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            Dedicated to the next generation

Justin and Oliver

Talia and Koray

            
                

            

            The future is yours. May you seek out

and find your own journey.
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            Travelling – it leaves you speechless, then turns you into a storyteller.

            IBN BATTUTA

            I have not told the half of what I saw for I knew I would not be believed.

            MARCO POLO

            This is a great moment, when you see, however distant, the goal of your wandering. The thing which has been living in your imagination suddenly becomes part of the tangible world. It matters not how many ranges, rivers or parching dusty ways may lie between you; it is yours now for ever.

            FREYA STARK

            The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.

            LP. HARTLEY
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            Foreword

         

         Since discovering Türkiye* nearly 20 years ago, my wife and I have returned on countless occasions. It’s a breathtaking country with so much to offer the foreign visitor and, as a traditional holiday destination, it ticks all the boxes where sun, sea and sand are concerned. But my fascination with this part of the world bridging the two continents of Europe and Asia stems from my deep interest in a variety of fields: art, history, literature, archaeology and ideas. And Türkiye satisfies this constant curiosity of mine a hundred-fold.

         In 2019, a marvellous opportunity arose to spend time in Northern Mesopotamia which is in present-day south-east Türkiye. And by the way, the word itself ‘Mesopotamia’ is derived from the classical Greek Μεσοποταμία meaning μεσο (between) ποτάμια (rivers) – i.e. between two mighty rivers of old, the Euphrates and the Tigris. Much as I’d have liked to explore the entirety of Mesopotamia, which extends into modern Iraq and Syria, these latter two countries sadly riven for many years with internal strife and a horrendous civil war respectively were sadly out of bounds.

         Let me take you to another place: Dublin, Ireland; early 1960s. I was about seven or eight years of age. I remember sitting on my father’s knee as he enchanted me with enthralling tales from long ago about Zeus, king of the gods who resided on Mount Olympus with a passion for hurling thunderclaps through the heavens; the remarkable feats of Alexander the Great and how he carved out a vast empire; St Paul of Tarsus and his journeys around the ancient world including Athens, Rome, Patara and Antioch; the amazing exploits of the legendary Mesopotamian hero, Gilgamesh; and there was Xerxes who lived in splendour in Babylon with its Hanging Gardens, one of the Seven Wonders of the World.

         Later, I received some illustrated books about this incredible universe which left me spellbound. Then, as I got older and could read for myself, I would pester my father to bring me additional books about this faraway foreign land and I vividly recall him telling me so much about Mesopotamia and how it was known as the ‘cradle of civilisation’. There wasn’t a lot of money in the family during my childhood and adolescence, but I knew I was fortunate as there was always a healthy stash of books in our household. But I was hungry for more. I was so enthused with reading 8that I’d brave going out on cold winter evenings to borrow what I could from our local public library, and I also developed the fine art of sneaking into bookshops and browsing for hours undetected. To be free to read: how uplifting that mantra was for me throughout those early years.

         As far as venturing overseas was concerned, it had to be done in my imagination, but nevertheless a fire had been lit deep in my psyche and I vowed one day I would explore these distant horizons and learn more about their story.

         But there was something else at play here and it arose from being Irish. While growing up in Dublin, I became aware there was something embedded in the national consciousness which acted as a siren call to journey overseas. Prevailing social and economic conditions with their roots in a colonial past dating back 850 years had contributed to Ireland’s major export: people. Emigration was an established norm where men, women and children in vast numbers over many generations upped sticks to create new lives for themselves in Britain, North America, Australasia and elsewhere. Irish chronicles recount many tales of migrations entered into under sufferance, such as the Wild Geese of the 16th and 17th centuries and of the exodus caused by the Potato Famines of the 1800s, where millions of Irish citizens sought a better future abroad.

         My upbringing encouraged me, therefore, to develop a perspective that tended to look beyond Ireland’s shores and instilled in me an unquenchable desire to travel: “Now, voyager, sail thou forth, to seek and find.” (Walt Whitman1). Throughout my life subsequently I have often sought to satisfy that desire to wander. But I had to be patient until my seventh decade of existence, however, before I was able to cast eyes on Northern Mesopotamia.

         And lo, accompanied by my wife and two dear friends, I embarked on a memorable journey through the streets of historic Antakya (formerly Antioch), Dara (also known as Anastasiopolis), Harran and Diyarbakir (Amida of old). I cruised along the majestic Euphrates and strolled beside the swift-flowing Tigris, both of which find mention in ancient scriptures. I marvelled at the remarkable engineering feat of the Titus Caves near Samandağ, a spectacle of human ingenuity crafted two millennia ago. Scaling the summit of Mount Nemrut, I encountered an astonishing display of larger-than-life sculpted heads fashioned in antiquity. The harmonious beauty of sacred sites like Mor Gabriel Monastery and the Kasimia Madrasa deeply moved me, and I stood in awe before the 11,600-year-old megaliths of Göbeklitepe adorned with finely drawn carvings of animals and birds suggesting rich symbolism and mythology. I visited the Zeugma Museum near Gaziantep, home to the world’s largest mosaic collection where the star attraction is the Zeugma Gypsy Girl, which left me captivated. This enigmatic artwork has been compared to the Mona Lisa, except that the Mesopotamian mosaic predates da Vinci’s masterpiece by 1,500 years. As I continued 9my journey, I discovered an endless array of wonders, each layer of civilisation built upon the previous, spanning countless ages in this mesmerising region.

         Throughout this odyssey, my mind leapt back to the sense of amazement I had felt as a young boy when reading about Mesopotamia but now I was seeing the place for real. I was enchanted again. An arc of seeking enlightenment spanning a lifetime had somehow come together but I also recalled those people I had known over the years, no longer around, who were unable to share this experience.

         This adventure stirred something deep within which released a dam-burst of energy, helping me expand my horizons of understanding a little further. In truth, I realised I had embarked on a pilgrimage which inspired me to learn more about the past and to think anew about so much.

         Whilst on the move, I kept a daily journal which was entitled, Some Shit To Remember. My hectic note-taking became the genesis of this book which has followed in the footsteps of writers who have morphed travel writing into something extra where memoir, history, archaeology, poetry and prose, plus the exploration of ideas, all get a look in throughout the narrative.

         The forerunner of this eclectic literary genre is said to be Pausanias who was born in Lydia, in what is now western Türkiye, nearly 2,000 years ago. His ten-volume magnum opus, Description of Greece (Ἑλλάδος Περιήγησις, English pronunciation: Ellados Periegesis) was written over the course of three decades in the 2nd century CE and has become an invaluable source of reference. Other writers who have forged their own distinctive pathways in this field are: Ibn Battuta, Evliya Çelebi, Mary Kingsley, Paul Theroux, Dervla Murphy, Orhan Pamuk, Kapka Kassabova, Manchán Magan and Teju Cole. There are many more.

         My time in Northern Mesopotamia showed me this area has not only a huge wealth of history and art but also is in possession of countless ancient treasures of existence awaiting discovery.

         Perhaps, once revealed, such newly unearthed treasures of existence from antiquity will enable us to become more savvy about the past while simultaneously offering insight into the future.

         As an Irishman, I invite you to join me as I continue this adventure, this journey of exploration in a fascinating place illustrated with photos I took en route.

         
             

         

         Nicholas Mackey

London, England

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            * Türkiye

In December 2021, the government of Turkey officially changed its name to Türkiye, stating at the time that this would ‘better represent Turkish culture and values’.
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            Author’s note

         

         This travelogue has its roots in the 50-page handwritten notebook (entitled Some Shit To Remember, a gift from my dear niece, Fatima) I kept during the entire trip undertaken by Feray, Suat, Rashida Mackey and me, Nicholas Mackey, in the ancient region of Northern Mesopotamia in what is now south-eastern Türkiye over eight days from Thursday 23rd – Friday 31st May 2019.

         Woven through the memoir are verses of my poetry, along with many photos I took throughout the journey; additional pictures from other sources are duly credited.

         
            
[image: ]Front cover of my notebook and an extract (pp. 37-38, Thursday 30.5.2019) scribbled en route as we travelled by road from Mardin to Diyarbakir.

            

         

         A note on references: a word or term with an asterisk next to it, e.g. Pergamon*, will have a corresponding explanation within or at the end of the relevant day. Where a superscript number appears in the text, this indicates that there is an endnote with a source for further reading, listed on page 243. Following this is a section entitled Further reading where sources and links connected with the devastating earthquake of 2023 are listed. The Bibliography contains all other references, websites and sources consulted and can be found on pages 244–5.

      

   


   
      
         
12
            Map of Europe
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            Map of Northern Mesopotamia

         

         Our 8-day journey took us along the route marked in red (road) and green (air), from Kalkan to Diyarbakir.
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            DAY 1

            THURSDAY 23rd MAY 2019

            The adventure begins

            harmony
born of tranquillity 
restoring our inner self

healing us 
feeling alive
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            PROPOSED ITINERARY:

            ▷ Kalkan: a sanctuary to escape to

            ▷ Patara and Kekova – ancient places

            ▷ Depart Kalkan, taking the mountain road, drive to Antalya

            ▷ Arrive Antalya and check into hotel

            ▷ Explore Antalya

         

         
[image: ] Kalkan – A home away from home

         Kalkan, a haven of splendour and harmony, where gentle breezes bearing the scents of wild flowers drift down the hillside on their way to the wideness of the turquoise sea on the Lycian shoreline of southern Türkiye. For my wife and I, this sanctuary blessed with tranquillity and friendship serves as a Shangri-La, a welcome retreat from life’s tribulations.

         There’s that magical moment after flying into Dalaman during daylight hours, when we are driven from the airport along a scenic highway, the D-400, past endless olive groves, fruit orchards where countless apples and pomegranates grow, vast forests covering the many hills that come down to the road, huge mountains in the far distance with villages to be seen in the intervening valleys and all bathed in that bright, uplifting Turkish sunshine. Feelings of enchantment creep back into the soul and it acts as a welcome balm from living in a cold and damp climate on the north-west corner of the European continent.

         But a further thrill awaits us. Our inbound journey nearly done, when the taxi crests the hill overlooking Kalkan and the adjacent Kalamar Bay, we still gasp in childlike wonder at the sight of this place next to the amazing shininess of the sea. 18

         If our arrival is at night, that same vision becomes a fairytale setting with a multitude of lights dotted around the welcoming hills that keep a watchful eye over this region of the Mediterranean.

         Kalkan, formerly the Greek fishing village of Kalamaki, was established in the early 19th century and became a thriving centre for fisheries and trade. Following the Greco-Turkish War in 1921–22, the Greek population of Kalamaki relocated near Athens during the population exchanges between the two countries. Kalkan remained a remote spot on this part of the Turkish coastline and the only way to reach it was by use of the pathways or tracks over the mountains nearby or via the sea, as a road linking Kalkan to its near neighbours, the towns of Fethiye (to the west) and Kaş (to the east), was only constructed in the 1960s. Kalkan is fortunate in possessing three small natural harbours close by which add to the delight of this place, and has served as a bolthole for smugglers in the past and in more modern times as a low-key oasis for foreign visitors fortunate enough to have discovered it. This village has, however, become popular of late and although it retains its unique charm, there are signs Kalkan is now outgrowing its original boundaries.

         Let’s have a reality check here. Kalkan is in many ways a victim of its own success. Infrastructure developments often occur at speed and in dramatic fashion. The big highway that passes by Kalkan at the top of the hill was widened and resurfaced over a large area within the space of 12 months several years back. Protracted and complex planning processes, a part of life in the UK, are seemingly not a problem in Türkiye. The authorities decide on development and, hey presto, it happens. Fast. There is a lot of building, some would say overdevelopment, which has resulted in local residents grumbling about the quality of roads, rubbish collection, public amenity provision and even patchy internet services. In spite of this, Kalkan still serves as a magnet for those who regularly come back.

         The centre of the old town, however, continues to appeal with its alleyways framed in bougainvillea leading to the main harbour with quaint restaurants and bars with sea views. You cannot fault the local hardworking entrepreneurs and their teams who manage to overcome the challenges they face while reinventing themselves year in, year out to provide an efficient, friendly service. Whether you’re in need of a Turkish coffee, a glass of the local Efes beer or something more sustaining, such as a pide (Turkish version of pizza), mezes, koftes (meatballs), balık (fish), çoban salatası (shepherd’s salad) or kebabs, you will be spoilt for choice.

         If you desire a change of scenery, just outside Kalkan in the hillside wooded area further inland around the small communities of Bezirgan and Islamlar, resourceful local people are opening up small hotels and restaurants which source local, organic food, which in turn is served up as creative, mouth-watering cuisine.

         If hiking is your cup of tea, then there is the Lycian Way, made famous by Briton 19Kate Clow in 1999, which is considered to be one of the most beautiful walking trails in the world and it passes right through Kalkan. It is 540 km (335 miles) in length and starts further west in Ovacik near Fethiye, while skirting the southern shoreline of Türkiye – sometimes called the Lycian Coast – and goes on as far as Geyikbayırı, just short of Antalya in the east.

         
            
[image: ]The gözleme chef-de-cuisine in Kalkan Market

            

         

         Lycia (aka Lykia) was once a group of city states that came together in the region some 2,300 years ago to form the Lycian Federation (aka Lycian League or Lycian Confederation). For the period, this constitutional entity was a form of government with representative democracy. Patara was a thriving seaport with trade and agriculture being two cornerstones of this prosperous political coalition. Lycia reigned supreme for about 400 years until the 100s CE when it came under Roman control. In terms of geography, Lycia occupied a large chunk of the southern coast that stretched from present-day Fethiye in the west, inland up to the classical city of Kibyra (now called Gölhisar) further north and then to the east as far as contemporary Antalya, thus enclosing a triangular swathe of territory of some 10,000 square kilometres (3,860 square miles), making it a little larger in terms of size than modern Cyprus.

         As you will see further on, I’ve added some more details about Lycia.

         Kalkan has one other great advantage. If interested in the story of the past, its position is ideal for stopping off at many remarkable archaeological sites close by such as Loryma, Kaunos, Myra, Arykanda, Limyra, Sidyma, Calynda, Halicarnassus (now called Bodrum; birthplace of the historian, Herodotus), Telmessos (now known as Fethiye), Patara, Xanthos, Pinara, Letoon, Tlos and Kekova – all 20possessing roots going back thousands of years where an abundance of civilisations prevailed and legends abound. By the way, those 15 locations I’ve just mentioned, are just a mere handful of ancient sites and all within easy driving distance of Kalkan. And quite a few of these places (such as Lycia, Xanthos, Calynda, Halicarnassus and Patara) get a mention in that most prestigious of history books, The Histories by Herodotus.

         In truth, the heritage of this region is not just classical, it’s much, much older.

         When you look at Türkiye as a whole, there are said to be 704 archaeological sites dotted around the country,2 although I feel there may be many more.

         And talking of driving, as you speed along the highway, you will regularly pass the eye-catching brown roadway signs which point to these sites of antiquity. But there are also such places which are not indicated, and you must then rely on local knowledge to ferret out these hidden-away locations of age-old remains: one local example is the 2,000-year-old Delikkemer Aqueduct3 only 10.5 km (6½ miles) from Kalkan.

         By way of illustration of these quoted settlements from antiquity, let’s look at two of them: Patara and Kekova.

         
[image: ] Patara

         Patara is 18 km (11 miles) to the west of Kalkan and close to the Xanthos River. Patara was the capital of ancient Lycia which occupied a strategic position from about 1250 BCE until the 5th century CE. During this epoch, Patara was on the coast and it became an important seaport serving the Hellenic world, the Levant, north Africa and the western Mediterranean. Mentioned first in Hittite texts as Patar (meaning ‘basket’), its commercial and political significance was such that it changed hands a number of times between competing empires.

         Herodotus noted how the Lycians had the following social practice some 2,500 years ago:

         
            One custom which is peculiar to them, and like nothing to be found anywhere else in the world, is that they take their names from their mothers rather than from their fathers. Suppose someone asks his neighbour who he is: he will describe himself in terms of his mother’s ancestry – that is, he will list all the mothers on his mother’s side. 

            The Histories, Book I, Chapter 173

         

         To this day in Patara, you can see the remains of some notable age-old buildings such as the agora (market place), the Pharos – believed to be the world’s first lighthouse, the amphitheatre, and the cistern from which the town’s water was fed from a source 22.5 km (14 miles) away. The Lycians first constructed the Patara (or Delikkemer 21– meaning ‘the arch with the hole’) aqueduct, which the Romans subsequently improved, linking this remote source inland in the hills of what is now the town of Islamlar via an ingenious reverse siphon pipeline (thus enabling water to flow uphill) over the valley in Delikkemer not far from present-day Kalkan and on to Patara. This is an amazing feat of engineering from antiquity which ensured this aqueduct could carry water from a remote source and adequately serve the needs of the population of Patara. Not only that, but the planners of this watercourse ensured that it could be easily maintained and was, to a large extent, earthquake-proof.

         The head of the classical Greek god, Apollo, was unearthed in the vicinity of Patara, and it is presumed, therefore, that there may be a temple dedicated to this deity nearby, but to this day no such place of ancient worship has been discovered. This city of old boasted another connection with Apollo, as the god of the sun, music and poetry would spend the summer in Delos (an island in the Aegean near Mykonos) and would winter in Patara.

         Also to be seen in Patara were a number of Lycian tombs, each with a distinctive domed roof over what appeared to be a miniature house, where the urn containing the ashes of the deceased after cremation was placed. Near the entrance of this archaeological site is the triumphal arch known as the Arch of Modestus – erected in honour of the Roman senator, who went by the catchy name of Gaius Trebonius Proculus Mettius Modestus, governor of Lycia at the apex of the 1st and 2nd centuries CE. And then there is a remarkable building to behold: the bouleuterion or council chamber. Recently restored to its former glory, the bouleuterion was built from local limestone in the 2nd century CE in the shape of a theatre accommodating up to 1,500 people where the elected delegates from the Lycian League met – reputed to be the world’s first representational government. In his mammoth tome, Geography, Strabo* describes the Lycian League as follows:

         
            There are twenty-three cities that share in the vote. They come together from each city – those declared eligible – to a common council. In the same manner, they make their contributions and other services. The six largest [cities] were Xanthos, Patara, Pinara, Olympos, Myra and Tlos. … Since they were under such good government they remained free under the Romans…

         

         Its impact down the ages was such that when the United States was establishing itself as an independent nation some 1,700 years later in or around 1776, the American constitution and the layout of the house of representatives were both influenced by the Lycian model.

         Patara served as the birthplace of St Nicholas, whose generous spirit became the source of that well-known figure, Santa Claus. Other famous people who graced 22this neck of the woods were the military supremo, Alexander the Great, and Brutus, assassin of Julius Caesar.

         Over the years, the importance of Patara waned and by the 15th century CE, it had been abandoned. During this period, the coastline gradually silted up so that today this ancient city is now over 1.5 km (1 mile) inland. Later, this ancient metropolis lay undiscovered for hundreds of years under a blanket of sand which preserved it for future generations.

         Patara is not only an archaeological site, as a short walk leads you to a fine sandy beach 18 km (11 miles) long where loggerhead sea turtles find sanctuary. The area is a protected nature reserve where the reptiles come ashore in their droves to lay eggs at certain points of the year. The beautiful panorama is made complete with sand dunes, pine trees and hills in the distance.

         When I think of it now, how I would have loved for my father to be by my side when strolling through Patara – as it was he who had introduced me to the wonders of the ancient world. He would have been in his element translating and bringing to life the classical writings inscribed on those Ionic and Doric columns and other stonework.

         On several occasions recently, I have brought my sons to Patara and told them stories from its rich history, although being young adults, they had preferred being at the amazing beach nearby and couldn’t get enough from swimming in the warm turquoise waters.

         
[image: ] Kekova

         33 km (20½ miles) to the east of Kaş, off the D-400 highway on the way to Antalya, is the coastal village of Üçaĝiz from where you can catch a local gulet (a wooden sailing vessel or schooner) that will take you to the (uninhabited) island of Kekova. On a previous visit to this lovely part of the world, as I stood on the deck of the boat and peered over the edge, I was fascinated by the buried treasures I could see lying beneath the waves. As we gently glided through the smooth turquoise sea, the sunken Lycian city of Dolchiste revealed itself – a magical sight.

         The submerged ruins date back to the 4th century BCE, whereas the remains of buildings visible above water are of the (later) Byzantine period.

         In the second century CE, an earthquake struck and Dolchiste partly sank beneath the waves. It was then rebuilt but subsequently abandoned because of foreign invasions which threatened the people living in the area.

         Later, as we sailed back to the harbour, there were gasps of delight when we spotted sea turtles and dolphins.

         Nearby is the ancient city of Simena – now called Kaleköy (meaning ‘castle village’ 23in Turkish) with a Byzantine castle on top of a hill which overlooks the area, where you can spot Lycian tombs dotted around the landscape.

         Kekova is noteworthy as it clearly demonstrates how earthquakes are part and parcel of living in this part of the world since ancient times. Türkiye lies at the intersection of four tectonic plates†: Anatolian, Eurasian, African and Arabian. The unstable underlying geology dates back millions of years where dynamic tension arising from the constant shifting of these plates can vary in force from mild earth tremors to devastating earthquakes. The latter example of seismic activity can result in appalling loss of life and terrible destruction: the earthquakes of 1939 and 1999 were significant as they resulted in a very high death toll and immense damage to the regional infrastructure affected. Then, in February 2023, a terrifying series of earthquakes struck the south-east of Türkiye, resulting in an obscenely large number of people killed and widespread destruction. Further reference is made to this tragic event in the Epilogue.

         Bearing in mind that Kalkan can act as a launchpad to paying a visit to other ancient locations in southern Türkiye, in early May 2019 the gang of four chums, i.e. our quartet of Feray, Suat, Rashida and I, sat down to plot our next caper. Over the years, we’ve had the good fortune to experience a number of amazing places around the country, such as Istanbul, Bursa, Gallipoli, Troy, Pergamon, Antalya and Cappadocia. But the prevailing mood was that something a little more adventurous was called for. A number of suggestions were mulled over but the clincher was when we realised that none of us had ever seen the Euphrates and Tigris rivers or been to the famed regions of Mesopotamia and the Fertile Crescent. So that was when we hatched a cunning plan to make a beeline for this part of south-east Türkiye later that same month. Our excitement was translated into immediate action, and suitable arrangements and bookings for travel, accommodation and transportation were completed. We were all set.

         The day came when the four of us departed Kalkan on a Thursday on an eight-day trip. In true Turkish tradition, our caretaker, Sülayman, our housekeeper, Hacer and some neighbours came to wave us goodbye with big smiles, splashing water on the rear of our vehicle as we departed to wish us “Güvenli seyahatler” and “Güle, güle” (meaning “have a safe journey” and “goodbye” respectively).

         A pleasant drive via Korkuteli through the high plateau (we were, after all, on the edge of the Taurus Mountains) where the clouds often float across the road you’re driving along was the inland route selected in preference to the equally scenic but longer coastal route. After a two-hour picturesque drive passing highlands, the odd lake or two and huge tracts of woodland punctuated by fields planted with oilseed, pears, oranges and avocados, we arrived on the outskirts of the city of Antalya. But we faced a problem as vehicle access to the centre is restricted, so we had to make 24an executive decision on how to reach our hotel in the old part of town. You could say that our adventure got under way there and then, as we decided while laughing and joking that continuing on foot would be best. As we hauled our heavy wheelie baggage over uneven cobbled alleyways, my cheaper supermarket-trolley standard gear proved to be a beast to manoeuvre while Suat’s superior-grade luggage permitted him to race ahead. This struggle with inanimate objects was a source of amusement for the local shopkeepers who looked on us with smiling eyes while voicing a chorus of “merhaba” – merhaba being the Turkish for “hello”.

         Hey ho, we’d made it safely though. We checked into the Alp Paşa, a stylish and comfortable boutique hotel which would have been the former residence of a well-to-do merchant some time past. Antalya is a favourite of ours, owing to its attractive positioning by the sea surrounded by the dramatic Taurus mountains. We re-emerged a short while later to explore the city – on foot, of course.

         Antalya dates from 150 BCE and was formerly called Attaleia, named after King Attalus II of Pergamon‡ who founded it. It later went on to prosper as a major seafaring port under Roman rule and then, with the demise of the Roman Empire, Antalya came within the Byzantine sphere of influence. Over the next millennium, the city swapped rulers on a number of occasions between competing Islamic and Christian forces, eventually being conquered by Seljuk Turks in the early part of the 13th century CE.

         Following the Seljuks, Osman I, a leader of the Turkish tribe in Anatolia, established the Ottoman Empire around 1299 CE. At its peak, the Ottoman Empire was in the ascendant over a vast swathe of territory spanning the three continents of Europe, Asia and Africa: as far north as Austria, to Iran in the east, as far west as Algeria and Spain and as far south as Yemen on the Arabian Peninsula.

         Antalya remained under Ottoman control for six centuries until the end of this empire in 1922.

         Some notable personages have set foot in Antalya, including St Paul of Tarsus, one of the Christian apostles who came to spread the word of God before journeying on to Antioch (now Antakya). The Roman Emperor Hadrian arrived in the year 130 CE and Hadrian’s Gate was built to commemorate his stay there – that’s the same much-travelled Hadrian, by the way, who had constructed Hadrian’s Wall in Britain.

         The renowned Moroccan explorer, Ibn Battuta, circa 1335/1340 CE passed through Antalya en route to take up a post in India. He wrote highly of the city, remarking on how well laid out it was despite being populous.

         The eminent travel writer of the Ottoman Empire, Evliya Çelebi§ (1611–1682/91 CE) also came to Antalya during the 1660s and 1670s. In his famous travelogue, Seyahatname (Book of Travels), he wrote that it was a “beautiful city” enjoying a “splendid climate” with “gardens of paradise” nearby where its position set between 25high mountains and the sea made it ideal for farming and enjoying the outdoors. Çelebi went on to say how Antalya possessed a thriving commercial area served by a harbour that conducted a brisk trade with other parts of the Mediterranean. He also observed that people with different religions and cultures were living in harmony together, so that Turks, Armenians, Greeks and Jews co-existed peacefully.

         Soon after our arrival, we walked down to the harbour and we couldn’t miss the impressive old city walls with well-preserved ramparts. Originally, the walls were constructed in a horseshoe shape to accommodate the local geography of the area but only segments of these fortifications remain to this day. Close by were palm trees and other lush vegetation in abundance, interspersed with colourful flowers. We passed imposing old Ottoman houses, now restored, and in use as private residences, restaurants and bars, hotels or, in one case, a school. Many of the older buildings and structures that we came across in Antalya would, I believe, have seemed familiar to the 17th-century explorer, Evliya Çelebi.

         When we got within sight of the sea, we came across the Hidirlik Tower (Turkish: Hıdırlık Kulesi), a mausoleum dating back 2,000 years with Roman and Ottoman heritage.

         At this point, the gods of hunger and thirst were in need of indulgence, so we stopped off at a café with a stunning vista of the bay, and gazing into the far distance we could see the outline of the snow-capped mountains. It was the ideal backdrop to dream: to dream about our forthcoming trip. We chatted over chilled drinks and some mezes, and, little by little, our conversation became spiced with the thrill of anticipation. Very early the next day, we were due to fly from Antalya further east to Adana where we were to meet our tour guide, Murad, to explore Northern Mesopotamia.

         We were on a mission.

         The evening gently rolled over us as we walked by many attractive places to eat and drink in the open air, where groups playing different types of music added to the atmosphere in these pleasant surroundings. In truth, we were spoilt for choice. After dinner we made our way to several venues where there was live music. You might say the four chums had been enjoying a bar crawl, ending up just outside our hotel where we stopped for a night cap listening to a jazz duo. It was the perfect way to end a perfect day. 26
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            * Strabo

64/63 BCE–24 CE; a Greek philosopher, historian and geographer, born in Amaseia (modern-day Amasya) in the Black Sea region of contemporary Türkiye, who wrote the seminal book, Geography, which gives a comprehensive account of the ancient world as known to the Greeks and Romans. Geography is composed of 17 books and one of the highlights is the extensive use of maps with distances shown in the most precise way then known. Geography was considered a pioneering work of learning in the fields of cartography and geography.

            † Tectonic plates

Geologists have defined that the Earth’s crust (aka the lithosphere) is made up of a number of large plates (called tectonic plates) that piece together like a jigsaw along fault lines. Due to a global process known as continental drift which has been in operation for millions of years, these tectonic plates are in constant motion along these fault lines. Depending on the degree of movement of these plates in relation to each other, earth tremors or earthquakes can result.

            ‡ Pergamon

The remains of this ancient city are to be found in present day Izmir Province in the west of Türkiye. Pergamon was reputed to have the second largest library of the classical era after Alexandria, Egypt.

            § Evliya Çelebi

Born in Istanbul to a wealthy family in 1611 CE where scholarship was highly valued. His birth name was Dervis Mehmed Zilli and through childhood study and memorisation of the Qur’an, he was awarded the honorary title of Evliya Çelebi, which translates into English as ‘holy nobleman’ or ‘gentleman’.

   Evliya started his life as a traveller when still a young man and travelled extensively in the Ottoman Empire and beyond, including Russia, Iran and central Asia. His magnum opus, Seyahatname (Book of Travels) is a ten-volume masterpiece of Ottoman travel literature which is a wide-ranging description of the many places he visited, the people he encountered and the cultures he came across. Çelebi possessed a unique writing style which was descriptive, engaging and richly infused with historical and cultural details. Using at times poetic, humorous and vibrant language, he was able to give the reader a vivid insight into the sights, smells and sounds of the many places he went to and the experiences he had. It is a delight to read but should be studied with a pinch of salt as some descriptions of events and places are a bit too fantastic. His date and place of death are uncertain: depending on what sources are consulted, his demise could have occurred as early as 1682 or as late as 1691 and it is also unclear if he died in Cairo or Istanbul.

   Although the work and writings of Çelebi had been known to scholars for many years, his travelogue Seyahatname was not published until 1838 in Istanbul – about 150 years after his death. It is estimated that this tome runs to 10,000 pages of Ottoman Turkish and has not yet been entirely translated into English. Further references to Evliya Çelebi are to be seen on Days 3, 5 and 8.
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[image: ]Open space is becoming a premium in Kalkan.
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[image: ]Commemorative tablet in classical Greek mentioning Tiberius, Patara.
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[image: ]Replica of an ancient sailing vessel, Patara. 31
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[image: ]Aqueduct at Delikkemer, dating back to the Lycians and the Romans. 34
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            DAY 2

            FRIDAY 24th MAY 2019

            Where hearts are open for new experiences

            an open mind is the key

when embarking

on a journey

of discovery

and rediscovery
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            PROPOSED ITINERARY:

            ▷ Fly from Antalya to Adana

            ▷ Meet tour guide

            ▷ Onwards to Antakya

         

         At dawn, we set off from the hotel to catch a plane from Antalya to Adana. On this very early morning flight, Turkish Airlines provided us with a fortifying breakfast served by a friendly cabin crew. That really buoyed us up and on arrival at Adana airport we were cheerfully greeted by our tour guide, Murad, and Halil, the driver, who were going to spend the next seven days with us.

         
[image: ] Adana

         
            I stayed fifteen days in Coa [former name of Adana], a great and populous city, where the most learned, the most devout, the most noble, and the most wealthy people of the Province of Halab [Aleppo] are to be found.

            Evliya Çelebi, Seyahatname [The Book of Travels] 1671–72

         

         Some brief observations about present-day Adana: an urban area even larger than Antalya with nearly 2 million people. It is inland about 35 km (22 miles) from the coast, on the River Seyhan and set in a rich agricultural region. This city has origins that go back a long way with a reference in the Bible under the name of ‘Coa’.

         After introductions and the stowage of our baggage in a black, six-seater MPV 38driven by Halil, we set off for Antakya via İskenderun – a journey of 200 km (125 miles). The weather was sunny and warm and, thankfully, there was an ample supply of drinking water available. As we wended our way out of Adana, Murad began to talk in captivating tones of the proposed schedule we were going to follow as he mentioned many things: the names of places such as Gaziantep, the rivers Tigris and Euphrates, Midiyat, Diyarbakir; the archaeological sites of Harran, Göbeklitepe, Mount Nemrut and Dara; historical figures such as Alexander the Great, Saladin, Seleucus, St Peter, Zaleeha and many more; monasteries; mosques; the varied legends; the types of different food we’d savour.

         Wow! With this heady mix of places and such a multitude of things to absorb in one fell swoop, my mind, I must confess, was a tad giddy at this point. The significance of our travels began to take root and that there would be a lot to absorb, especially as my ear had picked up on a few places I had never even heard of. A thought popped into my brain; was this going to be a journey in more ways than anticipated?

         
[image: ] The road sign to Tarsus – pointing to something old and something new

         Further along the well-paved Turkish highway leading out of Adana, we spotted a big sign pointing to Tarsus. Tarsus: in an instant, that single word with its connotation of the divine catapulted me back to my 14-year-old self when I attended Sunday School back in Dublin, 1969. Never did I think that one day, some 50+ years later, I would actually pass within a stone’s throw of Tarsus, a town associated with St Paul. I mentioned my childhood memory about religious studies and Suat pondered aloud about this saintly figure and his letters to the Corinthians. This provoked a discussion amongst us about St Paul and why he had felt it necessary not only to engage in correspondence with the Christian community in the ancient Greek city of Corinth, a thriving commercial hub nearly 2,000 years ago, but also to make haste to the place on a number of occasions. History tells us that his pastoral visits and his letters (also known as epistles) were written to correct what St Paul saw as misguided interpretations of the holy word urging uniformity of belief among the Christians, “that ye all speak the same thing and that there be no divisions among you”.

         Rashida reminded me when, as a hard-up young couple, we had been to Corinth in December 1980. We had hitchhiked from Thessaloniki in the north of Greece to the Peloponnese in the far south of the country. We then sailed through the Corinth Canal, arriving at the ruined metropolis of Κόρινθος (pronounced Korinthos). Two things I remember about that trip of over 40 years ago: firstly, how we only saw children and elderly people and were told that most of the adults had migrated to the capital, elsewhere in Greece or overseas for studies or employment. Secondly, 39I could recall tales of the classical world my father had told me back in Ireland as a child where Athens, Sparta and, of course, Corinth, among others, had been writ large in my youthful universe.
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