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Introduction 

This is a camel story, but not just one of exotic animals brought to the American desert. It 

is the story of Hadji Ali, an Ottoman subject recruited in the 1850s to serve in the US Camel 

Corps, a short-lived military experiment aiming to adapt Middle Eastern logistical expertise to 

the arid landscapes of the American Southwest. Known in American lore as “Hi Jolly,” Ali has 

often been remembered as a colorful footnote in frontier history, a curious foreigner who 

outlived his camels and died in obscurity. 

But beneath this folkloric afterimage lies a richer, more complex narrative, one that sheds 

light on early entanglements between the United States and the Middle East. Long before the 

Middle East became a theater for American military intervention and arms transfers, it was the 

United States that turned to the region for logistical expertise, importing camels, and with them, 

camel drivers, knowledge systems, and human actors like Hadji Ali. In this ironic reversal of 

modern patterns, the US imported Middle Eastern tools of empire, rather than exporting its own. 

Ali’s identity as a convert of Greek and Syrian descent, in the multiethnic Ottoman city of İzmir, 

adds further complexity to his position. As a Muslim convert and Ottoman subject working for 

the US Army during a time of growing sectional tensions and looming civil war, Ali stood at the 

intersection of religious, racial, and imperial fault lines. His life unfolded during a transformative 

period for both empires. In the Ottoman context, the Tanzimat reforms, including the Reform 

Edict of 1856 (Islahat Fermanı), sought to secure civil equality among Muslims and non-

Muslims and to modernize the state in response to internal unrest and European pressures. 

According to the classical narrative, the Ottomans were already reflecting on their military 

degradation starting from the late seventeenth century, and they took certain measures and 

initiated reforms to change the structure of their army, a framing that does not fully capture the 

continued circulation of Ottoman military and logistical expertise beyond imperial borders. This 

does not suggest that camels functioned as an alternative to industrial technologies such as 

steamships or rifled artillery; rather, it highlights the persistence of domain-specific forms of 

logistical expertise that operated alongside industrial modernity, particularly in environments 

where mechanized transport remained limited. 
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The aftermath of the Crimean War (1853–1856), often considered a prelude to modern 

global warfare, intensified these shifts in the Ottoman military system. The war catalyzed 

military innovation and exposed the Ottoman Empire to European strategic interests and 

technological standards, prompting reforms in logistics and military labor, precisely the domain 

in which camel handlers like Ali operated. Yet the camel, paradoxically, appeared as a 

premodern tool in an age increasingly animated by railroads, rifled artillery, and telegraphs. 

Meanwhile, Europe and the Mediterranean were witnessing a wave of popular unrest and 

experimentation with labor, industrialization, and new models of public administration. In this 

climate, new ideas of labor discipline and political economy circulated across borders. Ali’s 

trajectory intersects with these shifting paradigms, particularly the imperial use of specialized 

mobile labor, a practice increasingly formalized through colonial infrastructures. 

At the same time, the US was entering its own crisis of identity. The 1850s were marked 

by growing sectionalism, debates over slavery, and the looming catastrophe of civil war. As Ali 

arrived in the Southwest, the United States was deeply embroiled in defining who counted as 

human, citizen, and free. The legal and cultural infrastructure of slavery shaped not only the 

experiences of African Americans, but also how foreigners were racialized and understood. Ali, 

as a brown-skinned, non-Christian foreigner whose labor was enlisted by the US military, existed 

within a system where racial hierarchies were violently enforced and intimately tied to national 

identity. He operated in a society where whiteness, Protestantism, and property ownership were 

interwoven with full civic participation, while racialized laborers, whether enslaved or 

contracted, were essential yet excluded. 

This paper builds on the intersection of transimperial history, critical migration studies, 

and race-labor regimes to frame Hadji Ali’s experience as a product of overlapping imperial 

infrastructures. Transimperial studies, particularly as developed by Jane Burbank and Frederick 

Cooper, help us view Ali’s mobility not through the lens of national migration, but as part of 

imperial labor logistics that linked the Ottoman Empire and the expanding United States through 

frontier experimentation and colonial knowledge transfer.1 Rather than viewing migration as a 

linear journey from periphery to center, this framework emphasizes the circulation of expertise, 

labor, and subjugated actors across fluid imperial boundaries. 

Critical migration theory, especially Nicholas De Genova’s concept of “migration as 

method,” also shapes this analysis. Migration is treated not merely as a consequence of structural 

forces but as a performative and improvisational mode of inquiry, describing how migrants 

negotiate value, belonging, and survival in uncertain geopolitical terrains.2 Ali’s journey 

exemplifies this: neither a refugee nor a settler, he occupied a liminal status as military laborer, 

technical specialist, and frontier entrepreneur. 

To understand Ali’s shifting identity, from Greek Christian to Ottoman Muslim to 

American citizen, the paper draws on the theory of “liminality” and “ambiguous agency,” 

concepts articulated by Ann Laura Stoler and Radhika Mongia in studies of colonial 

intermediaries.3 Ali was not fully silenced, nor fully empowered; his presence was functional yet 

disposable, visible yet racialized and narratively distorted. His historical trace exists largely 

 
1 Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper, Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of Difference (Princeton 
University Press, 2010), 1-22. 
2 Nicholas De Genova, “Migrant ‘Illegality’ and Deportability in Everyday Life,” International Migration Review 

35, no. 2 (2002): 420–423. 
3 Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense (Princeton 

University Press, 2009), 1–17; Radhika Viyas Mongia, Indian Migration and Empire: A Colonial Genealogy of the 

Modern State (Duke University Press, 2018), 1–25. 
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through state utility and posthumous myth. For this, this study proposes the term peripheral 

agency to describe actors like Ali: figures whose constrained choices nonetheless produced 

negotiations of power, movement, and meaning in interstitial zones of empire. Unlike classical 

notions of subaltern silence, peripheral agency, as I use the term here, emphasizes not 

voicelessness but tactical improvisation. It captures how marginalized actors, though constrained 

by imperial structures, negotiated survival, mobility, and recognition through adaptive strategies 

rather than passive endurance. 

By foregrounding these frameworks, this paper interprets Ali’s story as a diagnostic of 

nineteenth-century imperial labor regimes, race-making practices, and infrastructural 

experimentation. His life underscores that migration was not always a path to inclusion, but often 

a technique of survival and partial recognition within volatile imperial formations. 

I. Transimperial Infrastructures and the Making of the US Camel Corps 

First, I will examine the formation of the US Camel Corps not as a curious American 

adventure, but as an instance of imperial knowledge transfer where Hadji Ali emerges as a key 

figure in the logistics of US expansion. The mid-nineteenth century United States was a state in 

motion, expanding westward through conquest and negotiation, laying down railroads, and 

navigating the logistical challenges of empire-building across desert terrain. One such challenge 

was the arid expanse of the American Southwest, where US military officials, notably Secretary 

of War Jefferson Davis, turned to the Ottoman Empire and North Africa for a unique solution: 

the camel. This initiative was spearheaded by Davis, who, a few years later, would become 

President of the Confederate States during the US Civil War. His dual role, as both an early 

modernizer of US military logistics and a committed champion of slavery, underscores the 

complex entanglement between frontier expansion, racialized labor practices, and the structures 

of settler empire that shaped Ali’s recruitment. The establishment of the US Camel Corps in the 

1850s emerged from this experimental military logic. The Camel Corps was not simply a 

curiosity, but part of a larger transimperial circuit of expertise and logistical improvisation. 

Jefferson Davis, who was impressed by reports of camels’ endurance in the deserts of North 

Africa and the Levant, authorized a military initiative to test their viability as pack animals in US 

territories acquired through the Mexican-American War. This effort brought US officers like 

Major Henry Wayne and Lieutenant David Dixon Porter into contact with Ottoman and 

Mediterranean ports, particularly Izmir, Cairo, and Tunis, centers of camel-breeding and 

expertise.4 

Following the US victory in the Mexican-American War (1846–1848), the nation 

incorporated vast western territories, including modern Arizona, California, Nevada, Utah, 

Colorado, and New Mexico, through what contemporaries called the “Mexican cession.” The 

1849 discovery of gold in California unleashed a massive east-to-west migration of settlers 

seeking new fortunes, while the federal government faced the logistical crisis of securing, 

 
4 U.S. War Department, Reports Upon the Purchase, Importation, and Use of Camels and Dromedaries, to Be 
Employed for Military Purposes (Washington, DC: GPO, 1857). This contains Davis’s own authorization, the 

detailed 1856 orders to Major Wayne, and the list of ports (Smyrna, Cairo, Tunis) where camels and cameleers were 

procured. Beale, Edward Fitzgerald, Wagon Road from Fort Defiance to the Colorado River (Washington, DC: US 

Government Printing Office, 1929), p. 36–38., records Davis’s instructions and the roles of Wayne and Porter in the 

Mediterranean purchasing mission. Faulk, Odie B. The U.S. Camel Corps: An Army Experiment (Oxford University 

Press, 1976), ch. 1, provides a succinct overview of Davis’s interest and the initial trans-Mediterranean procurement. 
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surveying, and supplying these arid frontiers.5 As Sönmez notes, this expansion was 

accompanied by harsh environmental conditions such as deserts, mountains, and hostile 

Indigenous resistance that rendered traditional transport systems inadequate. In this context, the 

importation of camels and their Ottoman handlers constituted not merely a technological 

experiment but a transimperial labor intervention into a settler-colonial project. Hadji Ali and his 

fellow camel drivers entered US service as paid foreign specialists enlisted to facilitate the 

military occupation and infrastructural domestication of newly conquered lands. Their expertise, 

while indispensable, was harnessed to advance a colonial modernization scheme that transformed 

annexed Mexican and Indigenous territories into administratively governable spaces. The 

paradox, therefore, is that Ali, a subject of another empire, became an auxiliary participant in the 

United States’ own imperial expansion, an itinerant worker embedded within the very machinery 

of settler colonialism.6 

Securing camels proved far more complicated than Jefferson Davis’s plan implied. When 

Major Henry Wayne and Lieutenant David Dixon Porter reached the Ottoman domains in late 

1855, they found that nearly every suitable animal had already been requisitioned for the 

Crimean War. Contemporary reports noted more than three thousand single-humped camels in 

active service in Crimea, with additional imports planned.7 Because of this wartime demand, the 

Ottoman government imposed strict restrictions, effectively an export ban, on the sale or transfer 

of camels without explicit authorization from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Hariciye 

Nezâreti). Archival documents show that the US Legation had to petition directly for an 

exception: in a note dated 10 November 1855, the US requested permission to buy about thirty 

camels and to receive four as a royal gift.8 The approval of the Ottoman government’s executive 

branch, (known colloquially as the Sublime Porte) issued on 12 November 1855, temporarily 

lifted the restriction and allowed the delegation to purchase animals in Izmir.9 As Sönmez 

emphasizes, the entire US Camel Corps thus hinged on a wartime diplomatic waiver, a 

negotiated suspension of Ottoman military policy that transformed a local logistical shortage into 

a transimperial transaction.10 

In 1855, following congressional approval secured by Secretary of War Jefferson Davis, 

the US War Department dispatched Major Henry C. Wayne and Lieutenant David Dixon Porter 

to the Mediterranean to acquire camels and recruit experienced handlers. Their voyage 

(documented in The Purchase of Camels for the Purposes of Military Transportation - 1857) took 

them from Spezia (Italy) to Tunis, Egypt, Malta, Izmir, and Istanbul, where they collaborated 

with Ottoman officials to secure animals and expertise. In Izmir, they met several camel drivers, 

among them Hadji Ali, who agreed to accompany the US supply ship U.S.S. Supply to Indianola, 

Texas in 1856.11 Ottoman archival sources corroborate these exchanges: a note from the Hariciye 

 
5 Clyde Lammons, “The U.S. Army’s Camel Corps,” Quartermaster Review 37 (1957): 20–21. 
6 Ali Sönmez, “Amerika’da Deve Birliğinin Kurulması ve Bir Osmanlı Deve Sürücüsü Hacı Ali (Hi Jolly) [The 

Formation of the Camel Corps in America and an Ottoman Camel Driver Hadji Ali]” Uluslararası Sosyal 

Araştırmalar Dergisi 13, no. 71, 2020, 288. 
7 Walter L. Fleming, “Jefferson Davis’s Camel Experiment,” Popular Science Monthly 74 (1909), 145. 
8 Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivi (BOA - Ottoman Archives of the Prime Ministry), İrâde Hâriciye (I.HR -Imperial 
Decrees, Foreign Affairs) 125/6309 Lef 1 (10 Nov 1855). 
9 BOA İ.HR 125/6309 Lef 2 (12 Nov 1855). 
10 Sönmez, “The Formation of the Camel Corps in America and an Ottoman Camel Driver Hadji Ali (Hi Jolly),” 

289–290. 
11 U.S. War Department, Reports upon the Purchase, Importation, and Use of Camels and Dromedaries to Be 

Employed for Military Purposes (Government Printing Office, 1857), 45–48, 98, 156, 192. 
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Nezâreti to the US Embassy dated 10 November 1855 and subsequent correspondence on 12 

November and 19 November 1855 confirm that the Ottoman Sublime Porte authorized both 

camel exports and local logistical assistance.12 This highlights how Ottoman participation was 

not incidental but diplomatically coordinated, making  Hadji Ali’s recruitment part of a state-

mediated exchange between empires rather than an individual adventure.13 

The diplomatic nature of the camel project was further underscored when Sultan 

Abdülmecid personally gifted six camels to the US government. Originally, four were promised 

in 1855, but due to wartime shortages and transport delays, they were not ready for the first 

voyage of U.S.S. Supply. During the second expedition, in 1856, US envoy Gwynn Harris Heap 

received the six camels in Izmir, as recorded in Porter’s report of 15 November 1856.14 Ottoman 

archival correspondence confirms this episode in detail, noting the Porte’s authorization to 

purchase and ceremonially present several camels to the American delegation, as well as the 

subsequent acceptance of two rifles offered in return to the Sultan.15 As Sönmez observes, this 

exchange represented a form of mid-nineteenth-century Ottoman soft diplomacy, an act of 

mutual imperial display in which material gifts and technological curiosity became instruments 

of prestige. The gesture signaled not only goodwill but also the empire’s intention to project 

itself as a modern, cooperative, and scientifically engaged power. As Sönmez notes, this act was 

celebrated in American reports as evidence of imperial friendship and shared curiosity in modern 

transport technologies.16 Yet for the Ottomans, it also affirmed their role as facilitators of global 

innovation, demonstrating how an empire often stereotyped as “backward” could actively 

contribute to transcontinental modernization efforts. For Hadji Ali, these transactions were not 

distant political acts but the very context through which his journey was made possible: his labor 

circulated within the gift economy of imperial modernity. 

It was within this transimperial labor exchange that Hadji Ali entered the picture. 

Recruited in Smyrna in the mid-1850s, Ali was among a small group of camel drivers hired to 

accompany the imported animals to Texas and train US soldiers in their handling. Yet, his duties 

extended beyond camel handling: he oversaw training, interpreted camel behavior for officers 

unfamiliar with desert logistics, and functioned as a linguistic and technical mediator between 

imperial contexts. His prior experience in camel training made him an ideal technical 

intermediary.17 In this role, Ali was neither a passive laborer nor a fully autonomous actor. He 

was, rather, a specialist recruited into the heart of an imperial experiment. 

 
12 BOA. Hâriciye Mektubî Kalemi (HR.MKT -Ministry of Foreign Affairs Correspondence Office) 127/66 (8 Nov. 

1855); BOA.HR.MKT 161/58 (29 Dec. 1855); –BOA.İ.DH 362/23995 (10 Nov. 1855). 
13 Sönmez, “The Formation of the Camel Corps” 289–291. 
14 U.S. War Department, Reports upon the Purchase, 192. 
15 BOA HR.MKT 161/58, fols. 2–3 (1–2 Oct. 1856); BOA.HR.MKT 162/48 (8 Oct. 1856); BOA. İrâde Dâhiliye 

(I.DH - Imperial Decrees, Internal Affairs) 362/23995, fols. 1–3 (10 Nov. 1855); BOA. Sadâret Amedî Kalemi 

(A.AMD - Grand Vizier’s Amedi Office / Council of State Registers) 72/95 (Dec. 1855). 
16 Sönmez, 290-291 
17 Some secondary sources, including Steve Frangos (2006) and Ilahiane (2016), claim that he fought in Algiers 

together with French army in 1830s during the French colonization of Algeria. Yet, historically, its unlikelihood is 
high since he was born in 1828, and he was reverted to Islam. The source of the confusion, in my opinion, comes 

from another Hajj Ali who lived before our camel handler: Hadji Ali, the Dey of Algiers, active earlier in the 19th 

century. Yet, this earlier Ali was not in French Army, naturally. Therefore, this detail should be considered inaccurate 

or at least historically unsubstantiated. Steve Brown (2021), however, notes a separate incident clearly reflecting 

Ali’s sympathies for France: in 1871, during the Franco-Prussian War, Ali expressed his emotional support for the 

French cause by dramatically disrupting a German picnic celebration near Los Angeles upon learning of France's 
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The logistical rationale behind the Camel Corps aligned with broader nineteenth-century 

practices of militarized innovation and labor extraction across empires. Burbank and Cooper 

have emphasized that empires often functioned through pragmatic borrowing across imperial 

lines, especially when experimenting with frontier governance. The US turn to Ottoman camel 

expertise exemplifies this. Ali, as a mobile laborer embedded in this exchange, thus becomes a 

node in the wider circuitry of transimperial logistics, a precursor to the more formalized global 

labor migrations of the later nineteenth century. 

Archival records from the US War Department’s Reports Upon the Purchase and Use of 

Camels (1857) provide valuable documentation of the initiative, including details on camel 

endurance, veterinary conditions, and the specific expertise provided by handlers like Ali. These 

reports, alongside journals kept by Edward Beale, help establish that the camel drivers were not 

only laborers but also carriers of embodied knowledge crucial to the Corps’ temporary success.18 

Historical studies by Odie B. Faulk (1976) and Harlan D. Fowler (1950) reinforce the narrative 

of the Camel Corps as a serious logistical experiment driven by Enlightenment ideals of rational 

empire-building and frontier adaptation. 

The camel experiment also reflects a broader imperial imaginary that blurred the line 

between tool and laborer. As Walter L. Fleming observed in his early twentieth-century study of 

Jefferson Davis’s project, the military elite’s desire for “Oriental” solutions paradoxically 

masked its reliance on the very human expertise that made those technologies viable.19 Scholars 

like David Arnold have noted that imperial states often instrumentalized non-Western technical 

knowledge while occluding the figures who supplied it, camels were remembered, camel drivers 

largely forgotten.20 

Yet the Camel Corps also reflects the tensions of such experimentation. Despite the initial 

success of camels in transporting goods across desert landscapes, the project faltered due to 

bureaucratic resistance, internal military skepticism, and the outbreak of the Civil War. The 

camels, and the labor that accompanied them, were ultimately rendered obsolete by 

infrastructural change and strategic realignment. Ali’s expertise was valuable but temporally 

bound; his function outlived its imperial usefulness. 

Still, the story of the Camel Corps and Hadji Ali’s role within it reveals how nineteenth-

century empires operated through layered interdependence, temporary alliances, and 

improvisational uses of foreign knowledge. This work positions Ali not simply as a migrant or 

adventurer, but as an agent of imperial knowledge exchange, situated at the intersection of 

Ottoman modernity and American frontier ambition. This cross-imperial mobility culminated not 

only in Ali's service to the US Army but also in his eventual legal transformation: he was 

naturalized as a US citizen in 1880. While this development might suggest formal inclusion into 

 
defeat. This incident demonstrates Ali’s identification with French interests at that specific historical moment but 

does not imply earlier military service under French command. 
18 Edward Fitzgerald Beale, Wagon Road from Fort Defiance to the Colorado River (U.S. Government Printing 

Office, 1929), 15. 
19 Walter Lynwood Fleming, Documentary History of Reconstruction: Political, Military, Social, Religious, 

Educational, and Industrial, 1865 to the Present Time (Arthur H. Clark Company, 1909). 
20 David Arnold, Science, Technology, and Medicine in Colonial India (Cambridge University Press, 2000), 211–
212. David Arnold’s this work on colonial science and technology in India offers a close parallel to the dynamics we 

see in the US Camel Corps experiment. In his book, he shows how the British administration systematically 

appropriated indigenous technical know-how–ranging from tropical medicine to veterinary practices–while effacing 

the very experts who made these innovations possible. This mirrors how US military leaders valorized the camel as 

a symbol of “Oriental” endurance but largely erased the Camel Corps’ handlers–men like Hadji Ali–from the official 

narrative. 
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the American civic order, its long-term effects were limited. As later sections show, Ali’s 

naturalization did not grant him military recognition, secure employment, or post-service care. 

Rather, it exemplifies how imperial and settler-colonial systems could extend selective 

recognition while preserving structural marginalization.21 Yet Ali’s background and expertise 

were not shaped solely by American needs. His trajectory reflects the transformations underway 

in the Ottoman world, where race, religion, and reform redefined what it meant to be a subject of 

empire. 

II. Ottoman Reforms and the Shifting Boundaries of Subjecthood 

To understand Hadji Ali’s mobility and eventual participation in a US military 

experiment, it is crucial to explore the imperial setting in which he was formed. Born in Smyrna 

(modern-day Izmir), a vibrant Ottoman port city characterized by ethnic and religious multitude, 

Hadji Ali came from a mixed background, his father was a Syrian Arab Christian, and his mother 

was Greek. As a young adult, he converted to Islam and later performed the pilgrimage to 

Mecca, after which he adopted the honorific title “Hadji.” This layered religious and ethnic 

identity situated him within a broader Ottoman milieu of shifting boundaries between 

confessional belonging, imperial service, and port city pluralism. Ali came of age during a period 

of profound political, institutional, and ideological transition within the Ottoman Empire. The 

Ottoman state of the mid-nineteenth was not in stagnation but in transformation, a period driven 

by both internal reform and external pressures. 

The Tanzimat reforms (1839–1876), beginning with the Gülhane Edict of 1839 and 

culminating in the Islahat Fermanı of 1856, sought to reorganize the empire’s military, legal, 

and administrative institutions. These reforms promised equality among Muslim and non-

Muslim subjects and aimed to secure imperial loyalty through the redefinition of citizenship as a 

status detached from religion.22 For figures like Ali, who was born a Greek Christian but 

converted to Islam, these reforms opened contradictory pathways: while they theoretically 

expanded inclusion, they also hardened categories of identity within a modernizing state 

concerned with surveillance, uniformity, and centralization. 

The Crimean War (1853–1856) provided both a justification and an acceleration of these 

reforms. As the Ottoman Empire fought alongside Britain and France against Russia, it became 

both a military partner and a laboratory of European scrutiny. The war exposed the Ottoman 

military’s logistical shortcomings but also its capacity to adapt and modernize. Figures like Hadji 

Ali, trained in camel management for imperial supply purposes, were products of this 

hybridizing context: shaped by imperial reform, military rationalization, and the growing 

importance of mobile, specialized labor. 

Moreover, Smyrna itself, Ali’s city of origin, was not a peripheral space but a 

Mediterranean hub of commerce and cosmopolitanism. It was a place where Ottoman 

subjecthood was constantly negotiated across lines of language, ethnicity, and confessional 

belonging. The city’s merchant networks, schools, and consular institutions offered exposure to 

multiple imperial cultures. For a Greek convert to Islam, this setting offered both opportunity and 

 
21 Hsain Ilahiane, “Not just ‘Immigrants’: 3 Arab-Americans Central to American History,” Informed Comment, 

January 26, 2016, https://www.juancole.com/2016/01/not-just-immigrants-3-arab-americans-central-to-american-

history.html.  
22 M. Şükrü Hanioğlu, A Brief History of the Late Ottoman Empire (Princeton University Press, 2008), 74–85. 

https://www.juancole.com/2016/01/not-just-immigrants-3-arab-americans-central-to-american-history.html
https://www.juancole.com/2016/01/not-just-immigrants-3-arab-americans-central-to-american-history.html
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instability, as shifting imperial ideologies of loyalty and orthodoxy were redefined in light of the 

Tanzimat.23 

It is within this milieu that Hadji Ali’s transformation into a military laborer must be 

understood. As Julia Clancy-Smith argues in her work on North African and Mediterranean 

mobility, conversion and imperial service were often less about static identity and more about 

negotiating access to networks, labor opportunities, and protection in liminal port 

environments.24 Smyrna, like Tunis, functioned as a node of both imperial control and imperial 

slippage, where figures like Ali could simultaneously reinforce and escape normative categories 

of Ottoman subjecthood. His decision to convert to Islam and later participate in the hajj, thus 

becoming “Hadji” Ali, reflects not just a religious turn but a strategic positioning within the 

Ottoman social and military order. Ironically, the same imperial strategies of tactical inclusion 

that Ali leveraged in the Ottoman world— conversion, service, mobility— would mirror those he 

later utilized in the United States, where he also obtained citizenship in 1880, though with 

similarly conditional consequences. In an empire redefining loyalty, confession, and competence 

through reformist lenses, conversion could secure certain privileges or forms of inclusion, 

especially in military service or technical roles.25 Yet, this inclusion was never absolute; Ali 

remained a figure marked by ambiguity, a religious convert, a mobile subject, a camel handler 

caught between patronage and marginality. 

Understanding Hadji Ali as a product of Tanzimat-era imperial transformation thus 

resituates his migration to the United States not as a singular act of departure but as a 

continuation of imperial mobility. His recruitment into the Camel Corps appears less as a rupture 

and more like a redirection within broader transimperial labor circuits. The same empire that 

reformed its army and administration by looking west also inadvertently produced figures who 

would carry that expertise into other imperial settings. Ali was one such carrier, not just of 

camels, but of imperial technique, logistical experience, and the entangled contradictions of 

nineteenth-century Ottoman modernity. 

Following De Genova's argument, drawing on Sassen, that migrations 'are not 

autonomous processes' but are actively 'produced and patterned' by states' own legal and 

institutional regimes, we can observe that movement across state boundaries often emerges from 

within states rather than outside them.26 The Ottoman Empire, in its attempt to streamline 

military logistics and centralize state authority, created zones of mobilization that equipped 

subjects like Ali with technical know-how and transferable labor identities. These figures, 

positioned at the threshold of state inclusion and exclusion, can be described as the paradox of 

liberal imperialism: a mode of governance that grants visibility through discipline while 

preserving systemic ambiguity. Ali’s ability to traverse military, religious, and geographic 

frontiers was not incidental, it was a structural feature of imperial reform regimes that extended 

precarious inclusion to mobile, skilled intermediaries. Thus, Ali’s Ottoman background was not 

a prelude to migration but an active site of imperial formation, making him both a product and a 

carrier of Ottoman modernity across borders. 

 
23 Selim Deringil, The Well-Protected Domains: Ideology and the Legitimation of Power in the Ottoman Empire, 
1876–1909 (I.B. Tauris, 1998), 5–9. 
24 Julia Clancy-Smith, Mediterraneans: North Africa and Europe in an Age of Migration, c. 1800–1900 (University 

of California Press, 2010), 58–59. 
25 Bruce Masters, Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Arab World: The Roots of Sectarianism (Cambridge 

University Press, 2001), 133–151. 
26 De Genova, “Migrant ‘Illegality’ and Deportability,” 424. 
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III. Race, Labor, and the Civil War-Era United States 

Hadji Ali’s arrival in the United States coincided with a period of intense social upheaval 

and contested definitions of race, labor, and citizenship. The 1850s and 1860s were marked not 

only by territorial expansion and infrastructural growth but by the looming and eventual eruption 

of the Civil War. These conflicts helped to unmask the centrality of slavery, settler colonialism, 

and white supremacy to the US national project. Within this context, Ali entered a racialized 

labor order that had little conceptual room for figures like him: brown, Muslim, non-enslaved, 

foreign, and yet militarily useful. 

The US Army, though a vehicle for national consolidation, was also an institution of 

racial ordering. Its structure codified distinctions between officers and laborers, citizens and 

foreigners, and, critically, between white Protestant identity and its others. As a camel handler 

attached to the military but not fully integrated into its ranks, Ali’s labor was vital but his 

personhood precarious. Unlike enslaved African Americans or displaced Indigenous peoples, Ali 

was not subject to direct violence or removal. But he was racialized through exotification: 

reduced to a camel whisperer from the East, nicknamed “Hi Jolly,” and folded into frontier 

folklore as a curious relic of a failed experiment. 

This naming was not neutral. It functioned, as Stuart Hall reminds us, as a discursive act, 

erasing the layered history of his Ottoman and religious identity and re-inscribing him within an 

orientalist narrative of harmless servility and spectacle.27 This kind of military orientalism, as 

Patrick Porter argues, served to domesticate non-Western knowledge by recoding it into 

spectacle or utility while stripping it of political or epistemological legitimacy.28 The camel 

became a symbol of failed frontier adaptation; Ali became a story, a mascot for the desert, rather 

than a logistical expert or political subject. His real contributions – training, logistics, fieldwork 

– were abstracted into myth. 

At the same time, Ali’s ambiguous racial status reflects the structural absence, and legal 

ambiguity, of Middle Eastern and North African classifications in nineteenth-century US racial 

law. Although he was naturalized as a US citizen, his status remained liminal because he was not 

Black under the logic of slavery, nor Indigenous under the logic of dispossession, nor fully white 

under the logic of belonging. As Sarah Gualtieri has argued, early Arab and Ottoman migrants 

were often seen as “off-white,” racially malleable depending on region, labor function, and social 

proximity to whiteness.29 In the Southwest, where military experimentation met racial anxiety, 

Ali’s body became legible only through performance, through costume, nickname, and labor.30 

His exclusion from settler whiteness did not mean invisibility. He was also subject to 

forms of informal discipline and surveillance common to racialized laborers in militarized zones, 

where presence had to be justified through continuous performance and docility, a logic that, as 
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Ann Stoler has noted, governed imperial intimacy and loyalty under colonial rule.31 Ali's 

participation in the Camel Corps placed him on the margins of state infrastructure, used but not 

fully protected, seen but not formally recognized. In this way, he exemplifies what Lisa Lowe 

calls the “intimacies of four continents”: the interconnected systems of labor, race, and empire 

that structured modernity not through national integration but through asymmetrical 

participation.32 Ali’s in-between-ness, employed but non-citizen, visible but misnamed, 

commemorated but misremembered, highlights the structural flexibility of racial capitalism in 

accommodating useful outsiders. Moreover, Ali’s experience exemplifies how racial capitalism 

operates through differentiation, not exclusion, a system that extracts labor and knowledge from 

those who are never fully incorporated. This logic is foundational to the emergence of modern 

capitalism itself: “a civilization riddled through with racialism.”33 Ali was a useful figure 

precisely because he could be marked as different, instrumentalized without legal incorporation, 

and later absorbed into legend without institutional recognition. This condition in Ali’s life thus 

complicates linear migration narratives. His trajectory was not one of settlement or assimilation 

but of instrumentalization, of being summoned, used, renamed, and ultimately folklorized. He 

stood neither within nor outside the American project, but on its infrastructural threshold, 

facilitating its desert ambitions while embodying its epistemic limits. 

In short, Ali’s presence in the Civil War-era US highlights how empire required foreign 

expertise while simultaneously refusing foreign inclusion. His labor mattered, but only when 

stripped of its Ottoman, Islamic, and intellectual dimensions. That contradiction, between utility 

and exclusion, formed the core of his American experience. As Lorenzo Veracini and Patrick 

Wolfe have explored in their work, settler colonial orders produce gradations of difference that 

are not merely incidental but foundational to their expansionist logics.34 Ali’s position on the 

edge of whiteness, but outside its legal and political privileges, made him useful but ultimately 

displaceable within a system that aimed to consolidate a racialized national core. 

IV. Recruitment, Labor, and the Afterlife of Imperial Expertise 

The recruitment of Hadji Ali into the US Camel Corps represents a pivotal episode in the 

transimperial mobility of labor during the mid-nineteenth century. His journey from Ottoman 

Smyrna to Texas was not a random act of migration but a state-coordinated labor mobilization 

embedded within an experimental military infrastructure. When US agents arrived in Ottoman 

territories in the 1850s, they were not merely looking for camels, they were looking for people 

who could manage them. 

According to the 1857 Reports Upon the Purchase and Use of Camels, Ali was among 

the first group of camel drivers hired during the expedition led by Major Henry Wayne and 

Lieutenant David Dixon Porter. Fluent in Turkish and Arabic and already experienced in camel 

logistics, Ali was considered indispensable for managing and training animals during the trans-

Mediterranean voyage and after arrival in the United States.35 His knowledge was embodied, 
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tactical, and entirely non-transferable without his presence, something that US officers, including 

Edward Beale, came to rely upon deeply. 

Beale's journals describe Ali as “industrious and cheerful,” capable of both leading camel 

caravans and overseeing the acclimatization of the animals in unfamiliar terrain.36 But despite 

this competence, Ali was not given a rank, nor treated as part of the official military hierarchy. 

He was paid as a civilian contractor, with most sources indicating a monthly wage of 

approximately fifteen to twenty dollars,37 though others suggest some cameleers may have 

received up to fifty dollars per month, likely depending on experience, rank, or timing of their 

engagement.38 Ali and his fellow camel drivers were not housed with enlisted soldiers but were 

instead quartered in sheds adjacent to the camel enclosures, a spatial arrangement that signaled 

their peripheral status within the Army’s labor regime.39 Their duties extended beyond animal 

handling to include provisioning, medical care, and navigation across the harsh terrain of the 

Southwest. 

Tensions rose when payments were delayed. In 1859, Ali and several other drivers staged 

what was effectively a labor strike, refusing to continue until wages were made current.40 While 

the protest was reportedly nonviolent, it was also largely ignored by military leadership, 

underscoring the vulnerability of contract laborers who lacked both military protections and the 

social status of white frontier settlers. Despite their indispensability to the camel experiments, 

these laborers were regarded as expendable once the experiment began to lose institutional 

support. He operated under what might today be called a civilian auxiliary role: paid as a 

contractor, without formal protections or long-term entitlements. 

The US Army’s most ambitious test of the Camel Corps came in 1857, when Edward 

Fitzgerald Beale led a survey expedition from Fort Defiance (Arizona) to the California border. 

Twenty-five camels and several Ottoman handlers, including Hadji Ali, joined this 1,200-mile 

journey across the arid Southwest. Beale’s journals praised the camels’ stamina and efficiency, 

but public skepticism, logistical difficulties, and the outbreak of the Civil War soon doomed the 

experiment.41 By 1864 the program had been abandoned; the surviving camels were sold or 

released into the wild. The collapse of the Camel Corps reflected the limits of imperial 

borrowing: while transimperial expertise had briefly bridged continents, it could not overcome 

the structural contradictions of American settler expansion.42 The US frontier system was built 

on settler colonialism, consisting of railroads, land privatization, and military dispossession of 

Indigenous peoples, not on caravan transport or flexible labor networks. In other words, the US 

did not actually need or want imperial intermediaries like Ali once its own infrastructure 

matured. The camel system clashed with the economic and racial logic of the expanding 

American state.43 
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The paradox of Ali’s position became more visible once the Camel Corps experiment 

began to lose institutional favor. After the Civil War began, the Corps lost funding, and the 

remaining camels were transferred between posts or auctioned off. Ali was discharged, 

reportedly without pension or formal recognition, though his services had been central to the 

experiment’s initial promise. Following his discharge, Ali attempted to repurpose his expertise. 

He launched a camel freight service between the Colorado River and various mining outposts in 

Arizona. Later, he tried to run a camel express for mail delivery between San Diego and El Paso. 

These entrepreneurial ventures were innovative but unsuccessful, less because of incompetence 

and more due to infrastructural mismatches. Ali’s mode of transport did not align with the 

emerging hegemony of railroads and standardized freight systems. What he offered was 

functional but historically out-of-joint. 

These failures should not be read as personal shortcomings but as part of a broader 

pattern of imperial labor displacement. After leaving the camel service, Ali briefly worked again 

for the US Army, not with camels, but as a mule packer at military outposts including Fort 

Huachuca. He is recorded as one of the earliest mule drivers in what was colloquially known as 

the “Jackass Mail” system, an unglamorous but crucial mail delivery route in the Southwest. 

Unlike the romanticized Pony Express, this system relied on mule caravans covering hundreds of 

miles under grueling conditions. Ali’s participation reflects his continual improvisation within 

US logistical frameworks, adapting his mobility and pack-handling expertise to evolving 

infrastructural needs even as state support receded. Despite the collapse of his camel freight 

operations, Ali remained embedded in frontier economies. In addition to mule driving, he 

worked intermittently throughout the 1870s as a packer and scout for US Army outposts in 

Arizona, including Fort McDowell. Archival records note his shifting job titles, from “Pack 

Master” with a monthly wage of $100 to a basic “Packer” earning less than half that. This 

volatility underscores the precarious status of auxiliary laborers like Ali, whose technical 

expertise was indispensable yet undervalued in the formal military hierarchy. He also reportedly 

released one of his last camels near Gila Bend during this period, symbolizing not only the end 

of an experiment, but the quiet abandonment of a livelihood. 

In 1880, he married Gertrudis Serna at St. Augustine Cathedral in Tucson, Arizona. His 

name reversion to Philip Tedro (his name before his pilgrimage to Mecca) likely coincided with 

this marriage and was possibly for cultural/religious integration reasons as he may have 

emphasized his Greek identity in order to marry Gertrudis Serna, a Catholic. This is a clear 

example of the performative nature of imperial subjecthood, where names functioned as survival 

tools in varying imperial and settler colonial registers. Following the marriage, they had three 

children: Amelia, Minnie, and Fernando. For a few years, he attempted to maintain a family life 

while Gertrudis worked as a seamstress. Yet in 1889, Ali returned to the desert life, leaving his 

family behind to resume prospecting with the last of his camels, including two named Maya and 

Toulli.44 

In 1898, he returned to Tucson in failing health and reportedly begged Gertrudis to take 

him back, but she refused. When he died in 1902 in Quartzsite, Arizona, he was destitute. 

Congressman Mark Smith attempted to secure him a military pension, but the request was denied 

since Ali had never been formally enlisted as a soldier. His funeral was attended by local 

prospectors but lacked a preacher or imam to offer prayers.45 Though Ali was naturalized as a 

US citizen in 1880, this legal status did not translate into military benefits or post-service care, 
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illustrating the disconnect between imperial usefulness and structural inclusion. Once the state no 

longer needed his body or his expertise, Ali was absorbed into what Trouillot called the “silences 

of history.” His skills had no institutional afterlife. Instead, his story transitioned into folklore: a 

harmless desert eccentric, not a disempowered imperial technician. He became associated with 

the “Red Ghost” legend, a wild red-haired camel said to roam the desert with a human skeleton 

strapped to its back.46 These tales, along with folk ballads and eventually a state-funded 

monument in Quartzsite, helped obscure the material precarity and state abandonment he faced 

in life. Today, the Hi Jolly Monument, along with the little cemetery around it, is the most 

visited site in Quartzsite. Each January a local festival, “Camelmania: Hi Jolly Daze Parade,” 

commemorates his legacy as a frontier icon.47 Oral histories, such as the 1938 testimony of Laura 

Ann Frame preserved in the Melvin Jones Manuscripts at the Arizona Historical Society, 

describe Ali cooking for and protecting settler families in Gila Bend. Frame recalls that Ali 

“paced the hall all night” when her father was away, fearful for the safety of her mother.48 These 

accounts reinforce Ali’s continued role in frontier life, not as a citizen or contractor, but as a 

guardian figure, an enduring though informal presence in the collective memory of the 

Southwest. 

This moment in Ali’s life marks a shift from formal imperial service to improvisational 

survival. His labor trajectory, recruited as a transimperial specialist, deployed without rights, and 

discarded without restitution, reveals the afterlife of empire in individual biographies. It also 

complicates neat narratives of entrepreneurial agency by showing how structural obsolescence, 

not failure of character, defines many such transitions. Ali’s labor was never truly his own; it was 

imperially summoned, conditionally useful, and quickly forgotten. 

V. Improvisation, Failure, and Peripheral Agency 

Hadji Ali’s story, in its final section, is not one of triumphant settlement or absorption 

into the nation but rather of improvisation at the limits of recognition. The trajectory from 

imperial auxiliary to desert wanderer is not simply tragic, it reveals the fragility of usefulness as 

the sole metric of inclusion. Once his camel-driving expertise became obsolete, Ali was forced to 

reinvent himself in a landscape that no longer required what he had to offer. This transformation 

from indispensable technician to local eccentric underscores the tenuous nature of migrant 

agency under conditions shaped by empire and infrastructure. 

Rather than assimilating, Ali persisted through adaptation: first by shifting to mules and 

mining, then by carving out a niche as a prospector and folklore figure. His improvisations were 

never simply economic; they were narrative and spatial. He turned the desert into a stage on 

which to survive and be remembered, carrying with him traces of Ottoman, Greek, Islamic, and 

Christian identities in a space that flattened them into legend. In this sense, Ali is not merely a 

case of failure, but what Anna Tsing might call a “pericapitalist” figure, one whose life illustrates 

the unevenness of early global modernity and the makeshift strategies of survival that emerge at 

its edges.49 
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Ali's continued circulation in American popular memory, as a camel driver, ghostly rider, 

and festival mascot, highlights the complex ways in which racialized and imperial laborers are 

remembered. His transformation into “Hi Jolly” rendered him legible only as folklore. The most 

enduring symbol of this transformation is the pyramid-shaped monument erected by the Arizona 

Highway Department in 1935 at the site of Ali’s grave in Quartzsite. Built from local stones and 

topped with a copper camel weathervane, the monument enshrines him not as an Ottoman 

subject, Muslim convert, or military laborer, but as a desert icon and harmless eccentric. The 

monument's plaque honors him as “over thirty years a faithful aid to the US government,” 

offering symbolic inclusion without revisiting the conditions of his exclusion. As a work of state 

commemoration, the monument serves not as a record of historical complexity, but as a 

mechanism of closure: it translates improvisation into legacy, and erasure into presence, before 

ultimately turning Ali into a ghost story and weathervane. 

This folklore status is not merely accidental. As Lisa Lowe notes, the imperial archives 

are structured by silence, and the lives of figures like Ali only survive when appropriated into 

digestible myths.50 His visibility as a mascot thus coincides with his erasure as a historical 

subject. Yet this folkloric survival also troubles the nationalist mythscape it serves; Ali’s spectral 

presence destabilizes the sanitized frontier narrative by forcing an encounter with imperial 

improvisation and racialized exclusion beneath the celebration. This contradiction, the 

celebration of the symbol and neglect of the man, defines the fate of many peripheral agents of 

empire. Their improvisations may be lauded in retrospect but rarely understood as structural 

responses to abandonment. What Ali's afterlife shows is not that peripheral actors lack agency, 

but that their agency often operates in illegible registers. Their actions are constrained, their 

legacies distorted. Yet even within these constraints, Ali crafted a survivable, if precarious, 

existence. He became a memory not by being integrated into the national story, but by 

circulating along its margins, reappearing each January in parades and ghost tales, as both 

spectral absence and historical trace. 

However, it can be read from a different perspective too: Avery Gordon reminds us that 

haunting is a form of historical presence, a disruption of official narratives by figures who refuse 

disappearance.51 Ali’s spectral afterlife, his reappearance in festivals, monuments, and songs, 

reveals a deeper truth about racialized and imperial labor: even when forgotten by the state, it 

lingers in the cultural unconscious. His life offers what Achille Mbembe would call a 

“necropolitical” horizon: where survival itself is structured by abandonment, and the right to be 

remembered must be improvised from below.52 Even when forgotten by the state, it lingers in the 

cultural unconscious. In this, Ali shares the fate of many marginalized laborers whose utility to 

empire ended long before their stories did. These legacies of improvised presence and 

mythologized erasure also exemplify what Elizabeth Povinelli terms the “economies of 

abandonment,” systems that sustain life just enough to mine its value and then cast it aside.53 

Ali’s story, oscillating between historical marginality and cultural recovery, demands we attend 

to those who survive at the edges of infrastructures, archives, and memory itself. 
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Yet it is equally striking that Hadji Ali’s memory remains marginal not only in American 

history, but also in the societies that first shaped him. Neither Ottoman, Turkish, Greek, nor Arab 

national narratives have fully erased his story; rather, they have selectively appropriated him, 

retroactively claiming Ali as one of their own. In various accounts, he appears alternately as the 

Greek Tedro, the Muslim Hadji Ali, or the Ottoman pioneer, each tradition absorbing him into its 

framework of national pride while eliding the transimperial ambiguities that truly defined his 

life. This selective remembrance reflects the broader pattern by which imperial archives preserve 

hybrid lives only when they can be molded into coherent myths, sidelining the full complexities 

of peripheral figures like Ali. His afterlife thus embodies a double distortion: commodified as 

exotic folklore in the American West and homogenized into ethno-national narratives in the 

Mediterranean world. His spectral reappearance in parades, festivals, monuments, and reclaimed 

origin stories reveals not only the improvisations of peripheral agency, but also the ways in 

which historical memory continually edits hybridity into palatable forms. Hadji Ali’s story 

demands that we look beyond myths and attend to the lived contradictions at the edges of 

empire, where figures like him persisted as improvising actors, neither fully forgotten nor fully 

recognized, but trapped in the interstices of modernity’s archival imagination. 

Conclusion 

Hadji Ali’s life opens a unique window into the entangled worlds of imperial labor, 

frontier experimentation, and racialized memory-making. Neither fully Ottoman nor fully 

American, neither insider nor outsider, Ali traversed empires not merely as a passive subject of 

imperial design, but as an improvising actor within its margins. From his birth in Smyrna to his 

burial under a pyramid monument in Arizona, his journey reveals how migration was never just a 

movement of bodies, but a negotiation of value, voice, and survival within systems of power. 

This paper has intended to frame Ali not as a curiosity of the Camel Corps, but as a historical 

actor whose life exemplifies the broader contradictions of empire: how utility is always 

temporary, how racialized labor can be remembered only through distortion, and how peripheral 

figures become visible largely through their erasure. His transformation from Ottoman camel 

driver to American folklore icon reveals how the infrastructures of modernity, military, racial, 

archival, require both movement and forgetting. In bringing Ali’s story back into scholarly focus, 

we also reflect on the limits of state memory and the distortions of historical visibility. To study 

Ali is not simply to recover a lost figure, but to trace the mechanics of imperial abandonment and 

the survival of agency in its shadow. Ali teaches us that the periphery is not empty. It is dense 

with improvisation, haunted by half-erased histories, and vital for understanding the logics of 

empire from below. His life reminds us that the margins of the archive may yet hold the center of 

the story. 


