germans

250.833
102.104
47.664
42.139

130.090
122.704
27.890
5.	461

87.818
41.745
5.128
3.975

37.750
28.247
500
---

Source:	AFL.	1997	002	4404,	Compagnie	de	Messageries	Mari�mes	Agence	de	Constan�nople,	Rapport	Général	de
Service	Exercice	1910,	1912,	Chapitre	4,	Trafic.

Most	of	the	Istanbul	agency’s	freight	revenue	came	from	passenger	transport.	While	the	passengers	carried	by	the
company’s	steamboats	from	other	regions	to	Istanbul	were	mostly	deck	passengers,	two-thirds	of	the	passengers
embarking	from	Istanbul	were	first	and	second	class	cabin	passengers. 	The	Messageries	Mari�mes	exported	silk,
silk	chrysalis,	second	class	silk,	wool,	wine,	olive	oil,	tobacco,	rags,	hardwood,	beeswax,	salts,	aniseed,	toads,	horn,
mohair,	leather,	chickens,	opium,	eggs,	hazelnuts,	beans	and	other	goods	from	Istanbul.	The	company	also	imported
flour,	co�on,	dresses,	hats,	silk,	oil,	shoes,	fabric	scraps,	perfume,	hardware,	alcoholic	beverages,	sugar,	tea,	coffee,
building	materials,	nails,	bolts,	cutlery,	porcelain	and	�les. 	A	large	por�on	of	these	products	were	procured	from
Marmara	and	Mudanya.	Star�ng	in	1902,	with	the	establishment	of	direct	but	irregular	commercial	voyages,	firstly
between	Mudanya	and	Hamburg,	and	later	between	Le	Havre	and	northern	European	harbor	ci�es,	the	steamboats
of	the	Messageries	Mari�mes	started	to	make	voyages	at	irregular	intervals	to	Mudanya.

As	the	most	populous	city	in	the	O�oman	State,	Istanbul’s	commerce	was	based	more	on	import.	Istanbul’s	need	for
food	was	met	by	the	Rumelian	and	Anatolian	railroads;	however,	with	regula�ons	that	were	introduced	in	different
periods	in	order	to	equalize	internal	and	external	custom	tariffs,	the	food	requirements	started	to	be	met	more
easily	and	cheaply	via	sea	transporta�on.

Table	6-	Post	carried	from	Istanbul	by	the	postal	delivery	companies	between	1906	and	1912

Year Messageries
(Parcels)

Lloyd
(Parcels)

O�oman	Company
(Parcels)

German	Company
(Parcels)

1906
1907
1908
1909
1910
1911
1912

1.918
1.863
1.520
1.074
2.106
1.723
1.744

-
505
843
708
1.076
628
1.217

-
309
957
1.022
1.190
781
676

1.445
1.216
1.975
1.174
951
1.557

-

Source:	AFL.	1997	002	4404,	Compagnie	de	Messageries	Mari�mes	Agence	de	Constan�nople,	Rapport	Général	de
Service	Exercice	1910,	1911,	1912,	Chapitre	4,	Trafic.

The	Messageries	Mari�mes	was	one	of	the	leading	companies	in	the	transporta�on	of	food	products	like	flour	and
livestock	to	Istanbul.	The	company’s	steamboats	procured	the	grain	they	transported	to	Istanbul	from	Russian	or
Danube	ports	or	some�mes	from	Mersin,	İskenderun	(grain	from	Konya)	or	the	Marseille	ports.	For	this	reason,
products	that	were	declared	as	import	freight	by	the	agency	were	some�mes	bought	from	abroad,	or	from	different
provinces. 	The	most	important	reason	why	Istanbul	imported	flour	and	not	grain	was	the	high	cost	of	transpor�ng
and	storing	the	grain,	purchased	at	a	reasonable	price,	which	was	sent	to	Istanbul	from	distant	regions.	For	example,
at	the	start	of	the	1900s,	one	kg	of	wheat	could	be	transported	to	Istanbul	from	Constanta	at	eight	kuruş	and	from
the	steamboat	to	the	mill	at	twelve	kuruş.	Because	of	these	prices,	the	importa�on	of	flour	was	more	a�rac�ve.
The	transport	of	processed	flour	by	the	Istanbul	agency	of	the	Messageries	Mari�mes	increased	significantly	a�er
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1908.	The	need	for	flour	in	Istanbul	increased	to	such	an	extent	that	almost	all	of	sea	transporta�on	companies
started	to	transport	flour	a�er	1908. 	The	amount	of	flour	carried	by	the	companies	which	played	an	important	role
in	sa�sfying	Istanbul’s	need	between	1909	and	1912	can	be	seen	in	Table	5.

Another	commercial	item	that	made	up	a	significant	share	of	the	company’s	Istanbul	imports	was	ca�le.	Their
steamboats	carried	3,979	ca�le	to	Istanbul	in	1909,	5,569	in	1910,	2,634	in	1911	and	4,535	in	1912. 	Messageries
Mari�mes	also	took	revenue	from	items	other	than	passengers	and	commodi�es. 	The	amount	of	post	shipped	by
the	Istanbul	agency	was	another	important	source	of	revenue	for	the	company.	Post	carried	by	the	four	large
steamboat	transporta�on	companies	that	were	in	compe��on	for	postal	delivery	in	Istanbul	between	the	years	of
1906	and	1912	can	be	seen	in	Table	6.

The	post	revenues	of	the	Messageries	Mari�mes	were	309,000	francs	in	1908,	368,000	francs	in	1909,	477,000
francs	in	1910,	601,650	francs	in	1911,	and	814,000	francs	in	1912. 	In	addi�on,	the	agency	earned	income	from	the
debarka�on	of	passengers	and	commodi�es,	and	benefited	from	the	exchange	rate	difference;	however,	they	had
numerous	expenses	that	had	to	be	taken	account	of,	such	as	coal,	traffic,	hospitals,	ligh�ng,	repairs,	mooring	tax,
worker	and	bargeman	salaries,	and	payments	to	middlemen	for	the	supply	of	passengers	and	commodi�es.
Armenian	merchants	like	the	Kassapian	Brothers,	the	Gülbenkyan	Brothers,	Essefian,	Uncıyan,	Karagözyan,
Mazlumiyan,	Arslanian,	Telfelyan	and	Basmacıyan	provided	the	company	with	passengers	and	commodi�es.

The	company’s	Istanbul-based	routes	were	divided	into	two	parts:	postal	and	trade.	These	routes	were	designated
some�mes	according	to	the	poli�cal	interests	of	France,	while	at	other	�mes	they	were	designated	according	to	the
economic	interests	of	the	Messageries	Mari�mes.	Due	to	this	variety	of	interests,	the	passenger	and	commodity
revenues	of	the	company	on	Istanbul-based	routes	showed	huge	fluctua�on	while	it	operated	from	the	Istanbul
harbor	between	1852	and	1913.	Because	Messageries	Mari�mes	was	also	France’s	economic	representa�ve	in	the
eastern	Mediterranean	and	the	Black	Sea,	it	campaigned	for	influence	in	Istanbul	and	its	hinterland	to	ensure	the
commercial	interests	of	France.
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