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            For Uzak Köy

         

         ‘Better is a dinner of herbs where love is,

than a stalled ox and hatred therewith.’

         – Proverbs 15:17

      

   


   
      
         

         
            When I left Uzak Köy, I went to New York, to a one-floor clapboard house built in 1825 on now 9th Avenue and 20th Street, that belonged to a friend and that had recently been designated a historical landmark. I was distraught for a long time but in that small house I began to put my thoughts into words – I cannot say put my memories into words because they were not yet memories but part of my daily life. This small volume was the result, written slowly in simple words, as a letter to them, to thank them for having given me so much, for having taught me so much.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Arriving

         

         I had a ticket for the four o’clock bus to Çorak. Earlier that morning I had cautiously eased myself into the turmoil of the new Ankara bus station to try to pick up this final thread of the journey. All the familiar props of the past weeks – Paris, the Orient Express, Istanbul, Ankara – had gradually been stripped away and all I had left now were only two or three meaningless words on a piece of paper.

         At the station there seemed to be thousands of people and hundreds of buses reaching into every corner of Turkey. Women with babies on their backs and clusters of solemn, staring children clinging to their skirts stood around the fringes of the crowd, with the old people, to guard the bundles and baskets. The men were forming their own dark clusters around the ticket counters. I went up to a soldier yawning in a heavy crumpled uniform and said to him bluntly, ‘Çorak?’ as if it were a password he would or would not acknowledge. He smiled and nodded. We pushed past the barkers shouting out the names of cities and towns, and through the uproar around the booths of the various bus companies. Two companies had buses going to Çorak. I was amazed that I had not noticed the big signs ÇORAK the first time around, as the name now seemed to leap out from all the other names. The men behind the ticket counter repeated doubtfully, ‘Çorak? Çorak?’ several times, as if to confirm that it was really where I wanted to go, not Yozgat or Sivas or Erzurum, more likely places for foreigners to visit.

         When I went back in the afternoon they greeted me with big smiles, and one of the men from behind the counter carried my suitcase out to the platform, got on the bus with me and showed me where to sit. Another world. There were no businessmen here, no women in high-heeled shoes and make-up, no city luggage waiting to be put on top of the bus. There were moustaches and dark unshaven faces, yellow teeth and patched elbows, caps, long dark threadbare overcoats, bundles of brooms, sacks of flour, kerosene lamps tied in bunches. The suitcases were round wicker baskets with a piece of cloth neatly tucked in over the top and sewn down all around the rim with soft white string, or old blankets tied with rope, easy to swing over your shoulder, easy to lift up and pack down on top of the bus between the other sacks and crates and baskets.

         Çorak lies 250 kilometres from Ankara, off the main highway that cuts through the centre of Turkey from east to west, across the vast Anatolian plateau of Asia Minor stretching from Istanbul to the Persian frontier. Our bus was going directly to Çorak and no further. Many of the men were talking in groups and seemed to know each other. Not many women travel on buses, and at the ticket window they had protectively seated all the women together two by  two, even separating them from their husbands if they needed an extra woman to fill the second seat. I sat next to a beaming old lady wearing baggy bloomers down to her ankles, wide skirts over them and an orange nylon sweater inside out. A frayed headscarf was wound across her chin and covered most of her face. She gave me some walnuts and a little apple dug out of her skirts.

         Half-way to Çorak the bus stopped at one of the many lokanta, restaurants, along the highway. Some are bright and modern, but most of them are bare, a faded blue or turquoise, filled with cigarette smoke and the smell of cooking. Other buses were parked at odd angles outside, their passengers spread out at the tables. A new group arrived, a group left. You went up to the open counter or directly into the kitchen and pointed out what you wanted from the dozen huge black pots on the wood-burning stove, and the plates were brought to your table at a run. The toilets were outside, in rough cement blocks with wooden doors and wet floors and rusty tin cans on the floor under a faucet, for the water that is used instead of paper.

         I sat at a table with a young man and his younger wife with her scarf between her teeth and a baby on her lap. For some reason he spoke French, and swayed back and forth on his chair in his relish to speak. Before he said anything he limbered up by hissing through his teeth to himself at high speed: ‘Je suis tu es il est nous sommes vous êtes!’ Then he launched out, ‘Allemande! Vous êtes allemande?’ 

         Another rapid whistling: ‘Je vais tu vas il va nous allons vous allez!’ and then to me, ‘Où vous allez?’

         In French I told him I was going to Çorak, and then on to a village called Uzak Köy and that tomorrow I hoped I was meeting a friend called Kâmuran, who was the teacher in the village where I was going. He listened ecstatically, all the while rubbing his hands on his knees and rocking back and forth on his seat. Again he went down the line hissing through his teeth and said, ‘La Turquie, la Turquie, vous aimez?’

         ‘Do you like Turkey, do you love Turkey?’ that was always the ringing question.

         ‘Yes, yes, I love Turkey, it is beautiful, the people are so kind, they are good people.’

         ‘But we are poor.’

         ‘Maybe you are poor, in one way. But you have a beautiful country, you have beautiful children, and big hearts …’

         Nodding and smiling, they always agree.

         When we got back on the bus all the men who had seemed to look right through me, stopped him, pulled on his arm and asked him where I was going. I had told him that I was American, but that had not meant much to him and he explained to the others that I was French and was going to teach at a school in Uzak Köy. A young man directly in front of me bolted around and said he knew this village. We discovered he also knew Kâmuran, as they were both teachers, and he said, ‘Don’t worry about anything. We will find Kâmuran, maybe even tonight.’ 

         I looked out the window, half in wonder, half acutely aware of where I was, so strangely at ease in this unfamiliar world. It was extraordinary to be here after all, to be sitting in this bus on this day.

         Late last spring I had spent two months in Ürgüp, one of the larger villages of Cappadocia, in central Anatolia. I was one morning sitting benevolently on a stone wall in the sun near the post office. Two young men came down the street toward me.

         ‘Do you speak English?’ one of them said rather roughly.

         I had heard this so often that I answered back also rather roughly, ‘No!’ and they walked on.

         That evening I went to have supper at a small place called the Kulüp and I was reading on the flat roof upstairs where some tables were set up at random. The young man who had spoken to me was there and he came over. He did not look Turkish. His hair was light and thin, his eyes a silver green and his face smooth and calm. He was not smiling.

         ‘I am sorry. You were angry. I did not mean to make you angry. We saw you sitting, we thought you are a boy. My friend said, Let us go and talk. That is all.’

         He spoke in slow words and I knew I had made a mistake.

         ‘Please sit down. I was the one who was rude. What is your name?’ I asked him.

         ‘Kâmuran.’

         ‘Kâmuran anything else?’

         ‘Yes, Çayir.’

         ‘Çayir … does your name mean something?’ 

         ‘Çayir means field, a green field. We have many names like that. Simple names, names of things. What is your name?’

         I told him my name was Carla, but that it did not mean anything. He smiled for the first time.

         ‘Yes, in Turkish it means a veil. There are many veils, carlar her tarafta, you see?’

         ‘What a nice way to learn Turkish, with people’s names. Do you work, Kâmuran? What is your work?’

         ‘I am teacher, I am teacher in a village. Ürgüp is my own village, and I am now here in my own house in the summer. The village of my school is far from here.’

         We ate together, and we talked. He searched for his English, speaking very slowly, yet I understood everything he wanted to say. He talked about the village where he taught and the school, about his discouragement, his ambition, and in my mind I was trying to visualise what his life was. I tried to make a picture with the faltering words village, forty houses, 300 people in all, no electricity, no road, walking from one village to another with his hands full of stones to throw at the dogs that leapt around him.

         Through those late spring weeks we were often together, with his friends. In the evenings they all met at Veli’s handicraft shop on the little main street. Veli and Kâmuran had grown up side by side and they were like brothers together. Veli spoke English recklessly.

         ‘What work does your father do?’ I asked him once when he had talked about his father.

         ‘He is a watermelon.’

         ‘Veli!’ 

         ‘I mean, he is … shoemaker. Not watermelon. Your long English words are all the same for me,’ he laughed.

         Veli had a small room in the back of the shop, with reed matting on the walls, a low bench and cushions along three sides and two big metal trays in the centre as tables. A door opened onto the back alley. Whoever was sitting nearest the door, without getting up, would lean over and open it a crack, lean out into the street until someone trotted into sight and then give out orders for cheese and bread, olives, cigarettes, raki, or whatever was needed at the time. Minutes later things would begin arriving, from the restaurant at the end of the alley or the shop next door or the market, and be briskly passed from the dark alley into the room.

         There was always music. Veli sang and played the saz, the eight-string Turkish guitar. He had learned without lessons, the gift was innate. Lying back on the cushions I watched the blurred mosaic pattern of colour spreading over the darkened ceiling from an old lantern of cut glass. The slender metallic music filled the room.

         ‘What was that song about?’

         ‘It was about love.’

         As Veli played, one of the men sat upright against the wall, his hands on his knees, his eyes staring ahead. He raised his head, began to sing, in long filigreed phrases, his body moving with the movement of his voice.

         ‘That was also a song about love,’ said Veli.

         The room was full of smoke and men in dark shabby jackets, open shirts and heavy mud-caked shoes. The  saz was passed to one of the older men, who strummed a soft, slow melody. Several voices followed the song. Someone leaned over and said, ‘Do you know what this song is? What means ninni? It is the sweet words for the baby when it sleeps.’

         I looked around the room and thought in disbelief, ‘These men are singing a lullaby.’

         They took me to the local theatre, a dusty room in the attic of an old wooden house, with everyone there like a big picnic. There were several short plays, all with the same young actors, stuffed with pillows or tottering on a cane with flour on their hair. They waved and chatted into the audience. One little boy sitting next to us was laughing so hard he kept falling out of his chair. Kâmuran translated punchlines when he could: ‘Your donkey is dead, too!’ and, ‘Well, your brass pot just had a baby pot in my house,’ with everyone shrieking with laughter. Kâmuran was laughing so much himself each time he set the little boy back onto his chair that he had tears running down his face, and I did too in the end.

         We went many places around Ürgüp, on bicycles and once on a motorcycle which belonged to the man who made all the false teeth in Ürgüp. We climbed into the old cave churches and sat and looked over the small narrow valleys and always Kâmuran’s village was at the centre of our talk.

         For a long time I had wanted to touch the life of a Turkish village, knowing how remote it was from the classical splendours of Istanbul or the Ionian coast, and how different it must be from a Muslim village in North Africa, but I knew I could not approach a village  alone. As Kâmuran talked that spring, as I made him talk and describe his life, the village where he taught began to take on a new reality. No foreigner had ever been there, but they were open and kind people, he said. I told him I wanted to see his village.

         ‘You would not like it …’ he said briefly.

         Later he said, ‘Read Bizim Köy or Mehmet, My Hawk. They are books about villages, it will tell you about our village people. You do not know what it is like. People starve, they have only old newspapers to cover new babies with to keep warm, the dogs eat what you put out of your body. People kill each other, they die with hate …’

         We talked often of where wisdom came from, of where love came from. How fragile it all must be at one point, the planting and growing of life, a man’s life or that of a village, in one direction or another.

         ‘My village is like the others, but it is lucky I think. There is much love between the people there. There is another village near mine, I do not like it – the people have made themselves ugly, they have narrow eyes when they look up and I always walk through without stopping. It is like walking through a dangerous place.’

         Kâmuran, I think for the first time, began to put into words, perhaps into conscious thought, the things that surrounded him. I continued to ask him, why could I not go to his village? He in the beginning would have to be the link between them and myself and later I could perhaps bring forward a part of the outside world that he was trying to open their minds to. Why was it not possible? 

         ‘They love with village love,’ he said later, ‘and someone like you, you know only city love. You would not understand.’

         ‘Maybe you could live in the Muhtar’s house,’ he said a few days later.

         On the last night that late spring we all got drunk on music and raki in the back of Veli’s shop. At four in the morning in front of my pale blue hotel we all shook hands and said goodbye, and again the next morning at the bus station.

         ‘About my village, you must think,’ Kâmuran said nervously, standing by the bus door, ‘you do not know what it is like.’

         That summer I wrote several businesslike letters from France with numbered questions. Kâmuran went back to the village to talk to the Muhtar and the Elders. He asked them if they would allow a foreigner, a stranger, a woman, to be a guest in their village for a while. They had all said yes, of course, yes. Kâmuran sent me a businesslike letter in return. He drew a crooked map of how to get there. He printed ANKARA in big stiff letters, then Çorak smaller, and a smaller Bulutlu, and then Uzak Köy very small at the end of the road, almost off the bottom of the page.

         
            *

         

         The bus was now nearing Çorak. People were beginning to sit up.

         ‘Are there hotels in Çorak?’ I asked the man in front of me.

         ‘Oh yes, but only one for you, nice and clean and not much money.’ 

         It was pitch dark by then. As the small lights of Çorak appeared to the right, some of the men around me began pointing and smiling and turning around to say, ‘PAHris … PAHris …’ We pulled up on the small main street, two blocks long beginning near the rail tracks and ending in a wide unpaved square scattered with jeeps and carts and minibuses parked for the night. We got out on a muddy street with narrow broken pavements. A tractor lurched by, a donkey, some unsteady old men in long dark coats; a few boys in tattered clothes hovered around the bus door. Two or three shops were still open, with men in shirtsleeves leaning on the counters reading newspapers and smoking, and on each street corner a dimly lit tea-house packed with sombre figures playing cards at small crude tables, indistinct in the grey smoke of their endless cigarettes. Several young boys grabbed my suitcase, and the teacher and two other men came along to show me the hotel.

         We squeezed through a narrow glass door into a room where some men were sitting in a row, in white shirts, caps and dark jackets, smoking and listening to a small transistor radio on the desk. There was only one room left, with two beds. It was 5 lira a bed, about 20 pence, but since I was alone I had to take both beds. The teacher and two men from the hotel and the little boys with my suitcase climbed up the narrow stairs. When I left France a friend had given me a set of wheels on a long metal pole that you strap to a suitcase. It had all come apart, I was carrying it and the teacher asked appreciatively if it was a movie camera. 

         The room had translucent glass double doors and one wall was also glass doors, leading into the adjoining room. There were two iron bedsteads, one chair, a table in the corner, a limp sallow towel hanging on a nail, under each bed a pair of wooden clogs. The single light bulb dangling from the ceiling stroked vague shadows on the grey walls. The teacher made gestures about locking myself in and putting the key under the pillow. He was going out to look for Kâmuran and said he would come back shortly.

         There were steps and voices and suddenly the light went on in the next room. Through the milky glass doors I could see two dark blurred figures moving around and could hear them talking and the creaking of the bedsprings as they sat down. I could see the hunched back of one of the men as he tried to get comfortable on his bed. The teacher came back a few minutes later and said that Kâmuran was not in Çorak. I wondered how he had hoped to find him anyway in a town of 12,000 people, but I know now there were only two small streets where he could be, and even simpler than that, you could stop anyone on the street and ask if he were there and they would know.

         ‘Tomorrow morning I come back, we look for him then. Do you need anything now? Tea? Something to eat?’

         No, there was nothing, and we said good-night. Five minutes later a little boy appeared with a tiny glass of tea, a miniature tin spoon, and two lumps of sugar wetly melting in the saucer. I pulled the string of the light, lay down on the bed and tried to sleep, tried to blend my sleep into this bed, this room, this street. 

         There are many reasons why people are where they are and go where they are going. An evasion, a search, a return, a need to see for oneself, a path continued. I was here now. Were the sheets clean? They seemed clean. Did it matter though? Was the towel clean? It had been washed threadbare and hung to dry in a damp courtyard. Did it matter that the faded red curtains were sagging unevenly, torn off their rings at both ends, or that I had washed in a cracked stone sink out of a bucket of cold water in a windowless room with a rough slimy floor? That I had seen only the sombre colours of shabby clothing, and unfamiliar faces? That I did not really understand their words, their course of life, did not really know where I was going, had never been here before? No, none of this mattered, these were not the important things. Not when you are held in that secret joy, that serenity which comes when you know without knowing, beyond even thought, that you are where you want to be, that you are listening to the music your inner ear is straining to hear, that you are, too, like the nomad who for one night has found shelter and can sleep in peace.

         I woke up at six. All the rooms were already empty, the doors standing open. It was a beautiful day and I stood on the little balcony, ate the bananas and dried cake I had brought from Ankara, and watched the early morning street below. I had written Kâmuran saying I would be in Çorak on Friday morning, 18 September, which was today, and I was now wondering rather anxiously what shape the day would take. 

         There was a loud knocking on the door. It was the teacher from the night before, breathing heavily and very pleased.

         ‘Come, come. Kâmuran is here.’

         We went downstairs and outside, just as Kâmuran was coming round the corner. I had not seen him since that late spring, yet it seemed quite natural to be shaking hands again at seven in the morning on the corner of this little town in Anatolia. He seemed older somehow, his hair thinner, his face more drawn, but his steady gaze had not changed.

         ‘Welcome,’ he said uneasily.

         The tea-houses were setting out a few rickety chairs and tables on the street. We sat down, ordered tea and had our shoes shined by a little boy with a wooden box strapped on his back, ready for the day’s work. Kâmuran looked depressed, and I had a fleeting horrible thought that what had all seemed so natural perhaps wasn’t natural at all. Was all this too much responsibility for him, as well as for me? Kâmuran sent a boy for some soup and bread. He shivered, he had been up since three that morning, had walked eight kilometres in the dark to Bulutlu to get the old farm bus to Çorak, the same bus we were shortly going to take back.

         ‘Kâmuran, please don’t worry. I’ve lived in many places, fancy places and simple places, and the simple places are always the best. Electricity, all those things, hot water, telephones, big shops, not important.’

         ‘Yes, you say, but you do not know. You can say because you always have a choice. This is different, there is no choice, this is the way it is.’ 

         The boy came back with the soup. It was made from bones, boiled with garlic, sensationally giving off its smell. It was delicious. Kâmuran cheered up manifestly, and so did I. Some boys carried my things to the square and helped lift them on top of the bus that was beginning to fill up for its return trip to Bulutlu. It was an ancient, squat Ford bus, painted bright blue, with many layers of dented and chipped paint, skeletal metal seats and ragged holes in the metal floor. Kâmuran put me on the bench in front and went to buy cigarettes, carrots and newspapers.

         ‘Do you have a torch?’ he asked me.

         ‘Torch?’

         ‘You sit. I buy.’

         He looked depressed again, although he laughed. ‘You see? You do not know what is a village.’

         An incredible number of smiling people were packing into the bus, sitting in the aisle on bags of grain and flour. Six of us were wedged onto the bench under the windscreen, with a little boy actually fitted in at the last moment on the driver’s left side, under his arm.

         We went uphill most of the time, creeping and groaning along the dirt road, climbing through deserted country, over ridge after ridge of barren, treeless hills. The wheat had just been cut and the slopes were shorn dry, there was not a soul in sight for miles and miles, then suddenly a slim dark figure, going where? coming from where? On this endless horizon of hills receding further and further into the haze of the sun. We passed through several villages where the dogs leapt out and savagely  chased the tyres of the bus out past the last house. The bus stopped from time to time, a few people climbing down and with their bundles over their shoulders setting out across the empty, straw-coloured landscape although there was not a house or a village to be seen. Everyone knew each other, laughing and talking from one end of the bus to the other. Two hours later we got to Bulutlu, a village too, but with a one-room mud post office, a one-room mud tea-house, a gendarme outpost and a new agricultural bank painted bright pink. By luck there was a jeep stopped there and Kâmuran bargained with the driver to take us to Uzak Köy.

         The road branched off to the left, more a rutted track than a road, and several times the driver had almost to stop the jeep as it swayed and pitched over the rocky shelf of a stream and across the deep troughs of hardened mud. We drove through two small villages, the colourless flat-roofed houses low against the colourless earth, and each time Kâmuran said, ‘No, not yet, but it is the same.’ If you squinted your eyes the thirty or forty small mud houses clustered together on the slope seemed to dematerialise, to blend back into their original earth. If it were not for the bright clothing of the women, like drops of pure enamel on a tawny canvas, and the running children and the breath of smoke from the chimney stumps, you could think you were looking at an uninhabited landscape, the unbroken expanse only here and there imperceptibly troubled, as if a giant finger had reached down and idly stirred the smooth surface into little random eddies of earth-shaped houses. 

         Then there was no longer any road at all, only a faint trail around and across the tops of the hills. We came into Uzak Köy suddenly, driving over a rise and down a long narrow path between scattered houses, and pulled up in front of the Muhtar’s house in an open area more or less in the centre of the village.

         Uzak Köy was held in the cupped palm of a rise of high land, overlooking a broad dry river bed crawling out of sight around the feet of the retreating hills. Low in the distance a long line of mountains stretched across the far horizon. The forty-odd houses that sheltered the inhabitants of the village all faced in the same direction, open to the sun. They seemed identical, the new ones different only in their newness. At the bottom of the village, a small area of land that caught the overflow of water from the spring was marked off by low mud and stone walls into long rectangular strips of gardens. The only trees, you could count these graceful shimmering poplars on one hand, grew along this same invisible path of precious water.

         A swarm of children appeared on all sides. Some women with babies on their backs came towards us. In the background some men stood watching, dark and aloof. There were smiling women on the whitewashed stoop in front of the door and they reached down and pulled my suitcase up the three bumpy steps formed from flat uneven boulders. We took our shoes off and went into the main room of the Muhtar’s house, the central meeting place for everyone of the village. The room was broad and cheerful, the raised mud floor covered with mats, with larger flat cushions placed  squarely along three walls and fat bolsters propped along the sides. A shiny kerosene lamp swung from a beam of the low ceiling. A white cat was sleeping on a little pillow in a window niche in the sun and there was a piece of newspaper tacked across one broken pane.

         Kâmuran and I, as guests, were put in the two corners, where you can drape both arms over the back of the bolsters on either side and sit with your legs stretched out in front of you. Hacı İsmail, the Muhtar, was at a wedding in another village, so there were only his mother, his wife, two sons, two daughters-in-law and other family members around us. The door opened and closed and more women came in, beaming and staring, with many children pushing past them, giggling and scuffling. They were scolded away like a flock of birds and another batch blew in as soon as the door opened again. Two men appeared at the door. In an instant the women had risen and slid out of the room. Only the women of the house were left. The men were smiling, ‘Welcome, welcome,’ they said. Others came in. They knew someone from another country was coming to visit their village; they wanted to see what this meant and to ask questions.

         ‘You are rich. Why do you want to live with poor people?’

         ‘What is there to see here? We have nothing!’

         ‘Why do you want to come here, when we want to go somewhere else?’

         Kâmuran translated quietly back and forth and they nodded their heads. The questions they asked were questions that should have been asked, that I had  hoped they would ask, as it made me feel, because I understood their questions, that their reality was not so different from my reality, and that I could answer them with a truth that would be their truth. That first hour we had also roared with laughter at the same thing at the same moment – a little boy had come gleefully bouncing into the room and, when he caught sight of me, had stopped dead in his tracks, his expression changing into one of such utter horror that we all burst out laughing and the little boy burst into tears.

         There were other questions, which made me see in what way they tried to place me in their own conception of life.

         ‘Does your father have sheep?’ they asked.

         ‘No …’ I was speechless.

         ‘Does he have land?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Does your mother work?’ and one of the men made the gesture of digging in the soil.

         ‘No.’

         ‘In your country, do you eat pekmez and boiled wheat?’ When I said no again, they shook their heads and slapped one upturned hand into the other and said, ‘Vah, vah, vah,’ in compassion and pity.

         The Muhtar’s son brought in a big tin tray and set it in the centre of the floor, laid out wooden spoons and stacks of limp folded bread, and then carried in a white enamel dish with two eggs scrambled in oil and a big bowl of boiled wheat. Kâmuran and I and several of the men hitched up around the tray. Hacı Kadin, the Muhtar’s mother, sat back against the wall  with the other men. It was her right as she was older, and also venerated in the region for her kindness and wisdom, and the fact that she had been to Mecca. She was short and square, with a head like a Roman emperor. Most of her teeth were gone and the lines of her face were cut deep from smiling. She had on what looked like a man’s dark-blue pinstriped suit jacket from the 1920s, men’s grey socks and a wide skirt over baggy bloomers. A white scarf wound around her head and chin, held with another scarf tied Red-Indian fashion across her forehead. Later she took my hand and looked at my long nails, shook her head, laughed, and patted my arm.

         They talked about a place for me to live, a room in one of the houses. Hacı Kadin said I could sleep with her, but I tried to explain that that would be difficult because I read at night and sometimes typed letters, and it was better if I could have a room alone. There was an empty house in the village, but they all said it would not be right for me to be alone in an empty house. There was a family, a good family and very poor, where the husband was away working in İzmir. They had a room. It seemed to have been decided then, without consulting the family concerned, and at mid-afternoon, with several little boys energetically carrying my suitcase, and one carrying the set of wheels, we went up the slope to see the room. The house was like all the others, one floor of mud and straw on a base of stone, a small central room with a dug-out hollow in the wall at the far end for the fire, for cooking, for heat, and a larger room off each side. 

         Asiye Nedihe, the head of the household while her son was away, came out on the stoop in her socks, drying her hands on her skirts, wheezing and flustered and smiling. I could hardly believe my eyes when I saw her. A white scarf was wound around her old head, the ends tied in a knot on the top of her head like two tiny rabbit ears. Wisps of bright orange hennaed hair poked out around her toothless face. She was small and slightly hunched, I felt enormous next to her. When she walked, she scuttled. She took snuff; much later I brought her some from Dunhill’s in New York, By Appointment to His Late Majesty George V, but she locked it in the wooden chest with all her other possessions. She too wore an old pinstriped suit jacket and whenever I patted her shoulder small clouds of dust flew up. She wore men’s socks and her two dusty dry big toes stuck out of holes in the front, and the heels were gone. She cried easily, and often, as she had terrible memories of her sons, her bright eyes streaming as she sat on the floor, rocking back and forth, weeping and blowing her nose in her skirts. She was the fairytale grandmother, whose flurries of indignation or anger were greeted with teasing arms of love wound around her stooped shoulders, who laughed like a child with the children, who kept all the people of her family strongly growing around her old roots. But of course I saw only a small part of this that first day.

         The room I was to live in was quite large, with two windows on one side and one at the end wall. The floor was packed mud and straw and so were the walls,  although they had been whitewashed once or twice a long time ago. The ceiling was laid with smooth long poplar beams about a foot apart, supporting the latticed reed matting which held the packed mud roof. There was a huge fancy aluminium bed, one of two in the village, a big wooden box on its side with a broken glass pane; a built-up mud ledge along the wall under the windows had flat square cushions for sitting and straw bolsters for your back. In another corner a small area of floor had been roughly spread with cement: the bathroom. A small hole went outside through which to empty your washing water. At various heights along the walls there were big nails to hang things on. A large pastel-tinted photograph of Asiye Nedihe’s son tilted out way over your head; you had to stand almost directly under it and look up to get any sort of proper perspective of his face. No table, no chair, no lock on the crude wooden door. I could already see where I would put my books and, by pulling the box against the side of the bed, make a nest for reading at night, the few insignificant things that suddenly make a room one’s own.

         They left me there and I stood in the middle of the floor without moving, suspended. In the next room there was much noise of voices and people pushing against the door. I opened my suitcase and began taking things out. The door burst open and a crowd of women and children surged in. Most of them had never been outside of their village and had never seen a foreigner, yet they all seemed delighted to see me, touching my hair and fingernails and picking up each  thing I had unpacked. Everything seemed to strike them as funny, and the older women kept patting me as they laughed. I could hear the sound of their callused hands catching on my nylon bathrobe as they passed it around, like toast being rubbed together. Asiye Nedihe tried to keep order, pouncing on the children and wedging them out the door. She said she would sleep on the floor by my bed at night if I were afraid. After they had all left, the air circulated with dust, the floor was littered with walnut shells and potato peels, from the small warm potatoes they kept pulling out of their skirts and offering around. One tiny black rubber baby shoe lay near the door.

         It was already dark when Kâmuran came to take me to his little room in the schoolhouse, not far away. His kerosene stove was broken, so he had set out only olives, bread and honey, and we sat on the floor and had our supper. He looked at me sideways, warily.

         ‘Is everything all right?’

         ‘Well, look at me,’ I said. ‘Can’t you tell? You must teach me the words in Turkish for joy … for gratitude …’

         He walked home with me that first night, weaving the flashlight through the darkness and kicking off the neighbour’s dog who had rushed up fiercely. It was not yet eight o’clock but the front door of my house was closed and there was only a faint light inside. I pounded on the door and felt bad that I had to wake them up, although by now several other dogs had arrived in a frenzy and were barking thunderously in a semicircle in front of the house. Elif, Asiye Nedihe’s  daughter-in-law, who had brought the aluminium bed as part of her dowry, opened the door, shouted at the dogs and they vanished in the dark.

         The floor of the small centre room was almost entirely covered with bedding, indistinct mounds of sleeping forms burrowed under the heavy wool covers, not a face or head visible. Seven people fitted together in sleep on the mud floor. We stepped over them and into my room. Elif had pulled closed the little cotton curtains, stacked the big pillows from the bed onto the mud ledge. She lit the kerosene lamp on the wooden box and showed me a bucket of water near the little hole in the floor, and with a big smile said good-night.

         With difficulty I worked out how I would brush my teeth and wash down the hole, using the water sparingly. I got into bed on the lumpy wool mattress, wondering about how I would get up. I found out soon enough that the day started at 5.30. There was an unbelievable clatter and talking outside my door. I put the pillow over my head and twice a crowd came in and I could sense a group of people standing around my bed having a good look and talking in hushed voices. I got up at 6.30 and managed to get dressed in between visits.

      



OEBPS/9781780600864_cover_epub.jpg
Dinner of Herbs

Village Life in Turkey in the 1960s

CARLA GRISSMANN






OEBPS/logo_online.png
EIAND

T.ondon





