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    Introduction




    “Overlanding: to travel a long distance over land.” – Oxford dictionary




    “Overlanding is about exploration, rather than conquering obstacles. While the roads and trails we travel might be rough or technically challenging, they are the means to an end, not the goal itself. The goal is to see and learn about our world, whether on a weekend trip 100 miles from home or a 10,000-mile expedition across another continent. The vehicle and equipment can be simple or extravagant – they, too, are simply means to an end. History, wildlife, culture, scenery, self-sufficiency – these are the rewards of overlanding.” – Overland Journal




    “Overlanding is self-reliant overland travel, to remote destinations where the journey is the principal goal. Typically, but not exclusively, it is accomplished with mechanized off-road capable transport from bicycles to trucks, where the principal form of lodging is camping, often lasting for extended lengths of time and spanning international boundaries.” – Wikipedia




    “Overlanding is a vehicle dependent and self-reliant form of adventure travel, typically exploring remote locations and interacting with other cultures. Technical terrain can be encountered throughout the journey, and the travellers may even seek out the most challenging as part of their experience. The critical point to the term overland travel is that the purpose is to include at least two or more of the following:




    

      	
1. Remote locations





      	
2. Cultures other than your own





      	
3. Under-explored or under-documented regions





      	
4. Self-reliance in unfamiliar territories for days, weeks or months”



    




    Central Overland


  




  

    Chapter 1


    Istanbul




    A noise in the street outside the hostel most have woken me as it was early and my alarm had not yet gone off. I looked out the window and down in the street was the expedition vehicle that would be carrying me through Central Asia, along the Silk Road for the next five months. I was too excited to go back to sleep. I got up and went outside into the cool dawn with the sun just rising over the roof tops of the back streets of Istanbul, not far from the centre.




    The vehicle was a converted Scania four wheel drive truck. It was distinctive and unmissable, as it was painted bright yellow. Along both sides were windows covered by clear plastic that could be rolled up to allow uninterrupted views and a breeze on hot days. I was soon joined by other passengers and we were due a briefing, but we were all keen to get on the road and out of town. There was a brief health and safety chat and a basic introduction to Habibi, the name given to the truck, as all expedition vehicles by tradition, have a name.




    It was an overcast day and as we started to drive the 300kms towards our evening stop, it started raining. We should have had great vistas across the Sea of Marmara but the rain obscured the view.




    My journey had started nearly three weeks earlier. The proverb ‘a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step’, a quote from the Chinese philosopher Laozi 604–531BC, often wrongly attributed to his contemporary Confucius 551–479BC. Although I was going further than just a thousand miles, it is still true. My journey to retrace the Silk Road from west to east would start in earnest in Istanbul. My first steps were to reach our initial gathering point in East Croydon. I thought it incongruous that this long exotic journey from London to Beijing, through Central Asia, over which trade flowed and the armies of Alexander the Great, Genghis Khan and Tamerlane plundered and murdered, should start with the first night in a Holiday Inn in East Croydon.




    Leaving the Channel Tunnel, we visited the Tyne Cot First World War cemetery, then onwards, via some great European cities such as Bruges, Heidelberg, the beautifully preserved walled medieval city of Rothenburg ob der Tauber and the equally beautiful city of Prague. Then via Budapest, through Romania and Sighișoara, being the place of exile for Vlad Dracul. He was the father of the much better known Vlad Tepes aka Vlad the Impaler and popularly but incorrectly, also called Dracula.




    After passing through Bucharest, there was Nessebar in Bulgaria, a pearl of a resort on the coast of the Black Sea. We crossed the border from Bulgaria into Turkey. On maps, the European part of Turkey doesn’t look very big, but that is because the rest of Turkey is so large, being six times larger than England so that it dwarfs its small European portion. European Turkey covers the same area as South East England and it is 250kms to reach Istanbul from the border, the same as Northampton to Dover.




    I had already had an adventure in reaching Istanbul but we left it and were travelling along the shore of the Sea of Marmara. It was raining so there was not much of a view, but this gave me a chance to look around the inside of the truck. There was an intercom and a buzzer. A short push on the buzzer and the driver, previously introduced as Malcolm, would stop when it was possible and safe. A long buzz was an emergency stop and he would stop straight away, wherever we were, so be warned.




    Access to the main body of the truck was via a short series of steps that dropped down at the back of the truck that were secured in the upright position when the truck was moving. Down either side of the back of the truck, facing each other, was a row of seats with locker space underneath for personal bags and rucksacks. Above the seats was a wide shelf with elasticated netting stretching across the front meant for day packs, water and the like.




    At the end nearest the cab, there was an elevated row of four rear facing seats. Behind this was a flat area the width of the truck and perhaps a metre and a half deep. This was known as ‘the beach’. The roof immediately above this could be opened and people could sit on the floor of the beach with their head and shoulders outside to look out and being quite high up it would give a good view. But it had been emphasised that the hatch was only to be operated by the driver whilst stationary.




    Not everyone has the luxury of long overland trips so some people would be leaving us en route and equally others would be joining us en route. The majority of the briefing was re-scheduled for that evening. Meanwhile Malcolm was driving the truck and Grace, our guide sat in the front. Of the group that met up in Istanbul, I already knew Peter, Matt, and Sally who had made the trip with me from London and would be going all the way to Beijing.




    Peter was a retired director who had run his own brick laying company who lived a few miles from me in West Sussex. Matt was a doctor and was taking a break from his final full qualification on the job to undertake this trip. Sally came from Bristol and since leaving university had worked in the care industry for a few years and was now in between jobs. I would learn the names of the other passenger en route.




    The last passenger to join us in Istanbul was Rebekah who was travelling on an English passport but was originally from Bangladesh. She was barely five foot high but instantly striking as she was dressed in a stunningly bright traditional sari.




    After a couple of hours travelling we made a short stop at Tekirdag. Whenever we stopped in a town during the day, for any length of time, we always left two people on board as truck guards for security. This probably wasn’t needed here but in other areas it was essential. We took it in turns so everyone had a chance to stretch their legs and do some shopping or sight-seeing. We would be camping and cooking our meals communally so cook groups didn’t do truck guard as they would be busy shopping for supplies for whatever they had decided to cook.




    The town has a harbour in the bay and a pleasant waterfront. The rich agricultural land nearby is well renowned for its cherries and grapes, used for wine and distilling raki, a popular aniseed flavoured spirit. No one really wanted to spend any time exploring in the rain and therefore it was just a brief stop. We stayed on the main road that by passes the town of Gallipoli and headed down the peninsular to Eceabat arriving early afternoon where we going to camp for two nights.




    The sea route from the Aegean Sea at the eastern end of the Mediterranean to the Black Sea requires shipping to get through the Dardanelles which is 61kms long but only 1.2kms to 6kms wide. Then it traverses the Sea of Marmara some 200kms long and 75kms wide before it then has to negotiate the even narrower Bosphorus straits at Istanbul. The road hugs the south eastern side of the peninsular and as it had finally stopped raining we had a good view of the shipping in the narrow strait and of Asia on the far side. On the eastern outskirts of the Eceabat is the Boomerang Bar, a beach front shack of a bar and some rough ground, mainly shingle next to it that can accommodate some tents that would be our camp site.




    We were here for ANZAC Day, (Australian and New Zealand Army Corps) a national day of remembrance for Australia and New Zealand that commemorates their soldiers that have fallen in battle. Originally it was held for the troops that died during the Gallipoli campaign and was first officially named Anzac day just a year after the first landings were made. The commemorations have broadened and are now not just for those that fell in Gallipoli but Australian and New Zealand troops that have fallen in both the First and Second World Wars and other conflicts such as Vietnam and more recently Afghanistan.




    Anzac day is observed on 25th April as the anniversary date of the Gallipoli landings as this was the first major engagement of large numbers of the Australian and New Zealand forces. When war broke out in 1914, they had both been dominions of the British Empire for thirteen and seven years respectively but they still signed up to fight in this European war. Some 60,000 Australians and 18,000 New Zealanders died during the war but their national identity was largely forged during the violent conflict of the First World War (strictly speaking it was called the Great War at the time and only became popularly referred to as the First World War when there was the Second World War).




    Small scale commemorations were held from the first anniversary onwards but by 1927 in Australia, a National Day of Commemoration was established with dawn services which were adopted in a similar format from 1939 throughout New Zealand following lobbying by the New Zealand Returned Soldiers’ Association, the RSA.




    The popularity of remembering Anzac Day had continued to increase and it is a public holiday in both Australia and New Zealand. I knew much of the First World War history before arriving here and within the group were several Australians and New Zealanders. The time I visited was the 100th anniversary of the start of the First World War and the 99th anniversary of the Gallipoli landings. There was huge demand for the 100th anniversary of the landings in 2015 so numbers were restricted for safety at the Anzac Commemorative Site on North Beach and decided by ballot. Therefore, just 8,000 Australians and 2,000 New Zealanders (roughly in the same proportion to those killed) and 500 official representatives of all nations were accommodated and eligibility requirements apply for all places and the lottery had already taken place for the following year.




    The Gallipoli land campaign began with an amphibious landing on 25th April 1915 and the last troops had all been evacuated less than a year later. The long and narrow peninsular is the northern side of the Dardanelles strait and the major shipping route, ultimately to the Black Sea. The Western Front in Europe was static and had been reduced to trench warfare all along the line from the Belgium coast to the Swiss border. There was political pressure for an end to the deadlock. The aim for the Gallipoli campaign was to capture Istanbul knocking Germany’s Ottoman ally out of the war, open a route for shipping supplies to the Russia and pull Greece and Bulgaria, both formerly occupied by the Ottomans into the war on the Allies side (both were initially neutral but Bulgaria joined the Central Powers of Germany, the Austro – Hungarian Empire and Turkey in October 1915 with a bribe of more land on its western border with Serbia. Greece only finally joined the Allies in June 1917).




    Before the war, Germany had helped with training and re-equipping the Ottoman military and had sent general Otto Liman von Sanders to Istanbul. German diplomats had offered an anti-Russian alliance and supported their territorial aspirations in Caucasia and Trans-Caspia then spheres of Russian influence and in north-west Mesopotamia which was a critical oil supplier for the British navy through the Anglo Persian Oil Co.




    On 27th October 1914, Ottoman ships attacked the Russian harbour at Odessa and sunk several ships, declaring war on 31st October 1914 and later invading the Caucasus with Russia declaring war on 2nd November. Britain and France declared war on Turkey on 5th November and fighting also began in Mesopotamia following a British landing to occupy the oil facilities in the Persian Gulf. Meanwhile the Ottomans prepared to attack Egypt in early 1915 to occupy the Suez Canal and cut the Mediterranean route between the Allies in Europe and India and the Far East.




    Grand Duke Nicholas of Russia appealed to Britain for assistance against the Ottomans, who were fighting them in the Caucasus and the outline of the plan for the Gallipoli campaign began. On 19th February 1915 the first attack on the Dardanelles began with a strong Anglo-French naval task force. The outer defences were shelled destroying shore batteries and the entrance cleared of mines or so the navy thought. On 18th March 1915, the main naval thrust up the straits was launched. The task force attacked and the firing from the shore batteries was much reduced but newly laid mines sunk or damaged several of the ships as they tried to manoeuvre in the narrow straits.




    Meanwhile, the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) and the New Zealand Expeditionary Force (NZEF) were stationed in Egypt on their way to the Western Front but were reformed into the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC). These were joined by the French Oriental Expeditionary Corps and British 29th Division to form the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force that was to carry out the amphibious landings on the peninsular under General Sir Ian Hamilton.




    The planners under estimated the ability of the Ottoman forces and the tenacity of its commander. Other problems were the lack of vital intelligence, the rugged terrain, the difficulty of supplying an attacking force from distant supply bases and training. An opposed landing was not expected so the troops had not practiced a landing under fire. A forward base was established on Lemnos, a Greek island not far from the peninsular where some rudimentary practice landings were undertaken.




    The Ottoman Fifth Army under General Liman von Sanders was assigned for the defence of the peninsular. They had four weeks to prepare between the naval engagements and the actual landings. Mustafa Kemal, then a 34-year-old lieutenant colonel familiar with the Gallipoli peninsula believed the most vulnerable points were at Cape Helles at the southern tip of the peninsula where British navy could concentrate their fire from three directions and Gaba Tepe on the Aegean side of the peninsular but at its narrowest point allowing attacking forces the shortest route to overlook and therefore command the straits themselves but he was over ruled.




    The German General, Liman von Sanders concentrated his forces at Besika Bay on the Asiatic coast plus some troops on the north end of the peninsular with just a few troops at Capes Helles and scattered along the coast. Large numbers of troops were held in reserve. The Allies planned to land British troops at Capes Helles and advance up the eastern coast to Kilitbahir, Anzac troops were to land at Gaba Tepe, later to be renamed Anzac Cove and cut the peninsular in half whilst French troops would make a diversionary attack on the Asian side before withdrawing to the Cape Helles.




    The landings were made on six beaches, five around Cape Helles and one at Anzac Cove. One of the landings was virtually unopposed and troops spread in land as far as Krithia village but lacking specific orders to exploit the situation, the commander withdrew to the beach. The main landings below the Seddulbahir fort faced determined resistance from well-placed defences and only a few Allied troops survived the initial landings.




    At Anzac Cove, the troops met some resistance but pushed on up the beaches towards Chunuk Bair. The defenders were too few to halt the attackers from seizing the beaches but inflicted heavy losses as they withdrew up the beach fighting all the way. It was here that Mustafa Kemal gave his well-known order “I do not order you to fight, I order you to die. In the time which passes until we die, other troops and commanders can come forward and take our places.” The whole campaign is the subject of the 1981 Australian film ‘Gallipoli’.




    After the landings by the Allies, little was done to take advantage of the situation and the attack lost momentum which gave the Ottomans time to bring up reinforcements. Mustafa Kemal counter attacked and whilst unable to repulse the attackers, inflicted casualties and confined the attackers to their beach heads. The ANZAC commander ordered an attack from Russell’s Top and Quinn’s Post towards Baby 700. The troops advanced a short distance during the night, under a combined naval and artillery barrage but in the dark became separated and after coming under heavy fire along their exposed flank were eventually forced to withdraw having suffered about 1,000 casualties.




    On 19th May, 42,000 Ottoman troops launched an attack on Anzac Cove in an effort to push the 17,000 Australians and New Zealanders back into the sea. Lacking sufficient artillery and ammunition, they relied on surprise and weight of numbers for success. Their preparations had been seen by aerial reconnaissance and they suffered 13,000 casualties, of which 3,000 men were killed against the Anzac casualties of 160 killed and 468 wounded. Operations at Anzac Cove from early June onwards returned to consolidation, minor engagements and skirmishing with grenades and sniper-fire.




    At Cape Helles, the Allied attempts to capture Krithia or make any significant advances led military planners to consider an alternative plan to capture the peninsular. This new plan called for a breakout from the Anzac Cove front to capture the high ground on the Sari Bair Ridge and Hill 971 above the cove.




    The Allies planned to land two fresh infantry divisions at Suvla Bay 8kms north of Anzac Cove with a joint advance on Sari Bair from here and from Anzac Cove with Australian troops advancing on Hill 700 from the Nek and an attack on the summit at Chunuk Bair by New Zealand troops along Rhododendron Ridge, the Apex and the Farm and lastly Hill 971 would be attacked by a combined force of Gurkhas and Australians.




    The landing at Suvla Bay took place during the night of 6th August against light opposition but the British commander, Lieutenant General Frederick Stopford had limited early objectives and failed to take further objectives against limited opposition, waiting for artillery support. Ottoman reinforcements arrived and took up positions on the ridge above to pin the troops down on the beach and stalemate was achieved and an opportunity to advance the campaign was lost.




    There were diversionary attacks at Cape Helles that achieved nothing of strategic value. Another Anzac attack at Lone Pine captured the Ottoman trenches but early attacks aimed on the peaks at Chunuk Bair and Hill 971 both failed but Chunuk Bair was eventually captured on the morning of 8th August. The delay in capturing this peak cost the Australians dearly as their attack on the Nek on the 7th August went ahead anyway.




    The artillery bombardment finished seven minutes early and the Ottoman machine gunners were ready. Four waves of Australians charged across no man’s land on a front no longer or wider than a tennis court and just one soldier from the first wave reached the enemy trenches, all the others were mown down by machine guns and it is a testament to the bravery of the soldiers and the stupidity of the commanders that despite the failure of the first two waves, the next two waves went ahead into certain death.




    The attack on Hill 971 never took place after the Australians and the Gurkhas lost their way during the night. The New Zealanders who were holding their positions held on for two days until relieved by British troops but a counter offensive swept them from the ridge and any chance of a successful outcome for the attacks was lost. Of the 760 New Zealanders that attacked, 711 were casualties.




    British reinforcements arrived at Suvla Bay in early August and a major attack on the heights started on 18th August by which time the Ottomans had entrenched themselves and repelled all the attacks. The Norfolk Regiment was part of the reinforcements and had a company dubbed, the Sandringham Company, as they had been recruited from King George V’s Sandringham estate. They had arrived in the first wave of reinforcements but during an offensive on 12th August they had become isolated and destroyed which was the subject of the 1999 British film ‘All the Kings Men’.




    More Australian reinforcements arrived on 19th August and yet more in September with a division shifted from Cape Helles to Anzac and the final attempt to breakout from Suvla Bay started on 21st August with attacks at Scimitar Hill and Hill 60. Success would have united the Suvla Bay and Anzac Cove beach heads and captured the heights. After a lot of fighting and casualties, the two beach heads did join together in one long Allied occupied beach but the operation to capture the heights was unsuccessful and the offensive was cancelled on 29th August.




    Hamilton had earlier requested another 95,000 troops but the French had already announced plans for a major European offensive which was to be fully supported by the British and so only 25,000 troops were available. The entry of Bulgaria into the war in October 1915 diverted three battalions to the Salonika front and the overland route from Germany would allow rearmament of the Ottoman forces so it seemed that the Gallipoli campaign had run out of options.




    Following the failure of the August Offensive, the Gallipoli campaign drifted. Autumn and winter brought relief from the heat and flies but also led to gales, torrential rain that flooded trenches resulting in men drowning. Snow, blizzards and freezing temperatures caused widespread frostbite whilst dysentery was an ever present problem. In November 1915 two Austro-Hungarian artillery units arrived at the Gallipoli front which reinforced the Ottoman artillery.




    The decision to evacuate was taken and Suvla Bay and Anzac Cove were to be evacuated in late December, the last troops left before dawn on 20th December 1915 but large quantities of supplies and stores fell into Ottoman hands. Cape Helles at the tip of the peninsular was retained for a further three weeks but under the cover of a naval bombardment, the British troops began to fall back and evacuation started in the early morning of 8th January 1916, shooting horses to prevent their capture, destroying some artillery pieces but still a lot of stores were left behind and so the Gallipoli campaign ended. It was a disaster with a lot of men and material lost over nine months with nothing gained.




    The Allied campaign was plagued by ill-defined goals, poor planning, insufficient artillery, inexperienced troops, inaccurate maps and intelligence, overconfidence, inadequate equipment, poor logistics and tactical deficiencies at all levels. Geography favoured the Ottomans who retained the high ground on land but Allied naval operations had seriously affected Ottoman supply lines, sinking 7 naval ships and gun boats, 11 troop transports, 44 supply ships, and 148 other vessels at a cost of eight Allied submarines which were sunk in the straits or in the Sea of Marmara.




    Allied casualties of over a quarter of a million men exceeded even the highest estimates of Ottoman losses, by between 1,000 and 34,000. The Allied dead included 21,255 from the United Kingdom, an estimated 10,000 from France, 8,709 from Australia, 2,721 from New Zealand, and 1,358 from British India. More French and British were killed in absolute numbers but as a proportion of their total populations, Australian and New Zealand losses were significant and it is this baptism of fire for these new nations that had caught public opinion to make Gallipoli and Anzac Day so commemorated in Australia and New Zealand and far less so for British and French public consciousness.




    The Ottoman final victory on land boosted their morale on other fronts such as in Trans Caspia, Mesopotamia and Palestine and also gave Mustafa Kemal Ataturk’s career and future prospects a boost who first rose to prominence as a commander at Gallipoli.




    At the Boomerang Bar I had set up my tent although I was not going to sleep there that night. Commemoration for Anzac Day starts the night before and continues through the night until the dawn service down on the beach at Anzac Cove and further separate services at different memorials for the Australian and New Zealand dead on the heights nearby at the furthest advance achieved by the respective troops.




    This was our first camp ground but it wasn’t a bush camp as there was access to external showers and toilets at the Boomerang bar. We had had a health and safety briefing of our expedition vehicle that morning but now we had a thorough introduction to Habibi. Between the cab and the body of the truck was a collapsible table. Down the left hand side, starting at the back was the locker for tents and a locker for collapsible camping chairs and two metals grates with different length legs used for cooking over wood fires. Next were lockers for fresh food, sauces, coffee and tea. Working towards the front were lockers for cooking utensils and cutlery and crookery. On a shelf at the top of one of the lockers was space for the gas stove which had its own separate legs so it could be used at waist height.




    Along the bottom, on both sides, were lockers for large jerry cans used for carrying water. Water was strictly for drinking and cooking and was sterilised to ensure that it didn’t have any germs. It was not to be used for washing. Washing water can be had at any stream or lake shore or you were expected to buy your own. On the right hand side the lockers were for vehicle spares except for a locker at the back that held more chairs. Underfloor lockers working from the back door were for fire wood, spares, tins of food and lastly for spices and dried food. Under the beach was another locker for more truck spares.




    Tents were for sharing between two and we watched as Grace demonstrated how to put them up but also we had to note how they are packed, as they must be repacked in the same way to get everything back into the tent bag and keeping the potentially wet outer and muddy underside of the ground sheet, away from the dry inner. Next select a flat spot for a pitch without stones. Once erected, the tents can stand up by themselves but if it is windy there are pegs to hammer in to hold the whole tent down.




    I felt confident that I knew my way around the truck and how to put up the tent, as I had already met Habibi in Somerset several months before whilst it was being kitted out when planning the trip with the team and I had already seen a tent erection demonstration. It wasn’t difficult but if you are unfamiliar with it, it can be a struggle and some people mastered the technique quicker than others.




    The other members of the group who were going to the Anzac Cove all night event were Sally, Matt and Gaps who was Malcolm’s best friend who had been to university together. Also going were Chris and Leo. Both had graduated a few years before, Chris was an engineering graduate working for a construction company and Leo was working for a management consultancy.




    In the late afternoon we packed our overnight bags with waterproofs, some water, some sandwiches and snacks for the Anzac Cove event plus blankets or sleeping bags as it would be cold. We drove up the road and had to negotiate three road blocks where our tickets for the event were checked before we were allowed to continue. After the third road block we were pulled up and directed to an English speaking volunteer and given a briefing on behavioural standards expected and that any sharps of any type … needles, knives, pen knives, scissors or any other potential injury causing item, drugs and alcohol were banned. The minibus could drop us off nearer to the event site but it had to return to the main car park. In the morning it would only be allowed through after 10am to climb the ridge and collect us from the top of the ridge after we had walked up from the beach.




    We were dropped off and walked along the last section of road. There was a memorial to the fallen overlooking the cove with neatly cut grass and shrubs. Further on was the entrance to the event site. Here our tickets were checked again and we were presented with a linen bag of goodies. The nutrition bars and other edible or drinkable goodies lasted no time at all but there were also pamphlets, maps of the area, a schedule of activities and events throughout the night and through the morning. There was also a Commonwealth War Graves Commission logoed pen, a CWGC lapel badge and a woolly hat that was to see a lot of service over the next few weeks. We had learnt a lot about the CWGC’s work from the visit to the Tyne Cot Cemetery.




    The main event area had a main thorough fare through the centre parallel to the beach with the main stage and several giant screens with an area reserved for dignitaries. Opposite was seating for thousands stretching up the hillside with several aisles to allow easy access. We selected a row of free seats roughly in the centre and settled down to wait for the programme to start.




    Further north along the beach were toilets, several food stalls, Red Crescent and Red Cross tents, reserved marquees and facilities for dignitaries and the CWGC tent. High above us on the crest of the cliff is a distinctive rock that the troops that had arrived from Egypt noticed was similar to a Sphinx which was the name given to this outcrop by the troops.




    As it got dark, the event started with film clips, speeches, choirs and soloists and commentary from various dignitaries. As dawn of the 25th April arrived across the world, we viewed links with other commemorations in the Pacific, New Zealand and Australia. We all participated in the dawn service with hymns, prayers, an address, watched the laying of wreaths, recitation, a minute of silence, Reveille, and the playing of both the New Zealand and Australian national anthems including the Last Post played on a bugle and the fourth stanza of Laurence Binyon’s poem ‘For the Fallen’ also known as the Ode of Remembrance. It was a solemn and moving moment.




    The sun was rising behind the hills and the shadows where we stood were getting shorter. After the service and the dignitaries had filed out we collected our things. We walked up a rough path in the footsteps of so many soldiers who had climbed up this slope under fire to their deaths.




    We walked south past the Sphinx and around Plugge’s Plateau past the entrance to Shrapnel Gully that led to Monash Valley. We turned up Artillery Road to Lone Pine and to on to Johnston’s Jolly and to the east, we could see Scubby Knoll. We walked on to Quinn’s Post and to the Turkish Memorial. To our left at the head of the Monash Valley was the Nek and heading north east along the ridge is Baby 700, Battleship Hill, Chunuk Bair, Hill Q and finally the summit Hill 971.




    Scattered across the area are monuments to the fallen and cemeteries. Some of the trenches have been left and although not so deep as they once were, it was clear to see the opposing lines of trenches that were very close to each other in places and reinforces the stories about being able to hear the soldiers in the opposite trench talking. You don’t have to be a cricketer to be able to lob a grenade into the trench opposite which was a constant threat.




    The trenches at the Nek are very close and it is sign of the bravery of the advancing Anzacs that despite the first wave being cut down, the second wave jumped out of their trenches and charged and were also cut down. And so followed the third and fourth waves. So many men died in such a small area.




    We attended another service specifically for the New Zealand fallen at the memorial site near the top of the hill with another two minute silence. Afterwards we had some time to wander along the trenches and visit some of the other cemeteries and memorials.




    The Ottoman army lost nearly as many men as the allies defending their peninsular and there is big monument to the Turkish fallen not far from the summit. More important to Turks were the naval battles and remembrance of the fighting that took place around the Port of Canakkale where the Royal Navy was repulsed in March 1915 thus 18th March has a similar significance for Turks as the 25th April to Australians and New Zealanders and although it is not a public holiday, it is commemorated with special ceremonies.




    The campaign’s main significance to the Turkish people lies in the role it played in the emergence of Mustafa Kemal, who became the first president of the Republic of Turkey after the war. In 1934, Kemal Ataturk delivered the following words to the first Australians, New Zealanders and British who were allowed to visit the Gallipoli battlefields. This was later inscribed on a monolith at Ari Burnu Cemetery on ANZAC Beach which was unveiled in 1985 and the words also appear on the Kemal Ataturk Memorial in Canberra and the Ataturk Memorial in Wellington:




    Those heroes that shed their blood




    And lost their lives.




    You are now lying in the soil of a friendly country.




    Therefore rest in peace.




    There is no difference between the Johnnies




    And the Mehmets to us where they lie side by side




    Here in this country of ours.




    You, the mothers,




    Who sent their sons from far away countries




    Wipe away your tears,




    Your sons are now lying in our bosom




    And are in peace




    After having lost their lives on this land they have




    Become our sons as well.




    The last service finished at lunch time and we walked around the desolate hill top. We were asked to stay close and wait to be called for our transport back to the Boomerang Bar. The coaches and mini buses couldn’t wait and if they didn’t have all their passengers they had to go round the one way system over the hills and back to the shore before coming up again and the circuit would take half an hour so there was pressure on keeping the group together. Our transport was one of the earlier ones to be called and we were dutifully all together so we got away quickly mid-afternoon and back to the Boomerang Bar.




    Grace had worked out a cook group rota. Each group of three people had to decide what they were going to cook, buy the ingredients within a specified budget and cook and serve it. They needed to do an evening meal and breakfast when we were camping and according to the schedule, also lunch if we were going to have a lunch on the truck rather than go and buy our own. It was also made clear that the others not cooking were expected to help as many hands make light work which some took on board and the lazy ones ignored but such is the results of group dynamics.




    Those who had been up all night at the commemorations were purposefully not on the rota to cook that evening. I was tired but I didn’t want to go to sleep in the afternoon so I wandered along the beach, along the front and walked around Eceabat. There is nothing remarkable about the place except it is conveniently close to the battlefields. Along the shore past the ferry terminal is a brass reproduction of a battlefield scene.




    


  




  

    Chapter 2


    Ancient Anatolia




    I was woken by the sounds of movement outside as the cook group got up to prepare breakfast. I shaved and showered in cold water and only found out later from those who hadn’t gone to the Anzac commemorations the night before that of the two shower cubicles, one only had cold water but the other had plenty of hot water … and I had chosen the wrong shower.




    We boarded the ferry at midday for the short trip to cross the straits to Canakkale on the Asian side of the straits. On the sea front is a large wooden Trojan horse which appeared as a film prop in the Brad Pitt movie Troy and not surprising as Troy is just 30kms away. We didn’t stop in the town but drove straight through. On the way someone pushed the buzzer for a stop, i.e. a pee break. We stopped at a roadside service area. It happened to have another large wooden horse next to it more than three storeys high with ropes attached so we just had to manoeuvre the truck into position for a photo of us appearing to be pulling away the Trojan horse.




    Next stop was Troy. The myths are legendary but the reality is a bit of a disappointment to me as there is not much fact or substance to support the various academic arguments. It is a pile of stones that were brought to the world’s attention by Heinrich Schliemann who excavated the site at various digs between 1871–1879. It is an interesting site and full of potential history but perhaps I was still jaded from lack of sleep.




    We moved on swiftly back to the main road and started looking for a bush camp. We found an old section of road that had been left after the main road had been straightened and was now just a large loop of overgrown tarmac that twisted through some forest and some way away from the new road that cut off a whole section of steep and winding road by going through a gently curving cutting at a steady gradient across the hillside.




    A bush camp is where we just stop and set up camp on some spare ground. There are no facilities such as toilets or running water, but there are trowels in the back locker for you to dig a hole for your business. There is a disinfectant spray to use which is meant to be used frequently as germs can spread very quickly around a truck when we are all living so closely together and some people used it every time they went up the steps as a good precaution.




    A good bush camp is one that is out of sight of the road and any nearby settlements and away from any passing traffic be it cars or pedestrians. There should be enough space to park the truck across the prevailing wind to protect the kitchen and cooking areas, preferably with some cover with some dry, firm, flat areas relatively close together to pitch tents and some wood that can be scavenged for a camp fire. Another camping adage is that you never return to camp without something in your hands meaning that if you walk away for the toilet for instance that you bring back some wood for the fire. A stream or lake nearby would be a great advantage for swimming and washing.




    Around the camp fire two new rules were introduced. The expedition vehicle is called Habibi or referred to as a truck. If anybody refers to it as a bus they have to do ten press-ups straight away. There would also be a numpty award every evening that we have a camp fire. This takes the form of a recap of the day’s events concentrating on silly things that have been said or done during the last 24 hours or whenever the numpty was last awarded. The ‘winner’ was the person that has said or done the stupidest thing from the nominations and gets to wear the numpty in full view until the next camp fire when it is either awarded to someone else or if there are no suitable candidates Grace keeps it until the next award.




    If they don’t wear it or fail to have it on display they receive a forfeit. The numpty was a baby’s pacifier or dummy on a piece of string to be worn around the neck. It was not awarded that night but we had a practice session to recount what had happened during the day. We had been warned about calling the truck a bus and of the consequences of saying or doing something stupid.




    The cook group were up early to start lighting the fire, get the kettle boiling and start on preparing breakfast. The rest of us were getting up and the rule was to pack away your tent before starting breakfast. After breakfast you had to wash up your own things and help pack away the camp.




    When camping there is not the luxury of hot water to help cut through grease and kill germs so there are three bowls for washing crockery and cutlery, one for rinsing off scraps of food, one for washing with soap and one for disinfectant. No towels are used for drying so you are expected to flap or waving your plates and cutlery around in the air allowing the air to dry them before being packed away clean and dry and ready for the next meal.




    The members of the group consisted of Matt, Sally, Peter and myself who had made the trip across Europe with our guide Grace and our driver Malcolm. In addition to Leo, Chris and Rebekah there was Cindy, a teacher from Holland who was taking a year off, Kevin, a former Starbucks manager from New York in between jobs, Gaps from New Zealand and Elodie from France although she lived in UK and was on a sabbatical from her employer.




    After breakfast we continued our journey through Edremit, following the coast. The area was largely forest that we passed through. We left the coast as the main road turned inland, towards Bergama but short of the city it turned south to Izmir on the coast. We stopped for lunch on the water front and a local family having a picnic on the beach shared some jam and olives.




    Izmir is Turkey’s third largest city and is a large industrial and commercial centre. Historically it was a Greek city and in Roman times it was an important trading and administrative centre. It was invaded by the Greeks at the end of the First World War but Kemal Ataturk recaptured the city in September 1922 marking the end of the Turkish War of Independence and foreign intervention.




    We moved on to Selcuk and to our next campsite which was in the grounds of Attila’s Getaway, a hotel run by its owner called Atilla the Hun. This was on the outskirts of the town where we were to stay for a couple of nights to visit Ephesus. We camped in the grounds and as it was still the low season and there were only a few guests, we were allowed to pitch our tents on the flat sandy volley ball court.




    Just as the cook group started to cook, the clouds went dark and it started to rain so we erected an awning over the cook area next to the truck. This is not an easy job, so if it looks like the clouds would blow over we wouldn’t bother with the awning but this looked like it was set in for the evening so we struggled with the awning, to get it up.




    Ephesus was an ancient Greek city on the coast of Ionia. It was built in the 10th century BC on the site of the former Arzawan capital by Greek colonists. During the Classical Greek era it was one of the twelve cities of the Ionian League. The city flourished after it came under the control of the Roman Republic in 129BC. The city walls enclosed an area of several hundred hectares and the walls climb up the steep slopes of the nearby hill of Bulbul Dagi. Estimates of the population range widely between 33,600 to 172,500 people in the Roman period but it was the third largest city of Roman Asia Minor after Sardis and Alexandria Troas.




    The city was famed for the Temple of Artemis completed around 550BC, (the original temple had been destroyed in 650BC by invading Cimmerians) and the city’s capture by the Lydians under King Croesus. In 356BC, the temple of Artemis was burnt down, according to legend, by a notoriety seeking Herostratus who set fire to the wooden beams of the roof and he was executed. The inhabitants of Ephesus at once set about restoring the temple and even planned a larger and grander one than the original. The Temple was one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World and the largest building in the world.




    Trade continued to build as did the city’s wealth and as a major centre it attracted all sorts of merchants, traders, pilgrims and travellers. It also hosted a substantial Christian minority, including St Paul and St John who both lived here for a while and allegedly the Virgin Mary.




    In 263AD, the Temple was destroyed in a raid by the Goths. The town was partially destroyed by an earthquake in 614AD. The city’s importance as a commercial centre declined as the harbour slowly silted up, despite dredging and it is now five kilometres from the shore line. By the time the crusaders arrived in the area, there was just a small village here.




    The site is quite extensive and even today more than 80 % of the site remains to be thoroughly excavated. There is a lot to see and I hired an audio guide and dutifully walked around the whole site listening to every explanation and I viewed the Upper Agora and next to it the Odeon, an amphitheatre that could seat 5,000, temples plus baths and fountains. There were a series of aqueducts that brought water from the hills into the city to supply the fountains and baths.




    Walking through the city, there is the main thoroughfare of Curetes Way which would have been a very busy street, lined with shops, houses, temples and fountains. There were also latrines and a brothel. On the left is a large covered area and despite having paid the entrance fee at the gate, there is another charge levied to get inside the covered area. This is an area of restored terraced houses, with some walls built up and decorations added so that you can get a real feel for what life might have been like more than a millennia ago.




    Just a short distance further is the façade of the Library of Celsus, overlooking the Lower Agora. This was built in 114 AD in memory of Celsus Polemaeanus, a second century governor by his son, Consul Tiberius Aquila. It held 12,000 scrolls making it the ancient world’s third largest library after Alexandria and Pergamum. It has an iconic façade, although what is on view today is not original, as it has been carefully reconstructed.




    Next is the Grand Theatre; if you thought that the Odeon was large, this is huge. It can hold 25,000. On a road leading away from it is Harbour Street that leads to the old harbour, although it is hard to imagine it as a port as there is no water to see. There are more ruins to the north, plus a stadium and a gymnasium and after the bustle of Curetes Way where most of the tourists visit, this was a quieter area.




    I dropped off the audio guide at the main gate and walked back towards the centre of Selcuk. In a field on the outskirts of the town is the site of the Temple of Artemis. There is little to see today. Although it was destroyed and rebuilt several times there is now just a single column which has been restored. There used to be 127 of these columns down one side and it must have been a massive undertaking but after its last destruction it was not rebuilt.




    At the Temple of Artemis I met Cindy and Rebekah and we went to a local restaurant for lunch. We selected our choices from the menu, followed by drinks and then I ordered some olives and pickles to go with my drink whilst we waited. Our drinks came as did the snacks. In no time at all, Rebekah had helped herself to great handfuls of olives and pickles without any invitation. I duly offered Cindy to help herself which she did sparingly but Rebekah probably finished off three quarters of the snacks by herself. I felt that if she was that hungry she should have ordered her own or at least offered to pay part of the cost of the snacks when the bill came but no such offer was forthcoming.




    I spent that afternoon walking around with Cindy firstly visiting the Ephesus Museum which was crowded with tourists, but then the rest of the afternoon was quiet, walking around the Basilica of St John and then trudging up to the top of the hill to walk around the Ayasuluk Fortress which has been partially reconstructed to show how it would have looked centuries ago. We had an ice cream at the bus station as we waited for the free shuttle bus to take us back to Attila’s in the late afternoon.




    I had to get back at a reasonable time, as I was part of the cook group to prepare the evening meal which was to be seared chicken with caramelised onions and roasted aubergine, carrot, onions, peppers and mash potatoes. Plus boiling some potatoes for potato salad for lunch the next day and preparations for breakfast.




    We reached our next hotel in Pamukkale at lunchtime. Although we had dormitories to sleep in, we would be cooking our meals ourselves. Straight after lunch we started off walking through the village towards the travertines. Just outside the village are white cliffs formed as mineral rich water cascades down the mountain side and leaves calcite deposits that make the whole hillside look like it has been covered in cotton wool.




    Pamukkale means cotton castle in Turkish. The sun was shining and it is dazzling as the bright light is reflected off the white deposits. In some places the water rushes over the rock in steams, in other places it trickles across the face of the rocks. Water collects in hollows and some are deep enough to swim in or just sit in and take advantage of the warm mineral rich waters.




    Although it looks like cotton, it is surprisingly hard but the guards still make you take your shoes off and walk barefoot, whilst some areas have restricted access, so as to preserve the view. And be prepared for some white mud as in some places the calcite has not hardened and sits as white ooze at the bottom of pools.




    Immediately above the travertines, are the ruins of Hierapolis that stretch out across the plateau. There are some shade trees, neat well-tended gardens and gravel or wooden boarded paths. Hierapolis was founded by Eumenes II of Pergamum in 190BC. There is a ruin of a Byzantine church and a bit further on is the Temple of Apollo. There is a spring called the Plutonium after Pluto, the god of the underworld where water and gas bubbles up. Priests would sacrifice small animals here who were gassed by the fumes.




    Towards the hill behind the city is the Roman Theatre built by Hadrian and Septimius Severus which can hold 12,000 people. The ornate stage has been carefully rebuilt to show what it looked like before it collapsed. A track leads uphill to the Martyrium of St Phillip the Apostle although there is scholarly dispute over which Phillip is commemorated here.




    Looking back is a view of the town stretching along the plateau next to the ridge line. There were more ruins that can be viewed from either the original main road through the city or from a new path that runs roughly parallel overlooking the valley below. There was a theatre, baths, latrines, the Arch of Domitian and finally on the edge of the old city is a large cemetery. There were crowds on the travertines and around the Roman Theatre but few tourists seem to walk through the ruins of Hierapolis and I had the place to myself.




    Back in the hotel, we sat on some cushions in the courtyard and chatted over some tea or beer as the sun begun to dip and the intense heat of the day gave way to a pleasant evening. Several of the group started to play poker, although I didn’t play and just watched. We were sitting on low cushions on the floor and while I was unfolding my legs to get a more comfortable position, I somehow knocked over a beer bottle and spilt beer all over the cushions and the floor.




    It was fresh fruit salad for breakfast and we left the hotel before 8.30am and passed fields lined with trees until they gave way to the urban sprawl of the large industrial city of Denizli. After the last few days of culture, we were heading south for the 240kms journey to the southern coast of Turkey.




    We stopped in Fethiye for the cook groups for the next three days to buy supplies in a 3M Migros supermarket whilst the rest of us were free to do whatever we wanted for a couple of hours. After a brief shopping spree in the supermarket for personal supplies I headed to the shore with Elodie along the banks of a nearby river. We came to the harbour and walked along the front which was crammed full of pleasure boats of all sizes moored along the quays of the harbour. Some were private boats, some were gulets for hire and some were day boats to either hire yourself or to go on a day long tour.




    There were plenty of restaurants and cafes but as this was the low season it wasn’t too crowded and the ship’s crew’s weren’t standing along the front trying to entice customers on to their particular boat, but it was easy to see that this would be very busy in the high season.




    We passed the Roman theatre and the ferry service for trips to Rhodes and finally to the marina where there were more boats moored in long lines. Here we turned around and headed for a late lunch in one of the many restaurants along the front. The views of the harbour were great and the prices were corresponding inflated and being so close to the sea I just had to have a local fish dish.




    


  




  

    Chapter 3


    Adventures in Oludeniz




    We drove out of Fethiye for the 15kms journey across the rocky peninsular to the south of the city and down to Oludeniz. This is a modern town built on the sea front in a sheltered bay with broad sandy beaches and lots of tourist hotels. We would be camping in the grounds of the Sugar Beach Resort which has its own palm fringed lagoon and beach complete with beach umbrellas, canoes, pedalos and beach front bar at one end of the main bay of Oludeniz. It had a collection of wooden huts with sleeping for up to four complete with air conditioning and hot and cold running water just in case any of us wanted an upgrade.




    They had just opened for the summer season and despite the rather expensive prices we soon drunk them dry of Efes but we moved on to Bomonti brewed by the same company which was nearly as good. We had some fun splashing about in the warm lagoon and chatting in the bar including playing a few games of backgammon which is one of my favourite games but disappointingly no one else was as eager as I was so I only got a few games.




    Several activities were available and I booked up for a day’s horse riding for the next day and most of the others booked up for a tandem paragliding experience, and we all opted for a day’s cruising and walking tour up a local gorge. That evening I was awarded the numpty prize for spilling my beer the night before, at Pamukkale.




    After a breakfast of fried rice, eggs and onions with tomato and cucumber, we made our packed lunches and then set off for the nearly two hour drive back over the peninsular that separates Oludeniz from Fethiye and inland to Tlos and just beyond it to the Saklikent National Park and the Saklikent Gorge. We parked the truck and headed for the ticket office. We were the first guests through and judging by the size of the car park a lot of visitors were expected.




    We walked alongside the river and into the gorge itself. It had vertical cliff sides and although it was a bright sunny day the sun didn’t penetrate this deep into the gorge and the air was cool. We walked along boarded paths to the first obstacle which was a tributary cascading over slippery rocks to join the main river. There were plenty of areas to sit and watch and this seemed as far as many tourists got as there was no more board walk and intrepid explorers needed to wade through water that was thigh deep to get further up the gorge.




    The water was cold but having successfully waded through the swift flowing section of the stream over slippery rocks there was a long stretch of gravel along one bank of the river and you could begin to drip dry. By now the group had shrunk to just seven of us, myself, Gaps, Kevin, Chris, Cindy, Leo and Matt. We made our way past or climbed up the next waterfall and the next and eventually we reached the furthest you could get without specialist equipment. Despite even trying to climb on each other to get up the last waterfall we were defeated and turned back.




    The sun had risen high enough to finally shed some light on the gorge floor so we chose a spot in the sun to sit and eat our packed lunches. Everyone who had made it this far was thoroughly wet through but we were enjoying ourselves and although the water was cold we were warmed by the bright sunlight finally flooding into the bottom of the gorge.




    We retraced out steps and emerged from the gorge to relax in the Saklikent Gorge Club, a camp ground with tree houses, shops, restaurants and swimming pools. We headed back to the Sugar Beach Resort where the cook group was making Thai chicken curry and rice and as they cooked the sky was filled with paragliders with guests having an evening descent to the town and the beach. Kevin got the numpty that evening for locking some of the others in the truck at the gorge.




    In the morning, we learnt that the horse riding was cancelled as it was too early in the season and the horses weren’t ready. I can’t believe that that was the real case as the horses must have been fed over winter and needed the exercise to get ready for the summer season and neither was it credible that someone would turn down a booking on such flimsy grounds. Either way, I wasn’t going riding so I was reluctantly the man on the landing site ready to take photos of the others landing after their paragliding flight.




    Those going paragliding were collected from the Sugar Beach Resort and transferred to their jump site high on the edge of a cliff in the mountains above the town by the company with whom they had booked called Gravity. Meanwhile I walked into town. The landing site was designated as the sea front at the end of the main street.




    After a short wait, the paragliders started to arrive above the town drifting slowly down from the mountains, towards the shore line. I knew the designated landing spot but the actual landing depends on wind, the skill of the pilot and dependent on how much pedestrian traffic there is on the sea front. There were a lot of paragliders so there was some congestion and whilst some pilots landed right at the junction of the sea front and the main road, but with more pilots coming into land it was getting congested. I counted numbers of paragliders in the low teens, but after every landing another speck would appear in the sky above the town.




    I was looking up searching for canopies with the Gravity logo so that I was aware of what was happening. Some of the other tourists walking along the front weren’t aware of what was going on above them. The sudden appearance of a paraglider coming past them gave them a big scare.




    Several people had wanted photos of themselves coming down so I borrowed a camera and took loads of photos, hoping that I got the right people and we could swap photos by email afterwards. Inevitably I took photos of people I didn’t know and I missed some others as they all landed at the same time.




    After landing, the guest is unclipped from the pilot whilst the pilot gathers up his parachute to be repacked ready for the next flight. Every paraglider has a camera that films the guest and videos and stills are available so after everybody was back on the ground, we all walked up the main road to the Gravity office to view the footage and buy whatever they wanted.




    Next was our boat cruise along the coast. Our boat, Letoon 1, was bobbing up and down in the swell just off the beach. It was moored aft towards the shore and held by two lines to anchors on the beach. There was a long gangplank stretching from the aft of the boat towards the shore but it wasn’t quite long enough and you would have to step into the surf and get your feet wet before you got your feet onto the gangway.




    We got on board and waited until all the booked guests were on board and we were half an hour late leaving as the last family to board were late arriving. The anchors were released and we set off. The boat had a lower deck with tables and benches and open sides. Above was the upper deck, reached by stairs up from the aft of the boat which was half open to the sun and half covered by canvas to give protection from the sun. It had seating around the outside of the open part and cushions scattered about.




    We stripped down to our swimwear and basked in the sun but the sun was so strong that one by one we retreated to the shade under the canvas. The boat chugged along the coast to a narrow inlet which it entered and dropped anchor a short distance off shore. The captain said that he would launch a dinghy to take people to shore but many of us opted for the adventurous option and jumped into the water and swam the short distance to the beach.




    This was Kelebekler Vadisi or Butterfly Valley which was a secluded nature reserve which was only approachable by sea. There were basic camping grounds for those who wanted to visit and stay overnight and a couple of basic cafes operating from shacks on the beach. Otherwise it was an unspoilt and undeveloped beach in a sheltered bay. It was charming for its simplicity.




    There was a rough track that led upwards between the steep sides of the valley to the waterfall at the top of the valley which is as far as a walker can get without climbing equipment. On the way up the track there were several butterflies flitting about in the valley, sheltered from the wind but warm and bright in the sunlit valley. A lepidopterist might have been able to tell me about the butterflies but no one amongst the group knew anything about butterflies so I could only wonder at their iridescent colours and shapes. (There was animated debate back on the boat about whether a butterfly expert was a lepidopterist or a lapidarist but a lapidarist is a person who cuts and polishes gems).




    On our way to our next destination, we were served lunch on the boat as it cruised along the gently rolling swell. There was a choice of trout or chicken so I chose trout. Our next stop was Gemile Adasi or St. Nicholas Island. The Turkish name means Island of Boats which is a reference to St Nicholas’s role as the patron saint of sailors and it is alleged that his tomb was here until threatened by an Islamic Muslim fleet and it was moved. There are the remains of five churches built between the fourth and sixth centuries and a 350m processional walkway. It is only a small island but it is smothered with ecclesiastical ruins.




    We had a couple of hours to explore the island before re-embarking and setting off for our next stop. This was a small cove on the main land where there was a fresh water spring emerging from the base of a cliff below the sea level. The only way to see this was to jump over board with goggles borrowed from the boats locker of diving gear. Underwater it was obvious where the spring was located as light was refracted differently between the fresh and salt water. The temperature between the two was also noticeably different as the fresh water was at least ten degrees cooler. Back on board we relaxed in the late afternoon sun as the boat chugged slowly back to Oludeniz.




    Along this section of coast, called the Turquoise Coast which on a sunny day the sea does look turquoise, we passed the small island of Kastellorizo or Kas which is one of those geopolitical oddities as it is only a couple of kilometres off the Turkish coast but is technically a part of Greece, although the next nearest Greek territory is over 125kms away at Rhodes which itself is also only ten kilometres from Turkey but over five hundred kilometres from the Greek mainland.




    After Kas the main road cuts inland. Along the dip in the land between the mountainous interior and the bulge of land sticking into the sea there are numerous farms with plastic covered tunnels growing vegetables. The road only returns to the coast near Demre. There are a lot of new buildings with lots of building sites. These are blocks of flats, holiday flats, large holiday homes and new developments of houses built up the sides of the hills overlooking the fields towards the sea. We turned towards the town centre and parked on a patch of rough ground between two new developments. The ground was covered with building rubble so it looked as if whatever had been here before had been demolished to make way for yet further development.




    The town’s official name is Kale but no one uses it. In Lycian and later Roman times it was called Myra and made famous after St Paul stopped off here on his way to Rome in 60AD. It also had a famous bishop, St Nicholas who had a reputation for giving gifts anonymously and is now associated with Santa Claus. We were here for a few hours so we could look at St Nicholas Church, the adjacent museum and the Lycian rock tombs just outside of town.




    The centre of town is pedestrianised and there are lots of restaurants with tables and chairs on the pavement plus several icon shops. There are signs in Turkish and Russian and the menus were also in both languages and not surprising as St Nicholas is Russia’s patron saint and the town is a popular destination for Russian tourists and pilgrims.




    The St Nicholas basilica is a small Byzantine church and whilst it has some frescoes and carvings, it is relatively plain unlike other larger and famous Byzantine basilicas. It is a place to visit more for the history and ecclesiastical value than for its architecture. It was restored in 1862 by Tsar Nicholas I of Russia who added a vaulted ceiling and a belfry. Walking around town there had been so much new development that there is little of the old centre left.




    I was walking through the centre with Sally and referred to the truck as a bus so I had to do ten press-ups as a forfeit in the middle of the pedestrianised area in the centre of town. I was so embarrassed, as I felt a lot of people staring at this man during press-ups in the middle of the street. I was going to make a real effort never to be caught out again.




    It was an 80kms drive to our next stop where we would be staying for two nights. On the truck between the beach and the rear facing seats is a small gap that is utilised as a library. It had a selection of guide books, novels and cook books which was especially useful for cook groups looking for inspiration. Where there were well stocked supermarkets, you could be certain of getting all the ingredients but as we went further eastwards, the recipes were more of an aspiration than definitive as cook groups would have to cook what they could find rather than what they wanted to cook.




    It was while rummaging through the collection of books by the ‘beach’ that I found two books that really caught my eye. One was The Worst Case Scenario Survival Handbook by Joshua Piven and David Borgenicht. This is an easy reading practical travel guide for all those dangerous moments that adventurous travellers might find themselves in.




    The other book was Go Hard or Go Home by Andy Robinson and Kirsty McGregor. This is a tongue in cheek guide with over 150 tips and rules for overlanders and covers group dynamics, etiquette, camping and cooking. I recognised so many of the situations and tips and found it an absolutely fascinating read. So much so that I read the whole book there and then rather than looking out of the window at the scenery and occasionally laughing out loud.




    We turned off the main road at Kumluca and travelled down narrow lanes through a mixture of farmland and woods, following a valley towards the shoreline to our destination, Olympos, at the base of Mount Olympos, one of the more than twenty mountains in the ancient world bearing the same name. We came to a collection of restaurants, cafes, bars, and hotels. There were no local houses or a centre as such, there was just one street of largely one but occasionally two storey buildings set amongst trees, all here just for tourists. It had a very laid back feel about it and a charming place to spend some time, just chilling out.




    Our destination was called the Saban Treehouses and I hesitate to call it a hotel, as it was a bar and restaurant and behind it were a number of wooden sheds. We would be staying in treehouses, two people sharing for each treehouse. Some rooms were sheds on stilts under trees but my room was a shed built in a tree up a flight of steps. Showers and toilet facilities were in communal blocks scattered throughout the site. It sounds basic but it had a lot of ethnic and rustic charm.




    We had a free day to do whatever we wished. I wanted to go for a walk but I had walked up the valley and walking down to the beach would not fill in a whole day so when Cindy and Leo wanted to go climbing, I tagged along for the ride. I had climbed until several years ago but the power to weight ratio is not as good as it was in my youth and I wanted a relaxing day of doing not very much. So I was just going to watch. We walked up the road to another wooden complex of buildings including restaurants and treehouses that also advertised climbing and diving.




    The climbing shop had no spare equipment or instructors until midday when a German group were due back from their morning climb but we were welcome to use the café or go for a walk across the river and see one of the many pitches in the area. These were beginner pitches, not very difficult and there was a mixed party of young Russians with some guides.




    They were having great fun with lots of shouting and laughing. One of the girls in the group had climbed up perhaps just six metres but had frozen with fear. She had a safety rope on so she was perfectly safe but she refused to move a limb to the next hold either up, down, sideways or take the easy option of abseiling back to the bottom. A guide had abseiled down to encourage her with advice and another person, I was not sure whether he was a guide or a member of the party had free climbed up to talk to her. Those who had climbed their pitch and returned to the ground were either laughing loudly or shouting more encouragement.




    I felt sorry for the girl as she was clearly out of her comfort zone. I remember my first few climbs and wondering whether the rope would actually hold your weight, being fearful of letting go of the rock, the embarrassment of failure and the assurances from another climber nearby that there really was a good hand hold that you could reach if only you leaned a little bit further into the void. But it did make a great spectacle to witness and we watched from a respectful distance for a while.




    Back at the main site we sat drinking tea or coffee waiting for our guide to go climbing. The German party returned in due course, a bit late and after checking the equipment, Cindy and Leo were kitted out and we were ready to go. We were joined by David, a teacher from Glasgow who was here with his wife who didn’t want to climb so he had an afternoon free to climb and joined our little group.




    We piled into a four wheel drive and headed along the valley and out to a more challenging site for climbing. We had one guide so the climbers took it in turns to climb ever more challenging pitches.




    As the non-climber in the party I was given their cameras and took the pictures as each of them climbed. I scrambled up slopes and zoomed in to get a shot. I even free climbed up some rock faces to get that horizontal shot of the one that showed them working hard with a view down the valley to give a sense of height and perspective. I was really enjoying myself clambering around the rock face taking photos. It was around here that I realised that I still had the climbing bug. I was beginning to really regret that I was not going climbing as well. My new budding mountaineering photography career was cut short when the guide told me to go down as I had no helmet, no safety line and I was far too far from the ground for safety.




    They finished the climbing and we were driven back to the base and dropped off our equipment. We all walked down the road past our hotel to the beach. We were supposed to pay to get into the ruins beside the road at the point where the river enters the sea but there was no one there this late in the afternoon so we saved ourselves a few dollars. As we walked along the side of the river I could hear a cacophony of noise and was looking to the sky expecting to see a load of birds. I think it was Cindy that pointed out that it was the large number of frogs in the river all croaking away that were making the racket.




    The beach was nothing spectacular, being largely stony. There were family groups dotted about and a few children playing in the surf or where the river flowed into the sea. After spending a while on the beach we waded across the river and wandered back towards the ruins. These weren’t well preserved or signed so we were left to make up our own narrative. It had started to rain and the river level was rising so we re-crossed the river at the most promising looking shallow spot which was still up to our waists.




    That evening there was an opportunity for an evening visit to Chimera near Olympos which was a short distance away as the crow flies but you need to travel back up the valley to the main road and along it before doubling back, almost three and a half sides of a square to get there by road. Olympos was an important second century BC Lycian city who worshipped Hephaestus or Vulcan, the god of fire. Up in the hills above the ruined city is Chimera, the eternal flame. It is best visited at night as the flames are indistinct during the day with the bright sunlight. At night it is a marvel as methane gas welling up between the stones from the depths reaches the surfaces and burns brightly casting odd shadows around the immediate area. It was a wonderful moment but could have been better if it wasn’t raining.




    The local cockerels were noisy first thing in the morning but I at least wouldn’t miss breakfast. Today was going to be a long drive day to cover the 380kms from here heading north east to the outskirts of Konya and another bush camp. We stopped at a 5M Migros in Antalya.




    Migros was a Swiss retailer that set up Migros Turk in Istanbul in 1974 and sold the business in 1975. It is one of Turkey’s largest retailers with a range of stores from corner shops to hypermarkets selling just about everything. The number at the front gives the shopper an indication of the size and range of products on offer. The 3M Migros in Fethiye was a supermarket concentrating on food with a limited range of non-food items. Whereas the 5M Migros in Konya more like a department store selling groceries and had a huge range of non-food items housed within a large building.




    Kevin was part of the cook group for the coming evening and he was celebrating Cinco de Mayo or 5th May. This is a celebration of the improbable victory of an ill equipped Mexican army against a numerically superior and well trained French invasion force in 1862 at the Battle of Puebla near Mexico City. Americans celebrate the day as there was a fear that the French would use Mexico to support the Confederate side in the American Civil War and for Latino Americans to celebrate their ethnicity.




    As a footnote, the victory was short lived as the French returned within a year with a much larger force defeating the Mexican army and installed a French puppet, Emperor Maximilian I, the younger brother of the Austrian emperor Franz Joseph I. Republican forces led by President Benito Juarez continued to resist but with the end of the American Civil War, the American government gave more support to Mexico who fought off the French and executed Emperor Maximilian I in 1867. Cinco de Mayo is not to be confused with Mexican Independence Day which is 16th September.




    After Antalya, the road continues along the coast but at Kizilagac, we turned inland to head north west through the interior. This was to be the last that we would see of the sea for the next few months as we travelled through Central Asia to Xian, the end of the Silk Road. Technically we weren’t on the Silk Road as we had made a detour to see some of Turkey’s great historical legacy. The caravans would have travelled a more direct route to Istanbul along the northern coast or by sea, through central Anatolia or would have headed south through present day Syria or Iran to the Gulf or to the eastern Turkish Mediterranean port of Iskenderun.




    We had left the farms of the coastal plain behind and now the road weaved its way through rocky limestone mountains with seemingly little human habitation. Late in the afternoon we passed a small lake created by a dam and shortly after this there was a track off the main road which we took. It dipped out of sight of the road and finished in a dead end. This was an ideal place for a bush camp.




    There wasn’t much flat land so we put up the tents on the track in front of the truck in a long neat row. We set up the kitchen and most of us helped out, with the preparation for our Tex Mex Cinco de Mayo celebratory meal of burgers, rice, and bean salad plus relish. It started to rain and hoping that it would just be a passing shower, we got some umbrellas out and continued cooking. The umbrellas worked for a while but just as we were serving, it started raining heavily so we ate in the truck.




    The rain had set in for the evening so we stayed in the truck. To help pass the time we played Mafia which is a great party game when there is a large group. There was a lot of banter about who was a suspect and who to get rid of, with the accused claiming their innocence, the Mafiosi trying to direct everyone to lynch their victim while guessing who were their greatest threats. The detective may suspect the identity of one of the Mafiosi and would try to get others to support him. The first game was such fun we played another straight away.




    The next morning was damp with mist on the hills and at least it was not raining but it was a little chilly and the tents had to be packed away wet. We stopped at the market in Aksaray for an hour to pick up supplies. There were no large supermarkets to be seen so we stopped at the central market. It was very functional and crowded with people bartering for goods. It was more of an open space with stalls rather than some building with architectural merit and obviously not on the tourist trail as there were only basic goods and no one spoke English.




    Just outside of town we stopped at our first caravanserai. We were definitely back on the Silk Road as Konya was the Seljuk capital and the road crosses central Anatolia through Kayseri and on to Sivas and ultimately present day Iran. The Silk Road is not actually a single road but a network of roads. The term for this network of roads was coined by the German geographer and traveller Ferdinand von Richthofen made several trips along this network of roads in 1868–72 and it was he who coined the term ‘Seidenstrasse’ and the term Silk Road has stuck ever since.




    The caravanserai was built over eight hundred years ago. It was interesting as it was our first one of what would be many and not being one of the better known and visited sites we had the place to ourselves. However other than the massive walls and a tower in the centre there was not a lot to see.




    Our campsite for the next two nights was in the Ihlara Valley in the village of Belisirma. We crossed the plateau and descended down narrow roads towards the village near the bottom of the valley. We negotiated the narrow roads but came to a closed road that was being repaired and we could not go any further. Malcolm had the devil’s own job to reverse the truck up narrow roads and around corners to get to a spot which was wide enough to turn around. We headed back up the slope and took the main road to another crossing point and back along the other side of the valley of the plateau, before descending again to the village from the other side.



